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        Introduction

        Women, War, and the Power of Testimonies

      
      
        December 16, 2015. The UN Security Council gathers for its 7,585th meeting. A young woman takes to the podium, pausing for a moment before she begins to speak. She tells of her experience of being taken forcibly from the village of Kocho in northern Iraq by members of the militant organization ISIS, of being held in captivity, then sexually abused and tortured. She asks the members of the council to take action in response to these cruelties, and to bring back the thousands of Yazidi women and children still held in captivity. She requests that they recognize the mass killings, enslavement, and human trafficking as genocide, and ensure the liberation of Yazidi areas to enable the inhabitants to return. And finally, she implores them to provide refuge for survivors of the genocide. Her name is Nadia Murad, and after she concludes her speech there is silence, followed by loud applause.

      

      We live in an age of narratives, and out of the polyphony of voices, some stories and storytellers speak more loudly than others and emerge as more powerful.1 In transitions from war to peace, the act of giving testimony has taken on an increasingly important role, as witnesses over recent decades have fought back against impunity and have helped transform international law. This has established the experiences of victims as a crucial point of reference and has produced new perspectives on what a just and durable peace should entail. The subject position of the witness is seen as holding an “unparalleled authority as a source of moral and political truth” (Givoni 2014, 124; see also Karstedt 2010), with witnesses such as Nadia Murad, a survivor of the genocide of the Yazidis, taking on an iconic status.

      This book focuses on those women’s testimonies that have collectively been instrumental in producing new knowledge about gendered experiences of war and its aftermath. Women have come forward to testify about their wartime experiences in a variety of settings, breaking silences around gendered suffering and death, and changing forever our understanding of what constitutes a war crime. The book highlights a number of facets of women’s testimonies, many of them troubling. The testimonies trouble us through their recounting of destitution, excruciating violence, oppression, and ongoing states of trauma. They are troubling because they raise questions about the (im)possibilities of speaking and hearing about such experiences. They show disturbing patterns of brutal societal forces silencing the witnesses, while at the same time they demonstrate the power and courage of the witnesses. The words of the witnesses can indeed have transformative power and a global impact.

      Certainly, women witnesses have been instrumental in the advocacy that created the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda as a global platform for furthering gender equality (e.g., Cohn 2004; Shepherd 2021). The WPS agenda is a site for knowledge production where women are recognized as knowers and where their testimonies become embedded in a knowledge system (Shepherd 2022; Björkdahl and Mannergren 2025a). Yet the role of these testimonies in bringing about change has not been fully explored and recognized. While research on gender, peace, and security often draws on women’s testimonies and refers to them, there has as yet been no comprehensive study of women’s testimonies about war that combines insights from the rich tradition of testimony literature and narrative analysis with perspectives from the existing literature on gender, peace, and security to advance knowledge of women in war. We address this gap by focusing on women’s public testimonies and their impact on narrative constructions of gender, war, and peace. A rich corpus of testimonies is analyzed from four seminal conflict settings: the genocide in Rwanda (1994), the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina (1992–1995), the civil war in Sri Lanka (1983–2009), and the violence perpetrated by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in northern Iraq (2014). The testimonies have emerged over the years in a wide range of modes and sites. Bringing them together, we see how testifying is a gendered, agential practice. In testifying, the women are exercising what we term “narrative agency.”

      The analysis centers on several interlinked questions: What do women’s testimonies tell us about the gendered experience of war? How do women narrate their wartime experiences? How do women’s testimonies shape peace and justice? We develop a theoretical framework that provides a fundamentally new tool of analysis for understanding how women witnesses use their narrative agency to contribute to transitional justice, peacebuilding, and societal transformation. The framework is applied to draw out and explore key themes in the testimonies that emerge from each conflict. We listen closely to the public testimonies of Nadia Murad and many other women witnesses, and identify what they are striving to tell the world, and why. When Murad testified in front of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), as recounted above, only a matter of months had passed since she had escaped from ISIS. Although her speech was matter-of-fact in tone, when read against the background of other testimonies, it hints at a complex and temporally extensive range of violence that leaks out into the postwar space. These and many other insights have emerged during the critical reading and rereading of testimonies from the four conflicts, shedding light on the consequences of gendered violence and on the gendered production of speech and silence in the aftermath of conflict.

      The book is situated in the narrative turn that can be observed in peace and conflict studies, as in the academic field of international relations and politics more generally (e.g., Shepherd 2021; Wibben 2011). “The narrative turn” refers to the growing interest that researchers are showing in individual and collective narratives as sources of knowledge for understanding the human condition. We understand narrative to be a phenomenon and narrative analysis to be a method of inquiry. As a phenomenon, narrative includes first-person testimonies. As a method, narrative analysis is particularly helpful for understanding the rise of testimony as a source of information and as an integral part of global transformative, legal, and normative change. This increased importance of testimony is closely connected to the global human rights agenda and its dependence on storytelling. Indeed, it is through their narratability that norms and various legal instruments become encoded and make sense to a broader public (Schaffer and Smith 2004, 3; see also Shepherd 2021). The analysis in this book also sheds light on the construction and diffusion of norms having to do with gender equality, highlighting how individual testimonies are constitutive of the global formation of the normative WPS agenda.

      Like many others before us, we have noted that the lack of a conceptual discussion about the agency of the narrator is a weakness in narrative theory. We therefore approach narrative theory with an eye to agency, paying special attention to the role of the personal aspect of testimony. The fact that the narrative content of testimony is derived from personal experience imbues it with a particular power. Indeed, testifying is one of the most powerful means of doing justice, of transforming norms, and of sharing the burden of trauma. Where statistics of genocide and extreme violence fail to convey the full meaning of such atrocities, testimonies have an affective force that can deeply influence how conflict and atrocities are understood. By emphasizing the tangible and the corporeal experience, the individual witness emerges as a subject with an emotive force to emphasize “never again.” This discourse emerged with, and is most powerfully demonstrated by, those who testified about the Holocaust. It was the personal testimonies from survivors that proved capable of conveying the otherwise unimaginable degradation, pain, and fear of the concentration camps, with the witnessing of Primo Levi (2003) at the epicenter of such narratives. The rich literature about the Holocaust that has developed since then has been key to deepening understanding of the unique positionality of the witness, as well as the ethical and political relationship between the witness and the audience (e.g., Felman and Laub 1992; Hirsch 2012).

      In this book victimhood is recognized as a powerful platform for agency in order to address a long-held concern in feminist debates about the feminization of victimhood—which has been seen as connected to the stereotype of victims’ lack of agency. At the same time, there is much at stake in the telling of certain stories. When individual victims step forward and testify, they often pay a high emotional and social price, and it is a price that has gendered dimensions. As the analysis shows, ingrained stigmatization, resistance, ambivalence, and even practices of forced testimony all deeply affect women’s narrative agency.

      We trace the journey of individual witnesses’ stories from the local to the global, and challenge some of the spatial hierarchies wherein the local is somehow understood as constituting a separate realm from the global. Recognizing the transformative power of individual testimonies, and demonstrating their impact on global, normative frameworks such as the WPS agenda, has the effect of profoundly destabilizing these spatial hierarchies (Shepherd 2017, 6). Moreover, as the women’s testimonies are traced not only across space but also over time, we are able to demonstrate that the early testimonies coming out of Rwanda and Bosnia and Herzegovina created possibilities for the more recent testimonies by Yazidi women, and to some extent those by Sri Lankan women, to be heard. When these voices of women come together, they reinforce each other, showing that times are indeed changing.

      The remainder of this introductory chapter offers a brief background to the advances made through the WPS agenda, and what that entails. It argues that individual testimonies have been a crucial factor in the growing awareness and impact of norms pertaining to women’s rights on peace and security. We situate the book in relation to existing research on the gendered dimension of war and transitional justice, as well as the turn to narrative analysis for capturing women’s experiences and agency during war. We then briefly present the points of departure for the theoretical framework, outline the methodological approach, and present the individual cases.

      
        Setting the Global Stage: The Women, Peace and Security Agenda

        The WPS agenda—understood as an arena of policy and practice, a global normative discourse, and also a research field—has developed into an integral aspect of peacebuilding and transitional justice. Gender equality has come to be recognized as a key aspect of the building of a durable peace. A starting point for this normative change was the Fourth International Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995. That conference focused world attention on sexual violence in war, the specific vulnerabilities of women and girls, and the importance of women’s rights for peace and development.

        From the very beginning, in the 1990s, women’s organizations were instrumental in advocating and defining the WPS agenda, and women activists in local, national, and transnational spaces shaped the metanarrative that emerged around it (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2019). The contributions of women activists can be seen in three key phases in the evolution of the WPS agenda: norm making through advocacy and agenda setting; institutionalization of the norms; and implementation and practice. The 1990s was also the decade when the development of international law concerning gender-based violence took important leaps forward. For example, the two ad hoc tribunals, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), and then the permanent International Criminal Court (ICC), all engaged with gender-based sexual violence as a war crime. Several hybrid tribunals, such as those in Sierra Leone and Cambodia, followed suit. There are obvious and direct links between the women who came forward and testified about sexual violence and the groundbreaking legal framework that recognized wartime rape as a crime against humanity. As detailed in the case studies, the collecting of personal testimonies from women survivors in Rwanda and Bosnia and Herzegovina ignited action and eventually resulted in a legal framework that is now globally recognized and was made permanent in the Rome Statute of the ICC.

        Building on the momentum from the activism in the 1990s, the UN Security Council in 2000 adopted the landmark Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) with the aim of ensuring that all aspects of peacebuilding and postconflict reconstruction should be undertaken with a sensitivity towards gender. The resolution recognized that women and girls were disproportionally and uniquely impacted by violent conflict and rests on four basic pillars: participation, protection, prevention, and relief and recovery. It was the first formal and legal document from the Security Council that required parties to conflicts to prevent violation of women’s rights during conflict, to protect women and girls from wartime sexual violence, and to support women’s participation in peace processes and in postwar recovery processes.

        Personal testimonies played a decisive role in the advocacy campaign that resulted in UNSCR 1325. Carol Cohn, who has traced the advocacy work of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in this process, gives the following account of how several NGOs, operating under the banner of the Working Group on WPS,2 used personal testimonies when lobbying members of the council: “They supplied information about poorly understood conflicts from women’s groups ‘on the ground,’ thus providing Council members with a valuable resource. Toward the end, they brought women from conflict zones to address the Council in an Arria formula meeting, bringing to men who rarely left NY a concrete, personal awareness of both women’s victimization in war and their agency” (Cohn 2004, 4–5). Cohn names the witnesses who attended that meeting: Isha Dyfan from Sierra Leone, Inonge Mbikusita-Lewanika from Zambia, Luz Mendez from Guatemala, and Faiza Jama Mohamed from Somalia. While what was actually said to the Security Council members remains unknown, Cohn’s account highlights how the advocacy group used personal testimonies as a key strategy to convince the Security Council members of the need for a resolution on women’s protection and participation (see also Hill, Aboitiz, and Poehlman-Doumbouya 2003). As Cohn argues above, by listening to the victims’ personal experiences, the Security Council members came to understand the complexity of those women’s positions, as both victims and agential subjects. As we can see from Nadia Murad’s appearance at the UNSC, the practice of engaging women witnesses to provide an emotional shock factor continues, a practice that is discussed in more detail in the empirical chapters that follow.

        These activist tactics of feeding personal stories into the decision-making processes of the UN have significantly contributed to the success of the UNSCR 1325 and the concomitant WPS resolutions. A number of experts and activists have taken the headquarters of the United Nations as their logical focal point, and, as Shepherd has explored, have worked to advance WPS as “a knowledgeable policy agenda in world politics” (Shepherd 2021, 22), and one that has been further developed over the years, with new facets added along the way. As noted above, the first stage following the adoption of UNSCR 1325 focused on protection, which was logical because the resolution had developed out of the legal discourse concerning victims of conflict-related sexual violence. Since then, UNSCR 1325 has become a platform for adopting nine additional UN Security Council Resolutions; these have expanded the agenda not only to address the acute impact that war has on women but also to strengthen the pivotal role of women in building a sustainable peace.

      
      
        Previous Research: Women as Witnesses, Victims, and Perpetrators

        This book is situated at the intersection between research on the gendered nature of war and transitional justice research probing witness statements, testimonies, and narratives as a site for knowledge production. There is by now a rich and varied body of literature dealing with the profoundly gendered practices of war and peace. A number of key works have addressed women’s experiences of violent conflict, their interpretations of transitions to peace, how they narrate their everyday lives in a postconflict society, and how they articulate their memories and traumas of the past (Enloe 2010; Gül Altinay and Petö 2016; Kuehnast, de Jonge Oudraat, and Hernes 2011; Ní Aoláin, Haynes, and Cahn 2011; Simić 2023; Sylvester 2012; Tickner 1992). Such a narrative approach has been crucial in advancing research on gender, peace, and war by capturing war-related narratives and by bringing out of obscurity the lived experiences of women in conflict (Meintjes, Pillay, and Turshen 2001; Mortimer 2018; Väyrynen 2019; 2023; Santamaria et al. 2020).3

        This impressive body of work has produced gendered knowledge of war by taking into account silenced, marginalized, and previously unheard voices of women. Challenges remain, though, as existing scholarship had been critiqued for failing to adequately conceptualize and foreground women’s narrative agency, which has been left underexplored and undertheorized (Causevic et al. 2020; Kunz 2020; Kunz and Prügl 2019). If we turn again to the rich body of Holocaust studies, it is interesting to note that there the gender perspective is often lacking. While the number of works on gender and the Holocaust has grown, critics argue that the “canonical” corpus of Holocaust literature presents mostly the male viewpoint, and that male memories have become the norm for describing loss and suffering in relation to the Holocaust (Waxman 2017).

        Another strand of scholarship addresses the gendered patterns in transitional justice processes. This work sheds light on the marginalization of women’s experiences and gendered crimes in transitional justice efforts with regard to accountability, acknowledgment, and reparations (Bell and O’Rourke 2007; Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2014; Buckley-Zistel and Zolkos 2012; Krause, Krause, and Bränfors 2018). For instance, Chiseche Salome Mibenge (2013) has subtitled her book “The Erasure of Gender from the War Narrative.” When crimes against women do feature in justice narratives, they are most often told in line with the story of “womenasvictims” (Enloe 2004). Beyond stereotypical images of female suffering, the postwar era tends to offer limited space for complex stories of gendered experiences of war crimes (McDowell 2008). Of late, however, gender scholars have brought to the fore women’s role in constructing narratives of the past and have demonstrated that women’s micronarratives collectively expose the gendered experiences of war. This in turn has troubled the hegemonic macronarrative of war (Enloe 2000; McDowell 2008; Mibenge 2013; Mortimer 2018). Recent feminist scholarship thus challenges the conventional narratives of the victimhood of women in contexts of violent conflicts, while deepening insights into the concepts of victimhood and agency that inform the current debate on women as victims (Gámez Fuentes, Núñez Puente, and Gómez Nicolau 2020).

        The representation of victimhood has long been a concern in feminist debates, and the feminization of victimhood has drawn much criticism.4 Clearly, conceptions of women victims are infused with a multitude of gendered stereotypes. A moral scale of “good” or “bad” victims is constructed in line with hegemonic notions of femininity. Dahl (2009, 395) notes that “female victims, to get recognized, must act in ways that preserve gender norms.” This means, especially in relation to sexual violence, that the innocence of the victim is linked to her being incapable of choice or action (Meyers 2016, 35). Witnesses run the risk of social stigmatization when stories previously hidden are revealed. For example, when more than one hundred women came forward to testify about the crimes committed against them by the Imperial Japanese Army during World War II, there were many attempts to undermine them. The women, who broke the silence in the 1990s, testified about being forced into a system that assigned them the role of so-called comfort women to service Japanese soldiers. Yet in the public debate that followed, they were often called prostitutes, or it was argued that they had in fact had a choice (Kimura 2008; Schaffer and Smith 2004). Stetz and Oh (2001) have convincingly shown that the comfort women system perpetuated existing gender hierarchies, racism, classism, militarism, and sexism, that the women were selected for this role because they were seen as of no value, and that after the war those who survived were once again seen as worthless because they had been raped.

        The idea that there is only one particular type of woman victim, the “passive victim,” who deserves particular attention in analyses of women’s testimonies, is detrimental to women victims’ agency (Meyers 2016, 47). Helms (2013) argues that victimhood is a double-edged sword due to its gendered connotations. It is the passivity, moral purity, distance from responsibility, and association with innocence that form a basis for legitimacy. This depiction tends to obscure the agency that women have exercised in surviving violent conflict and coping with postwar insecurities. Many researchers and activists therefore prefer to use the word “survivor” as a way of changing these commonly held perceptions (Dahl 2009, 394). While it is important to question critically the discursively constructed constraints of the passive victim trope, replacing one stereotype with another, such as “survivor” replacing “victim,” does not contribute to understanding the complexity of the agency that women witnesses exercise. As Dahl warns, the trope of the courageous survivor comes with its own silences and marginalizations, as a sole focus on these women’s agency may in fact obscure structural oppression and constraint (Dahl 2009, 404).

        Simplistic notions of victimhood have also been unsettled by scholarship questioning the victim-perpetrator dichotomy. Research from diverse settings uncovers how women’s participation in armed national liberation movements and insurgencies can have emancipatory effects, but also how women’s agency is often constrained when patriarchal norms and standards of femininity are challenged (Alison 2004; Yuval-Davis 1997). Women actively participating in combat, or in support functions, are neither void of agency nor do they have complete agency. Armed organizations that have women participants are no less violent, nor are they even less prone to perpetrating sexual violence, as might have been the common assumption (Cohen 2013; Sharlach 1999; Sjoberg and Gentry 2007; Sjoberg 2011, 2016). Yet, as Utas (2005) shows in his investigation of the Liberian civil war, women associated with the perpetration of violence may cast themselves as victims to ensure the protection of self and family. The complexity of victimhood, womanhood, and agency is also demonstrated in an analysis of the memories of three women ex-combatants in Uganda, who describe “powerful personal examples of gendered victimhood, gendered agency and gendered reintegration into civilian life” that “challenge binaries of victim/perpetrator, saviour/oppressed and progressive/traditional that the WPS agenda has been unable to overcome” (Curtis, Ebila, and Martín de Almagro 2022, 408). Important work has also been done by Erica Bouris (2007), whose notion of the “complex political victim” forces us to rethink the construction of women in war as victims or perpetrators as essentially political. This construction is consequential in that it serves as a foundation for separating the “good” from the “bad,” and shapes policies in the aftermath of conflict. Along similar lines, Rudling (2019) distinguishes between four notions of victimhood—the ideal(ized), the traumatized, the resilient, and the collective—that shape our conception of agency. This research is advanced by Weber’s (2021) notion of “complex political perpetrators,” which encompasses women who have suffered structural and direct violence prior to or during their membership in armed groups in Colombia and Guatemala, and opens up possibilities for a more nuanced understanding of perpetrators’ experiences, including their responsibility for their actions, their victimizing experiences, and their agency.

        Another strand of research has critiqued the structural, material, and discursive constraints that women face when participating in transitional justice processes. This research explores the uneasy tension between the landmark gains made in the arena of international law and the consequences for the individual witness. Several important works on testimony and women witnesses have described and analyzed the conditions under which testimonies are given and the implications for female witnesses, especially regarding insecurity and social stigmatization (e.g. Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2014; 2015a; Brounéus 2008; 2010; Crosby and Lykes 2011; Ephgrave 2015; Franke 2006; Kent 2014; Mibenge 2013; Ross 2003; Simić 2018; 2023; Van Marle, De Villiers, and Beukes 2012). Brouneús’s (2010) research on witnessing in the Rwandan Gacaca Courts investigates the claim that witnessing is healing; her findings are disconcerting, as witnesses in fact reported higher levels of posttraumatic stress disorder and depression than did nonwitnesses. The witnesses experienced psychological ill health, retraumatization, and new insecurities. Likewise, Franke (2006) analyzes how the ICTY and the ICTR were groundbreaking in recognizing gender-based crimes as war crimes but failed to provide security for the women testifying. Instead, the women’s experience was too frequently one of being silenced, disrespected, and humiliated. Mibenge’s (2013) reading of transcripts from the proceedings of the ICTR in Rwanda is a valuable analysis; she identifies a number of limited subject positions for women as well as several disconnects between local and international discourses on sexual violence.

        In Mookherjee’s (2015) work on Bangladesh, the long-term tensions between public memory and public secrecy in relation to women victims of conflict-related sexual violence are made visible. Even when women’s voices are heard, it may be that they are heavily scripted. Ross’s (2003, 17–26) analysis of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission shows that women were mostly called in as witnesses to testify about crimes committed against their husbands and sons, thereby silencing the particular violence directed against women under apartheid. Simić (2023) provides an in-depth analysis of the experiences of a Serb woman, Lola, who was a victim of wartime rape, and follows her struggle for justice well beyond the time that the war crimes trials were taking place. With a long-term perspective, Simić uncovers how Lola’s interaction with the justice system for over a decade has brought her, above all else, disappointment and frustration.

        The act of giving testimony can nevertheless be empowering. Testimonies do have the potential to “curb scourges of impunity, restore dignity to survivors, and contribute to the elusive possibility that such crimes will never happen again,” according to Henry (2010, 1098). Kimura’s (2008) analysis of the Japanese military’s so-called comfort women highlights how survivors were empowered by giving their testimonies more than half a century after the war, despite the fact that the women were being undermined publicly, as noted above. The research by Baines and Stewart (2011, 258) on women’s storytelling finds that it is through the telling of the story about past violence that a narrator “construct[s] herself as a new subject.”

        Furthermore, it is often argued that bearing witness is a central practice in efforts towards global justice (Wieviorka 2006). Historically, in legal processes, victims’ testimonies have been absent and as a consequence their voices have been excluded; however, a stronger focus on truth telling and noncriminal procedures has assigned to victims a more central place in transitional justice processes. It has been noted that within legal processes, victims nowadays take center stage (Karstedt 2010). The act of testifying has also been understood as a means of accessing material and symbolic currency in the field of social and humanitarian activism (Burchardt 2016; Schaffer and Smith 2004), and as a way for witnesses exercising agential power to evoke empathy and action (Meyers 2016). This body of literature is, however, usually not connected to peace and conflict research, and even less to work that addresses the gendered politics of peace.

      
      
        Introducing Narrative Agency and Women’s Testimonies

        The contribution of this book lies in its explicit focus on the role of public testimony and the practice of bearing witness in relation to the WPS agenda, thereby advancing research on women’s experiences of war and the role that women witnesses can play for gendering our knowledge of war. While the above examples from various bodies of research often make use of women’s testimonies as illustrations of a particular argument (e.g., Boyd 2014; Porter 2016), there is a void—with the important exception of Mibenge (2013)—when it comes to literature that unpacks the production of women’s testimonies through detailed readings and narrative analysis.

        We therefore propose and develop a theoretical framework for a systematic mapping and reading of women’s testimonies in order to understand how they contribute to the production of knowledge about war, and to capture relational and multilayered expressions of narrative agency. In brief, we conceptualize narrative agency through the three key dimensions of burdened, scripted, and transformative narrative agency (see also Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2015a; Meyers 2016). These dimensions intersect with the narrative process, which we postulate is comprised of the content, production, and circulation of testimonies. This framework is fundamentally a new tool of analysis and one that makes it possible to read the multiple dimensions of narrative agency in conjunction with the narrative process.

        Each empirical chapter that follows applies this theoretical framework, adding new knowledge about each of the four cases under consideration. The theoretical framework makes it possible to put testimonies from different conflict zones into dialogue with each other, and to map enabling and disabling spaces for narrative agency across cases, as we trace similarities and differences. A crucial point of departure for this analysis is a recognition of the binary position of the witness as both victim and agent. On the one hand, she is the insider: the firsthand victim of atrocity with an embodied, unique experience. On the other hand, she is the outsider: a survivor who bears witness to violence, abuse, suffering, and loss. She looks back on the experience and engages in a narrative ordering and reordering for transmission to various audiences. The specific narrative agency of the witness derives from this double subjectivity (see also Felman and Laub 1992; Givoni 2014).

        The testimonies of Rwandan and Bosnian women are echoed in more recent testimonies by Yazidi women and Sri Lankan women. The Rwandan and Bosnian women’s decision to tell meant that detailed knowledge about war crimes such as rape became publicly available, and these crimes were properly recognized for the first time in the history of war. In the testimonies by women in Sri Lanka, we identify a silence regarding sexual violence, as the witnesses are above all concerned with other catastrophic consequences of the war, including displacement, hunger, the death of children, and missing kin. The Yazidi women’s testimonies reflect horrific experiences of enslavement and an extreme form of patriarchy but also refer to escape and the difficult reintegration into their community. Without exception, the testimonies tell of extreme levels of violence and insecurity, emotional loss, painful bodily sensations, and humiliation. Horrific as these stories are, they must not be forgotten or silenced, and although it may be excruciatingly hard to take in the content of these stories, we have chosen to retell fragments as a means of amplifying the women’s voices and their messages.

        The theoretical framework is further used to investigate the global circulation of the selected testimonies, demonstrating the role of the individual testimony in shaping the WPS agenda. By connecting individual testimonies at the micro level to the global, normative changes at the macro level, we can capture transformative processes (or lack of transformation) beyond the individual perspective. Certainly, much hope is invested in the potential of victims’ stories to “foster mutual recognition of our common humanity and gradual fulfillment of the promise of human rights” (Meyers 2016, 2). While we recognize the power of personal testimony, we also caution that those who bear witness may see their power over their own story slip away as it enters into global circulation. A case in point is the testimony by Nadia Murad. She wanted to tell the world a multifaceted story about the complex gendered violence of the genocide, yet in media and advocacy material about Yazidi women, a singular trope emerged: the “sex slave.” In her memoir, Murad writes, “Sometimes it can feel like all that anyone is interested in when it comes to the genocide is the sexual abuse of Yazidi girls, and they want a story of a fight. I want to talk about everything—the murder of my brothers, the disappearance of my mother, the brainwashing of the boys—not just the rape” (Murad 2017, 162).

        Murad’s astute comments reveal the production and circulation of testimonies as processes that are essentially problematic and political. Far from victims’ stories being inserted smoothly into a global transformation process moving towards gender equality, they are part of a conflictual, frictional undertaking in which some stories will be heard and others passed over, and some actors will be empowered while other are marginalized. They become part of an ever-changing arena of confusing and sometimes counteractive forces that clash, converge, and blend in the production and circulation of stories in postwar societies and beyond. Local sites for testimonies are interstices where a range of global discourses, practices, actors, and testimonies travel among local, transnational, and global contexts (Schaffer and Schmidt 2004, 5–6). Individual testimonies may become “commodities” when they are disseminated by global and transnational actors, including civil society, legal bodies, and international agencies. These various actors convey an increasing number of affective messages in order to collect funds, change policies, or attract audiences in networks of advocacy. It is thus crucial to ask what narrative agency the individual witness can continue to exercise once these processes get underway.

      
      
        Enquiry-as-Bricolage and the Testimony Collection

        The corpus of testimonies and stories produced by women who have experienced violent conflict continues to grow, and we seek to contribute to the visibility and organization of these publicly available sources through a methodological practice of enquiry-as-bricolage (Hammersley 2008, 64). By this we mean a qualitative methodology of collecting “bits and pieces” from a multitude of sources; these speak to each other and over time develop into a rich, polyvalent material through which patterns can be discerned. This way of working is motivated by our theoretical framework and focus on narrative agency: The selection of testimonies is driven by the narrative agency of the women themselves. We read those testimonies that they have shared publicly, reflecting the times and spaces where they have chosen to share their stories. To elaborate further, our narrative analysis unfolds through four readings of the collected testimonies. First, we read the testimonies to conduct a thematic narrative analysis, focused on the “content,” to tease out general tropes, themes, and thematic relationships while respecting the uniqueness of each experience (Gluck and Patai 1991). Second, we reread the testimonies to conduct a structural narrative analysis focusing on the “telling,” that is, how the women witnesses put together the stories, the use of language, temporality, the overall sequential composition and structure of their story (Ahmed 2013). Third, we also pay close attention to inventions, denials, evasions, and silences. Such insights are not extraneous to our archive but integral to the processes of collecting and analyzing narratives. Finally, we trace where and when the testimonies were shared and how the individual testimonies make up and speak to our corpus of women’s testimonies.

        The corpus of women’s testimonies that have been brought together is a unique archive—a bricolage—that in turn assists us in conceptualizing and unpacking the narrative agency of women witnesses. It constitutes a living feminist archive of narratives of war. The narrative analysis is carried out on this archive in accordance with the theoretical framework; this enables us to read the testimonies in dialogue so as to examine patterns closely and unveil common key themes.

        The collection is not intended to be exhaustive, as it is based on a careful selection within each of the four cases studied that enables us to probe the relevant dynamics of narrative agency. From this collection we then make a close connective reading of a selection of testimonies, and extracts are quoted in the analysis. Some features of this collection of testimonies need to be highlighted. Firstly, the testimonies were produced at various times in relation to the events they concern. They include some testimonies that are close in time to the mass violence and atrocities they speak of, and others where many years have elapsed since the events the women recount. This diverse temporal scope allows a consideration of the circumstances in which the testimonies were produced and circulated, including the role of mediating institutions and the political interests involved. Secondly, the testimonies were collected from different spaces. Several of them were delivered at formal sites intended to produce witness statements, and constitute edited and unedited transcripts; these include testimonies delivered at the ICTY, at the ICTR, and at public hearings held by the Sri Lankan Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC).

        When one reads the transcripts and interprets the questions asked by the prosecutors/commissioners and the responses given by the witnesses, attention needs to be paid both to what is said and to the transcripts’ silences, including pauses due to, for example, emotional breakdowns. Ross (2003, 35) importantly notes a key limitation in reading transcribed testimonies. There is, she found, “an ease of empathy, a suspension of critical judgement, in listening and watching which is not present in the same way when reading the testimonies. . . . Transcribed testimonies sometimes jar: events do not follow one another clearly, the narrative may seem incoherent, and the taken-for-granted nature of information and idiom does not easily survive translation.” Aware of this limitation, we read and reread the collected testimonies through a lens of ethics of care.

        Testimonies that have emerged in more informal settings are also included in the analysis. Some are snapshots of women’s life histories documented in reports and collections, while others take the form of partial life stories, published as memoirs, recorded in documentary films, or presented in online videos. The memoirs of Nadia Murad, of the Rwandan nurse Yolanda Mukagasana, and of Thamizhini (aka Sivakami Subramaniam), a Sri Lankan woman who was a high-ranking leader of the armed movement there, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), are cases in point. Rarely do these testimonies, memoirs, or partial life stories conform to legalistic narrative frameworks. Sometimes, these sources and the types of knowledge they entail may be disqualified and silenced (Maynes 2011, 60–65). Yet the individual testimonies, such as published life stories or fragments of life stories, “provide subjective comments on events, interpret experiences, preserve facts and express feelings according to some personal sense of what is meaningful” (Clifford 1978, 186; see also Curtis, Ebila, and Martín de Almagro 2022). Often, they offer firsthand accounts, and they are of great epistemological value in that they are individual voices that might otherwise go unheard. Such testimonies are not prompted by academic inquiry or interview questions, and consequently do not take the shape of answers to questions. Instead, they offer personal and intimate dimensions that are difficult to access through other sources. Nevertheless, this type of testimony has become a not-unproblematic form of hybrid storytelling and history production, and may also involve coauthoring. We are aware of the fact that life history narratives do not represent “life as lived” but are representations of those lives and reflect the positionality of the narrator. Researching these narratives requires us to consider questions such as who produces particular types of stories, where these stories can be encountered, and what are the reasons for witnesses to publish their stories.

        The analysis also pays attention to how individual testimonies are put into circulation globally. For example, shorter excerpts of testimonies that can be found on websites and in booklets produced by civil society organizations or different international bodies have been analyzed with a critical eye as to the selection and editing process.

        Limitations in our language skills have meant we are primarily accessing testimonies that have been made available in English or French, and we recognize that this condition creates a bias in the selection of testimonies we can use for our narrative analysis. Important information may have been lost or distorted in the process of translation (Davies 2018; Norris 2019). When we have reason to believe that the translation process has shaped the content of the testimony in significant ways, we discuss the implications.

        In the course of research we uncovered accounts containing deeply unsettling details of the brutality and cruelty of war and the ongoing suffering of the victims. Research about traumatic experiences of war and violence always raises critical issues around ethics. From our long experience of research in conflict-affected societies, we are aware of the multiple traumas that survivors face, traumas that have a gendered dimension. Indeed, one of the aims of this book is to raise awareness of the long-term consequences of gender-based violence. We would like to forewarn the readers about the emotionally distressing content of the testimonies, which includes detailed descriptions of gender-based violence and trauma. Since the courageous women involved have chosen to give their testimonies and recount their ordeals, we too as readers may choose to prepare ourselves to listen attentively to what they had to say.

        Our main ethical approach is to treat the testimonies with respect and with concern for the integrity of the women who have chosen to retell their experiences. Collectively, we have experience of interviewing and collecting narratives from victims in Rwanda, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Sri Lanka, with firsthand knowledge of the difficulties and constraints connected to the interview situation, and also of how individual stories may be a powerful means of accessing knowledge about war and violence more deeply. The focus of this study is on women’s own accounts of their experiences, as already shared at different sites, released into the public realm, and made available for interpretation by a wider audience. This approach is in line with our interest not only in what women recount but crucially in how their knowledge is publicly produced and circulated.

        By engaging with testimonies that are already publicly available, we have also avoided imposing ourselves on the victims with expectations that they will once again recount their experiences (Foster and Minwalla 2018; Krystalli 2021). The material is nevertheless emotionally and politically charged, and forces us to engage in ethical deliberations and reflection about our own positionality throughout the research process: from the selection of sources to the interpretation and representation of the testimonies and the conclusions drawn (Subotić 2020).

        We treaded carefully when deciding what to republish and how to interpret the gruesome events detailed—oftentimes under great distress on the part of the speaker. Some of the women survivors who gave testimony are no longer alive, and they can no longer assert their views about testimony they delivered in the past. The ethical obligation to treat the testimonies with respect, and those who have shared their stories with dignity, has been our utmost concern. The testimonies are not only a source of evidence but a record of the experience of real people who lived through violence and atrocities (Subotić 2020).

        We are also mindful of our own positionality in the construction of narratives in this book and how, paradoxically, our selection and analysis feed into the very politicized contexts of the conflicts in focus and into the global production of the WPS agenda that we set out to critically investigate. In this endeavor, we also have to probe the power dynamics present when we as scholars from Sweden, a country with a peaceful past, located on the northern margins of Europe, set out to study narratives about war, so as to avoid “othering” the women whose voices we want to be heard (Foster and Minwalla 2018; Krystalli 2021). When calling attention to the gendered dimension of war, condemning its brutal violence, and acknowledging the profound suffering of war victims, we strive to avoid perpetuating images of passive female victimhood or supporting patriarchal notions of protection that undemine the agency of the victim. It is important to uncover the gendered nature of war, but it is also important to do so without fetishizing victimhood, sexualized violence, or rape, and without reinforcing essentialist gender tropes.

      
      
        Testimonies from Four Conflict-Affected Societies

        We have collected testimonies from four conflict-affected societies: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, and Iraq/Syria with a focus on ISIS violence against Yazidis. This selection has been informed by our knowledge and close engagement with those societies over several years of research on topics related to war and peace, which makes it possible to read the stories from a dense background knowledge of the particular gendered dynamics in each context.

        With these cases, we engage in a “soft comparison,” which balances context-specific readings of the individual testimonies with a connective reading of the testimonies across the selected conflict-affected societies, allowing them to “speak to each other.” The theoretical framework developed here structures the in-depth, contextualized analyses and the comparison of findings, enabling an analysis that transcends particularities to identify commonalities and generate theoretical insights (George and Bennett 2005; Fox and Gingrich 2002).

        These four societies represent transitions away from wars that have entailed large-scale human rights abuses, displacements, and ethnically defined conflict. However, they also all display important differences along dimensions such as the scope of gender-based violence experienced, the cultural and socioeconomic contexts, and the degree of international involvement. An additional important element of contrast between the four settings is the time that has elapsed in each country since the end of large-scale atrocities. While in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Rwanda the atrocities ended three decades ago, the civil war in Sri Lanka came to an end more recently, in 2009, and the genocidal violence against the Yazidi took place in 2014. These variations in time elapsed allow us to capture dimensions of the temporality of testimony, as well as to explore the continuities of conflict-related dynamics many years after the formal end of the war. In the comparative analysis (chapter 6), we let the findings from these different contexts converse with each other in order to identify common themes.

        In Bosnia and Herzegovina, rape and forced maternity were critical elements of the war. Rape occurs in nearly every war, but in the Bosnian war it played a unique role and revealed that degradation and molestation of women were central to the conquest of territory (Stiglmayer 1994; Erjavec and Volčič 2010). These and other gender-based crimes have been widely recognized as a key catalyst for the establishment of the ICTY as an international war crimes tribunal, and women survivors’ testimonies about wartime rape resulted in the inclusion of rape in indictments and verdicts at that tribunal. Despite these advances, Bosnian women have been negatively affected by a lack of gender analysis of the consequences of the war and a lack of women’s participation in the peace, reconstruction, and transformation processes.

        In Rwanda, the devastating genocide of 1994 featured very high degrees of gender-based violence. In the direct aftermath, women survivors had to shoulder a great burden, as much of the difficult and painful task of rebuilding lives and communities fell to them. Many women organized in self-help groups, both to give each other economic support and to lobby for social and political influence in the restructuring of Rwandan society. There was an initial reluctance to seek judicial redress for gender-based violence experienced as part of the wider genocidal violence, whether at the level of the ICTR or in Rwanda’s own Gacaca courts. Despite groundbreaking convictions, in which gender-based violence did feature, in both the ICTR and the Gacaca courts, women survivors have often been ostracized and threatened, and many still struggle with the long-term consequences of human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infections and children born as a result of rape.

        In Sri Lanka, an armed conflict was waged for thirty years by an armed organization, the LTTE, which sought to create an independent Tamil state in the northeast of the island. The war came to a brutal end in May 2009 when the insurgents were defeated in a massive military campaign by the government forces. The war’s final stages were particularly hard on the civilian population; rape and sexual violence were perpetrated against girls and women detained in government camps. The many years of militarization and displacement, combined with a patriarchal society, involve multiple gendered traumas, including the burden of many women whose husbands and other family members had been disappeared. The postwar period was dominated by the government’s victory, and in the context of this victor’s peace, narratives about the atrocities of the war were largely constrained or silenced. Some of the most immediate concerns of women were nevertheless voiced by witnesses coming forward to testify before a government-run commission, the LLRC, just two years after the war had ended. And in the cracks, women across Sri Lanka have found meaningful ways of getting their stories out, through narrative projects, memoirs, and advocacy work.

        In northern Iraq, ISIS staged its most devastating assault on the Yazidi minority in August 2014, when it advanced on the Sinjar region, the heartland of that community. ISIS kidnapped women, many of them teenagers, with the intention of forcing them into sexual slavery. Many Yazidi women were sold directly from prison or through online auctions or slave markets, while others were killed. After the war many survivors returned to their home communities, where they struggle with ostracism. Only a scattering of international judicial proceedings has so far been initiated for the crimes committed against the Yazidi. Civil society activism remains strong, however, and several Yazidi women have come forward with personal testimonies.

        The four cases thus offer different but complementary windows into the role of women’s testimonies and how women’s narrative agency plays out in relation to the WPS agenda. With a number of studies already made of gendered narratives in the Bosnian and Rwandan contexts, we are able to reread stories and trace how the significance and circulation of women’s testimonies have been put to different uses over time (Clark 2023; Doeland and Skjelsbæk 2018; Simić 2023). There are also works that show that transitional justice mechanisms have often ignored or marginalized women, and that in the design of these mechanisms scant attention was paid to the specific challenges faced by women. We build upon and advance these findings, including developing our own work on women’s agency in relation to the transitional justice processes of retribution, acknowledgment, and reparation in the Bosnian postwar era, as well as an analysis of the Rwandan and Bosnian UNSCR 1325 National Action Plans (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2014; 2015a; 2015b; 2016; 2018; 2019). Scholarly works on the gender aspects of Sri Lanka’s war have generated important insights on issues relating to the war-related insecurities that women face (e.g., Gowrinathan and Cronin-Furman 2015; Kodikara 2018), the masculinity norms underpinning the conflict (e.g., de Mel 2007), and women’s agency in the armed struggle (e.g., Alison 2004) and in promoting peace and justice (e.g., Samuel 2017). Despite this body of work, the role of women’s narratives and their agential complexity as exposed in testimonies about the war have not been probed comprehensively. Some exceptions to this are as follows: a chapter in de Mel’s book (2007) on militarization in Sri Lanka, which includes an analysis of women’s audio testimonies from the Bearing Witness project; Hettiarachchi’s (2022) overview of a series of recently compiled archives that concern historical documentation of people’s experiences of the war, including the Herstories project (which we draw on in this book); and Höglund’s (2019) analysis of witnesses heard by the LLRC, which provides one of the starting points for our chapter on Sri Lanka. Regarding Yazidi women, only scattered scholarly work has been produced on the gendered experience of ISIS violence (exceptions are Hosseini 2020; Dickson 2018; Marczak 2019; Foster and Minwalla 2018; and Nicolaus and Yuce 2017), and the emerging testimonies have not been systematically analyzed.

      
      
        Women’s Voices from Contemporary War Zones

        War and violent conflict impose a stark reality on women, who among the noncombatants are disproportionately impacted, both in the immediate and in the prolonged aftermath of conflict. Women’s experiences and testimonies from Rwanda, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sri Lanka, and northern Iraq are not unique but echo throughout history. Their narrated, embodied experiences are amplified in women’s voices from current war zones such as Ukraine, Israel, Gaza, and Sudan. Over time we have come to know that women and girls, solely due to their gender, are in the crossfires of war, subject to sexual violence and physical and verbal abuse. We also know that various barriers hinder their access to the resources needed to meet basic human needs, which exacerbates the feminization of poverty in war and its aftermath. It has also become evident that the repercussions of war extend beyond individual women, affecting their families, communities, and entire societies. We know this, because this is what women bear witness to.

        Ever more and ever more diverse women’s voices from conflict-affected societies are constantly being added to the polyphony of voices telling stories of violence and trauma—narratives that resonate with the ones listened to and studied in this book. In many instances these powerful voices emerge directly from active conflict zones. At the time of writing, women’s stories from war-torn Ukraine amplify the polyphony, echoing other women’s narratives shaped by conflict and trauma. In the midst of war, Ukrainian women impart knowledge about their gendered experiences of becoming refugees, widows, single mothers, combatants, activists, and victims of sexual assault and other war crimes (Stan and Nalin 2023). By bearing witness they also become instrumental in the pursuit of postwar justice. Once more, the narratives of victims have been established as crucial points of reference in the quest for a gender-just and durable peace. It is through testimonies, including those of Ukrainian women and others, that women’s knowledge of war adds to the intricate weave of collective understandings of war, transitions to peace, and peace.

      
      
        Outline of the Book

        In chapter 1, we advance the theoretical framework for analyzing narrative agency and the narrative process. This chapter unpacks narrative agency, conceptualizes burdened, scripted, and transformative narrative agency, and disentangles the narrative process by looking to the content, production, and circulation of narratives in various times and spaces. By bringing our understanding of narrative and agency together, we present narrative agency as a theoretical tool to assist the understanding of testimonies produced by women in postwar societies. The chapter concludes with an overview of the theoretical framework, demonstrating the interstices between narrative agency and the narrative process. The next chapters focus on the four different empirical contexts; each of these chapters engages with the theoretical framework in relation to particularly salient aspects that emerge in the readings of the testimonies.

        Chapter 2 opens with a gendered reading of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. This context then provides the backdrop for an analysis of testimonies produced at the ICTY, through the civil society initiative Women’s Court, and in collections of published life stories. In the testimonies of wartime rape shared at the ICTY, for example, we observe the scripting of women’s narrative agency while also noting the emotive force of the testimonies and their contribution to indictments, rulings, and changes of international law as well as to the shaping of the WPS agenda. Further, examining the gendered harms during and after war that the testimonies made visible helps us to better understand the obstacles to reaching a gender-just peace.

        Chapter 3, looking at Rwanda, analyzes stories of women who have testified about living through the genocide and its consequences. These have been collected from a variety of sites, including the ICTR, published life stories, a documentary film, a memoir, and excerpts circulated by civil society and on UN websites. Our (re)reading brings to light marginalized experiences beyond rape and other forms of extreme violence, adding complexity to the well-established gendered trope of the “passive victim.” The analysis shows how stories of embodied suffering are produced in a manner that helps victims regain subjectivity and agency. In this chapter we also take a special interest in the reasons that the women themselves give for deciding to testify, and discuss their narrative agency, which is exercised in opposition to various attempts to silence them or make them conform to narrative frames privileged by the Rwandan state. The chapter traces what happened to the stories of Rwandan women victims once they entered into global circulation, and reflects on the complex tensions between the narrative agency and intentions of the victims, and the contexts in which the stories were disseminated. Often in parallel to the Bosnian women’s testimonies, the Rwandan women’s testimonies entered into circulation at a crucial time for the nascent WPS agenda.

        In chapter 4, we analyze the content and production of testimonies that emerged from the civil war in Sri Lanka. Its long-term gendered consequences linger and are very real to women survivors. The study provides some unique analysis of testimonies from women witnesses who spoke at the LLRC, and also examines the largely unexplored Herstories project, which has compiled and documented stories from mothers in Sri Lanka about their war-related experiences. It also considers testimonies by women linked to the LTTE, including the memoirs of a high-ranking leader of this armed movement. A number of critical dimensions having to do with secondary witnessing are explored. In Sri Lanka secondary witnessing demonstrates women’s narrative agency and is expressed in ways that differ from those discussed in the other chapters. We also investigate the position of some survivors, considered as having been both perpetrators and victims during the war. In this chapter there is, notably, a near absence of testimonies relating to sexual violence and wartime rape, making it important to analyze these silences. Furthermore, within Sri Lanka a national narrative dominated by the position of the government—which was the outright victor in the war—has hampered attempts to have the WPS agenda shape domestic priorities in the postwar period. The Tamil diaspora, meanwhile, has assumed the role of advocating for transitional justice through appeals to global norms.

        Chapter 5 analyzes the content and production of testimonies regarding violence inflicted on Yazidi women by ISIS, and pays particular attention to the work of narrative circulation. These testimonies differ, when it comes to spaces and times, from those discussed previously insofar as none of them have been told in a transitional justice setting; no such mechanisms are yet in place. They consist of material published as memoirs aimed at a popular audience, a documentary film, and speeches made by key figures in international settings such as the UN Security Council and the Nobel Peace Prize ceremony. The Yazidi women’s experiences of violence at the hands of ISIS are relatively recent, and their testimonies are shared at a time when the WPS agenda has established a space in which women’s voices are heard and listened to. The Yazidi witnesses encountered in this chapter have used this already constructed narrative space to come forward with their stories, and they expand the macronarrative on gendered violence and expose multiple types of violence. While slavery and sexual abuse are a central and horrific part of their experience, these practices were embedded in patriarchal continuations of gendered violence beyond the experience at the hands of ISIS. By bearing witness about the multiple harms suffered, they destabilize any notion of the “perfect victim” who has to “deserve” pity.

        In chapter 6 we engage with the four cases in a comparative discussion and draw out the theoretical advances made regarding narrative agency. The chapter revisits the concepts of burdened, scripted, and transformative narrative agency, to gain a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the narrative agency of women witnesses in the aftermath of mass atrocities and civil war.

        In the concluding chapter, we reflect on the implications of the findings for the gendered knowledge of war, the advancement of the WPS agenda, and the construction of a gender-just peace. This chapter also problematizes testimony as a source of knowledge, and probes some of the ethical and methodological challenges that arise when one studies women’s testimonies about their war-related experiences. Recent trends in the direction of a backlash against women’s rights are noted, and the chapter looks forward by identifying cues as to possible interesting areas for future research.
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          Theorizing Narrative Agency
        

      
      Women’s testimony about atrocity and trauma comes with particular gendered challenges. Women nevertheless come forward to testify, demonstrating that victimhood is a powerful platform for agency and that individual testimonies can break silences and challenge existing gender stereotypes as well as social stigmatization and ostracism, and in doing so engender narratives of war. The stories may be fragmented and nothing but whispers in comparison to loud, masculinized, hegemonic, and often nationalist war narratives. With a glance at the now-prevailing Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda, we note that over the centuries men’s stories of, and about, war have been privileged over women’s; war has been a story of male soldiers, heroism, and victories. But women’s voices are increasingly being heard, and are a source of transformation once they become strong enough to disrupt existing hegemonic war narratives. In this book, we read and reread a number of powerful testimonies by women from conflict-affected societies. We do so to understand how they contribute to shaping the global agenda on WPS as a platform for furthering gender-just peace and ending the age of impunity.

      This chapter presents an original theoretical framework for a systematic, gendered analysis of testimony and the role of the witness. We develop the concept of narrative agency and propose that it has three key dimensions: burdened, scripted, and transformative. Burdened narrative agency has to do with the unique experience and positionality of the witness as a survivor of war; scripted narrative agency encompasses the challenges and restrictions imposed on women who seek to tell their stories to others; and transformative narrative agency points to the possibilities of nevertheless bringing about change. We read the multilayered narrative agency contextually in relation to the narrative process, which is defined in terms of its key dimensions of content, production, and circulation—in other words, what women choose to testify about; how, where, and when the testimonies are produced; and how the testimonies then travel and reach an audience. This framework is a new tool of analysis that makes it possible to read narrative agency in conjunction with the narrative process. We suggest that it advances new understandings of the role of testimony and the witness in relation to the WPS agenda.

      The chapter then proceeds to outline the conceptual connections between narrative and agency, before theorizing and explicating the key dimensions of both narrative agency and narrative production. In the concluding part of the chapter, table 1.1 demonstrates how narrative agency and narrative production are interlinked, and what a combined reading of the two renders visible.

      
        Connecting Narrative and Agency

        We build on an epistemology that acknowledges narratives as essential and primary for the way in which humans understand the world, produce webs of meaning, articulate intentions, and legitimize actions (White 1990; Wibben 2011, 2). Narrative methodology treats stories as knowledge per se, as “it is through narrativity that we come to know, understand, and make sense of the social world” (Somers 1994, 606). This position is in line with a more general shift in thinking that has developed from an understanding of narrative as unmediated historical data.

        Narrative, our first central building block for conceptualizing narrative agency, is an important source of knowledge. Narratives are constructed by the narrator and told with a listener or reader in mind, which means that they are intersubjectively constituted and linked to relationality. Narratives are hence constructed not only by the narrator but also by the receiver, who fills them with meaning. They entail a complex coconstruction between narrator and audience, and are part of an ongoing process wherein the world becomes coherent and intelligible. As a consequence, narratives are neither fixed nor final scripts. Narratives are always “works in progress.” Moreover, they are temporally embedded, as they are used by subjects to construct a coherent relationship between the past, the present, and the future. In the simplest sense, narratives are stories, with a beginning, middle, and end (White 1990).

        As narratives are constructed in and through multilayered webs of human connections, they function both on an individual and on a collective level. They are a basic means by which the individual constructs identity and makes sense of their place in the world, while also serving to create “collective solidarity and to legitimize collective beliefs, emotions, and actions” (Hammack and Pilecki 2012, 78; see also Gubrium and Holstein 2009). Narratives produce a sense of belonging by transmitting collective memory, but not everything needs to be remembered. Indeed, remembering some things while forgetting others is a means of controlling the present and the future (see also Hammack and Pilecki 2012, 76). Narrative silences become absences or voids in the production of narratives and knowledge. Some silences are chosen, some are enforced, and others are scripted. Narrative silences contribute to forgetting. In transitions from war to peace, collective narratives around victory, loss, and victimhood are dependent on these dynamics of remembering and forgetting, and are central to the construction of new political power relations for the postwar period, which always have gendered implications.

        We understand agency, our second building block for conceptualizing narrative agency, to refer to a subject’s capacity and will to act in the world. It is a relational capacity, as agency does not exist in a vacuum but rather in a socially, culturally, and historically contingent world (Giddens 1984; see also Cleaver 2007; Dahl 2009, 398). Although the will to act is a universal quality, the opportunities for individuals to do so are deeply gendered (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2015a). The ability to act, and perceptions thereof, are different often for men and women. Preconceived notions of “appropriate gendered behaviors” define possibilities to exercise agency. Accordingly, men are often considered to be “active and autonomous agents, but women are not” (Gardiner 1995, 2). This condition is at the core of the conflicted relationship between gender and agency. Nevertheless, agency always holds promises of transformation, as it entails the capacity not only to make choices but to participate in the expansion of possible choices. A case in point is how mothers with better education have greater autonomy, have more power to act, and are able to make more informed life choices for their children. Girls with educated mothers are more likely to go to school, and they are less likely to be married as children. Hannah Arendt (1958) defined this as the human capacity of making new, a key idea in her work The Human Condition. We also recognize her point that upholding the status quo is also an expression of agency, and sometimes such agency is used to uphold prevailing gender hierarchies.

        Narrative and agency have a number of connecting points, most prominently when it comes to meaning making, relationality, and transformation. In analyses of women’s testimonies, it makes sense to bring narrative and agency together to capture the powerful work of producing new knowledge about war and conflict that women do through bearing witness. Below we develop the concept of narrative agency and theorize how it relates to women’s motivations and capacities for testifying as well as the constraints that they face. Narrative and agency, then, are equally important in our conceptualization and theorization of narrative agency.

      
      
        Conceptualizing Narrative Agency

        Constructing a narrative is an expression of the relational quality of agency, as the narrating subject engages with the world, potentially changes it through narrative, and at the same time uses the narrative to (re)construct herself. Accordingly, narrative agency has been defined as “the capacity for sense-making” (Lucas 2018, 124). Further, this capacity is relationally constructed as “the capacity to make one’s situation meaningful in a web of other narratives” (Lucas 2018, 126). In this sense, narrative agency holds Arendt’s promise of the possibility of “making new” through one’s actions in the world. The effect or intention of this capacity may not always be immediately apparent. Indeed, narrative agency may fail or may be obstructed.

        Narrative agency, as we understand it, arises in the relation of the subject to the world; it unfolds in the intersubjective relations that emerge when a narrative is produced and circulated between people across time and space. In other words, narrative agency is coconstructed as narratives are told, heard, and acted upon. To exercise narrative agency is therefore to engage in activities that form spaces of relationality that then hold the potential for transformation. Multifunctional and complex silences are the context of, and the sounding board for, narrative agency. Moreover, disabling spaces and gendered scripts as well as trauma may create narrative silences. Narrative silences are present in the content, production, and circulation of women’s experiential and embodied narratives of war. Although some silences are chosen, others are enforced. Silencing and silences always intersect with gendered and multilayered power hierarchies. By reading narrative silences through a gender lens, we can reveal how the denial of gender-based crimes is linked to hegemonic, masculinized, and often nationalist narratives.

        This book is not concerned with witnessing in general but takes a specific interest in the narrative agency of women witnesses who testify about atrocity. We see that their testimonies hold the potential for transformation, while at the same time we are aware of the constraints faced by women in contexts that are profoundly gendered. We suggest that women’s narrative agency can be analyzed and unpacked in three dimensions, here theorized as burdened narrative agency, scripted narrative agency, and transformative narrative agency. This conceptualization clarifies and deepens understandings of the role that women’s troubling testimonies play in any reckoning that follows war and violence.

        
          Burdened Narrative Agency

          Our use of burdened narrative agency builds upon Meyers’s (2016, 29) conceptualization, which draws attention to the deep harm suffered by victims of atrocities, namely, that systematic and severe suffering in the context of war and conflict has a deeply constraining effect on agency. In short, burdened narrative agency is a useful starting point, as the testimonies of pain discussed in this book show the multiple ways in which victims’ agency and subjectivity are constrained by violence and oppressive norms, beyond the initial moment of suffering. The concept also captures the fact that at the same time as they are victims, the individuals concerned are agential subjects who are using testimony as a site of power that shifts over time and space. As Meyers (2016, 60) argues, the burden carried by many women does not in any way, by default, turn them into passive victims: “It doesn’t strip them of the agentic complexity and resilience that are characteristic of humanity.” This “agential complexity” of victims speaks to the notion of the victim/witness being in a sense both insider and outsider. We find that the women whose testimonies are analyzed in the following chapters often take the agential position of being both the victim and the witness, both the insider and the outsider. The concept of burdened narrative agency suggests that the burden does not reduce these women to passive victims.

          The power generated by burdened narrative agency is usually understood as being linked to firsthand accounts of embodied suffering. However, secondhand witnessing, when women testify about the suffering and loss of, for example, family members, can also hold narrative power and make visible different layers of women’s experiences of war and ways of pursuing justice. A case in point is the powerful testimonies by the women who came to be known as the Mothers of Srebrenica, who told of the loss of male relatives during the genocide in and around the small town of Srebrenica in eastern Bosnia and Herzegovina. Another example is the women in Sri Lanka who used their narrative agency in the search for family members missing after the atrocious violence of the civil war, thus demonstrating women’s multilayered postwar burden.

        
        
          Scripted Narrative Agency

          Our use of the notion of scripted narrative agency builds on our previous research, and it reveals how women’s narrative agency expressed in transitional justice spaces is often scripted by societal, institutional, and/or legal procedures, structures, and constraints. These conditions suggest that delivering testimony in societies transitioning from war to peace is a precarious undertaking. Not only is it conducted by subjects whose narrative agency is burdened with the atrocious past; it is also under threat from external constraints in the present. These constraints, including social, cultural, and historical circumstances, are gendered and influence the extent to which witnesses are able to take action and achieve transformation (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2014).

          The narrative agency of women witnesses is essentially a scripted agency (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2015a). The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), for example, constrained witnesses’ ability to express their agency, as the legal procedures demanded a certain type of detailed yet fragmented testimony that answered the questions asked by the prosecutor or defense attorney. In many of the formal theaters of transitional justice, the agency of witnesses is severely scripted not only by procedural limitations but also by preconceived metanarratives, not least by gendered constructions that undermine the autonomy of the witness (Motsemme 2004; Ross 2003). As Kaitesi comments in relation to rape victims in Rwanda, “Their experiences have been . . . socially labeled . . . as unbearable and unspeakable” (Kaitesi 2014, 239).

          Scripted narrative agency makes visible the fact that when women witnesses in transitional justice processes exercise the undertaking of testifying, they act within narrative frames, cultural norms, and practical settings that invariably diminish them and threaten their security. There is a narrative script for women to follow when testifying about their experiences, concerning “acceptable” or “appropriate” victimhood for women (Ní Aoláin, Haynes, and Cahn 2011, 180). This script excludes expressions of narrative agency that refute essentialist configurations of gender, nation, and patriarchy. Further, self-disciplining agents accept and may even endorse a certain script; they may adhere to the procedures and practices of the setting, and internalize hegemonic norms. Agency that thus upholds prevailing power hierarchies may be rewarded by patriarchal structures (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2015a). A case in point is the slanderous discourse heard among Yazidi women about returning women and girls who had been victims of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) brutality; such gossip perpetuated ideas about family honor and was a means of upholding conservative Yazidi patriarchal structures and societal norms.

          The dimension of scripted agency adds another lens through which to view narrative agency. It conveys how, in addition to the atrocities suffered, the space for women to come forward to testify is limited by various constraints at the different sites of testimony. At the same time, we do recognize that choosing silence, or choosing selective telling, may be expressions of narrative agency. In Sri Lanka, women testifying in the government-sponsored Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC), which was established very soon after the war, were constrained in their narrative agency. They chose to testify about certain pressing issues, such as economic hardships and missing relatives, and especially about their sons and husbands, but largely steered clear of referring to their own direct exposure to violence. Institutional expectations and temporality script the narrative agency of women witnesses.

          The conceptualization of narrative agency as burdened and scripted further clarifies the above discussion concerning the outsider/insider position of the witness. The concept of burdened narrative agency is linked to the inside position and the experience of violence, whereas the concept of scripted narrative agency is concerned with the outside position of testifying about these events. This is not enough, however. There is a need to identify those dimensions of women’s narrative agency that are transformative, in spite of severe constraints.

        
        
          Transformative Narrative Agency

          Our use of transformative narrative agency builds on the defining component of agency, which has been described as “the achievement of change” (Shepherd 2011, 506). Change may not always be immediately visible or felt. Transformation may begin as a slow shift in attitudes and sentiments before it is subsequently consolidated and institutionalized. In relation to women’s rights in war or postwar contexts, change can be both very sudden and excruciatingly slow. Furthermore, the possibilities for driving transformation are, as noted above, different for men and women according to societal understandings of “appropriate gendered behaviours” (Gardiner 1995, 2).

          What we have seen is that women do exercise transformative agency, and use testimony to challenge existing hegemonic metanarratives. Transformative narrative agents, at times burdened by traumatic experiences, seek to produce less scripted testimonies that contest existing power hierarchies by giving voice to the voiceless and marginalized. As these testimonies are listened to and put into circulation, they may bring about political, societal, and normative change. Such narrative agency confronts inequitable and unjust narrative structures, and transformative narrative agents can claim and extend women’s right to speak out. A case in point is the permanent and institutionalized change in the legal account of war rape that is contained in the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC 1998). Another illustrative case is the impactful presentation made by the Yazidi survivor, Nadia Murad, when she gave testimony at the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). Her statement brought global attention to the suffering of the Yazidi community, and to the women and girls who had been captured and brutalized by ISIS. Her testimony also challenged gender norms prevailing in her own community. Transformative agents, such as Nadia Murad, have had to face great hardship, including sometimes at a very personal level, as a result of their decision to testify.

          Transformative narrative agency can also refer to transformations at an individual level. It seems that at some times and in some spaces, testifying about suffering and loss can contribute to a restoration of one’s sense of self, as is evident from, for example, the testimonies by Rwandan and Yazidi women. The courage to speak out and to be listened to can, in certain circumstances, have a healing effect and help bring about closure. Baines and Stewart (2011, 258) find that a narrator “renegotiates the meanings of her experiences of past violence, in order to construct herself as a new subject.” As snippets of experiences and recollections are transformed into a more coherent and stable narrative, new subject positions are constructed, and the witness may find herself in a position to exercise transformative narrative agency in unexpected ways. Participants in a sociotherapy group organized by a Rwandan civil society organization found that the group provided a context where they could move from a traumatized state towards personal transformation—often described by them as a form of healing, both physical and psychological. The group sessions provided a brief tear in an otherwise close weave of silence, and so their personal transformations helped them face ongoing social and cultural oppression (Richters [2014] 2018).

        
      
      
        Unpacking the Narrative Process

        The concept of narrative agency has been outlined above in its three key dimensions. The burdened, scripted, and transformative dimensions of narrative agency are intimately shaped by—and themselves shape—the narrative process. And it is through reading narrative agency in conjunction with the narrative process that we can more fully understand when, where, and how women witnesses express their narrative agency in postwar contexts. Building on Schaffer and Smith (2004) and their attention to the production, circulation, and reception of human rights stories, we identify three aspects of narrative process that we posit should be taken into consideration for any contextual understanding of narrative agency. The first concerns the content created through women’s narrative agency that has contributed to new understandings about the experience of war and violence. We also pay attention to the production of testimonies. The spaces and the times in which the testimonies are produced may script—or alternatively may liberate—the narrators’ agency. Finally, we bring in circulation: The process whereby testimonies are circulated and put into use by various actors is of key importance for the transformative potential of the testimonies.

        
          Narrative Content

          The content of testimonies is linked to the experiences that the witness wants to testify about, and this content is shaped in relation to audiences, which is in line with the understanding of narrative agency as relational. Furthermore, testimony is a narrative construction that contains and organizes content in a specific mode. A testimony can be defined as a coherent narrative about a past event that is told in public, aimed at revealing a particular event that occurred at a particular time in the past. At the same time, the content of testimonies is shaped by the present time, as the testimony is narrated in relation to contemporary political and ideological metanarratives.

          Individual testimonies play a crucial role in conveying and recording experiences of atrocities. The content of the testimonies analyzed in this book is highly disturbing. They reveal traumatic experiences of extreme levels of violence and insecurity, of emotional loss, and of humiliation. The fact that such narrative content derives from personal experiences imbues it with a particular power. Emphasizing the tangible and the corporeal, the witness emerges as a subject with an emotive force to emphasize “never again” (Wieviorka 2006). Thinking about content in relation to time, we note that trauma often persists for long periods of time as the experience of violence can impact the witnesses both physically and psychologically (Skjelsbaek 2006). Survivors of trauma may also perceive a breakdown of linear time when their traumatic experiences in the past haunt them in the present, and this breakdown of linear time affects their testimonies. “Trauma time” (e.g., Edkins 2006) is characterized by lack of narrative coherence. Nonetheless, there are expectations on witnesses to perform a temporal ordering that brings some form of coherence, helping them “to move on,” or achieve “closure” (Hinton 2018; see also Rosoux 2018). So, while testimonies convey a firsthand account that in its outrageous content refuses any closure, it may be that collective efforts of transitional justice and nation building will marginalize and silence such stories in attempts to look forward and to leave behind that which is painful.

          The content of the testimony is thus closely related to the dimension of burdened narrative agency, outlined above. It also speaks to the dimension of transformative narrative agency. Should testimony be understood as a factual account that has the primary function of addressing impunity, or should it be seen as a cathartic and moral act with the power to heal both at an individual and at a collective level (Givoni 2014)? This is a tension reflected in the multitude of reasons women witnesses have for testifying. While many women are motivated by a wish to end impunity, to put perpetrators in jail, and to convey the horrors in order to avoid any repetition in the future, many also long for an opportunity to speak about their loss and suffering (e.g., Stover 2007). As Schaffer and Smith caution (2004, 6), the act of giving testimony can deeply disturb a person’s everyday life, as the content is not always socially or culturally accepted. For example, many women who decide to testify about sexual violence pay a high price in the form of social ostracism. As a consequence, some women prefer not to speak at all. Others choose to share their stories publicly on their own terms so that their suffering can be acknowledged (Mertus 2004). While testimony can be a way of “transforming back to humanity,” and in a sense remaking a moral universe, selective silences are at the same time a necessary strategy in testimonial agents’ everyday lives, and may be understood as one way of avoiding having to revisit past traumas due to the difficult content of the testimonies (Fujii 2010; Mannergren Selimovic 2020).

        
        
          Narrative Production

          Narrative production is linked to the spaces and the times in which the testimony is presented. Particular spaces and particular times affect the narrative agency of the witness. From reading and rereading testimonies, we understand witness testimonies to be produced at a particular point in the narrator’s life, for a particular purpose, and from fragments of experiences that are put into a broader coherent narrative. Narrative agency is precarious, and is spatially and temporally constrained. Whether or not to speak up is weighed against issues of security and well-being and decisions that concern vulnerability and dignity—all formed in relation to the time and space in which the narratives will be heard. For some survivors the experience of giving testimony is an agential act with a clear purpose; for others it creates even deeper ruptures and increases insecurity. Thus, narrating a story necessarily involves a process of selection that has to do with what makes sense at a particular site and at a particular time; it is therefore in the production that we see clear links to the dimension of scripted narrative agency. Like Schaffer and Smith (2004, 5) we recognize that “all stories emerge in the midst of complex and uneven relationships of power,” which are inherent in narrative production.

          Testimonies about war-related experiences are produced in a variety of spaces: Some spaces enable women witnesses to testify while others disable such expressions of narrative agency. The different spaces come with various possibilities for empowerment, transformation, and agency, as well as certain constraints. Some audiences at particular sites make the witness invisible and silence her voice. If the audience is not interested, or even hostile, the witness may suffer a “second wound” of silence.

          Courts are spaces for the production of women’s testimonies that come with particular challenges. In courts, testimonies are produced in order to determine guilt and innocence. The space of the court also produces a number of subject positions, which hold various degrees of power: which witness statements are relevant, which testimonies produce relevant facts, and which crimes are considered important to pursue (e.g., Mibenge 2013; Simić 2015). In the courtroom witnesses are not allowed to tell their coherent narrative. It is chopped into digestible parts to allow their memories and recollections to be “harvested by judicial actors in the service of larger goals of justice” (Franke 2006, 821–22). Therefore, “from the victim’s perspective, criminal prosecutions may bear, at best, an orthogonal relationship to the injured person’s need to remake the world” (Franke 2006, 822). Often, the legal procedures entrench the metanarrative about the war, which in turn provides a gendered script through which women’s many different experiences are neglected and muted into a scripted position as “womenasvictims” (e.g., Ross 2003). Such legal scripts are deeply gendered, are never free from hegemonic power relations, and define “which aspects of women’s experience of armed conflict are actually investigated, charged, and prosecuted” (Mibenge 2013, 62). In the formal, public space of the courtroom, the witness testifies about deeply painful memories, but the court determines which aspects of the testimonies provided by victims are deemed valuable, and the witness cannot count on the court being empathetic. In such a disabling space, scripted agency is constrained by the formal boundaries of the courtroom. This in turn creates a silence at the center of the judicial process, a void that undermines the claim that international law can pursue and punish gender violence (Mibenge 2013, 22). Rwandan women testifying about atrocities were met by derisive laughter from lawyers in the courtroom, and such receptions are not uncommon in postwar periods. Thus, the act of testifying can mean retraumatization for women as they share their experiences in front of a hostile audience. This will have a bearing on how the testimonies are told, which stories are told, and when they are presented and interpreted.

          In general, postwar societies often display little interest in stories that challenge men’s hegemonic experiences of war and notions of masculinity. Women’s testimonies about sexual violence often disturb collective memories of the conflict among perpetrators, but may also be seen as deeply troubling and shameful for their own collective, which means that women witnesses often stand isolated (Van Marle, De Villiers, and Beukes 2012, 571). In response, women witnesses use various strategies to cope with hegemonic forgetting, and also challenge such forgetting through the production of what may be called subversive narratives of war.

          The silence of many thousands of women who because of these constraints made the strategic decision not to testify is a strand that winds unevenly through the weave of legal cases and decisions in national courts, as well as at international tribunals, commissions, and the ICC. Those who did speak out have in some cases been rewarded by the fact that their testimonies led to convictions of war criminals, and also to permanent changes in international law, including the recognition of sexual violence as a crime against humanity. It is thus important to note that women witnesses have been able to exercise transformative narrative agency despite the severe scripting in the narrative production.

          Beyond the formal spaces of courtrooms, women often create informal spaces that through their own forms of agencies and practices may allow women to exercise transformative narrative agency (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2015a). Such informal spaces are created in, for example, compilations of personal stories in reports by civil society organizations, art projects and museums, or literature and films. Thus, during certain times and in certain spaces witnesses may be able to come out of the shadows to claim visibility and a voice, and in these specific times and spaces these voices may be amplified as they resonate with particular audiences. Such a personal mode of storytelling can be powerful and transformative. In collections of testimonies compiled by victims and victims’ organizations, a prevailing theme is how the purposive act of “letting the world know” has empowered the narrators. A poignant exercise in storytelling is the civil society initiative known as the Women’s Court in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in which women gathered for a public hearing about their experiences during the Yugoslav wars; it was an occasion when women testified in front of an audience that included many who might have had similar experiences. When the initiative is driven by the survivors themselves, there seems to be more space for the narrator’s agency. These spaces stand in sharp contrast to the remote, formal, abstract transitional justice procedures, which are often distant from the lived realities of women in postconflict societies. Nevertheless, even sympathetic and open spaces for narrative production may script narrators’ agency.

          It is clear, then, that narrative production is also profoundly temporally defined. In transitional periods, competing temporalities interact and shape and reshape the past, present, and future (e.g., Mueller-Hirth 2017; Mueller-Hirth and Rios Oyola 2018). As the transition towards peace unfolds, there may be windows of opportunity for bearing witness and for enabling spaces to open up. A study of the longue durée shows changes and continuities and, importantly, reveals when women chose to bear witness, and how testimonies may induce change and bring about transformations over time. Especially regarding testimonies told as part of transitional justice processes, the temporal ordering takes on special meaning, as societies that are moving from war to peace are often conceived of according to a linear temporality, something that Hinton (2018) calls “transitional time.”

        
        
          Narrative Circulation

          The testimony and the witness need an audience if they are to have an impact. Sometimes the testimony is told to intimate listeners, sometimes to an anonymous and large audience. While testimonies might originally have been given before a truth commission or judges in a tribunal, or in a self-help group, they travel beyond the spaces and times where they were first heard. The testimonies are read and reread, and put to various political uses, as they transect local and global contexts (see also Schaffer and Smith 2004, 5). In the process of bearing witness, testimony thus becomes content that traverses zones of political and cultural ambiguity, and this often happens through intermediates: civil society organizations and media that spread the stories, transnational and diaspora organizations, or governments pushing through policy change. As many examples in the following chapters will show, advocacy organizations and their sympathetic supporters listen selectively, and present and circulate testimonies with particular purposes in mind, such as invoking empathy and prompting action. Women’s testimonies about war experiences have been extremely important for advocacy work around international legislation on rape as a war crime, and for fundraising for women’s causes.

          Yet, what happens to the agency and narrative power of the witnesses when their stories enter into global circulation? It is true that once told in public, the testimony takes on a life of its own. Witnesses risk losing control of their own stories. Furthermore, once testimonies of atrocity are put into circulation, they cannot be completely erased and forgotten, and this is—somewhat paradoxically—where the power of the witnesses lies. Their stories haunt the present, insist on justice and acknowledgment, and destabilize hegemonic, collective memory making by refusing any attempts at premature closure. Améry’s (1980) chilling cry for resentment, based on his refusal to “move on” after surviving the Nazi concentration camps of World War II, is a reminder of how the terrible burden of the witness can also carry narrative agency and power. His cry echoes in some women’s refusal to conform to the subject positions made available to them at many contemporary transitional justice platforms.

          Whether the experience of sharing painful experiences is in fact empowering and conducive to agency depends greatly on the context, as well as on the audience and its reactions. The dimension of narrative circulation prompts questions as to who owns a story, how different spaces circumscribe the agency of the narrator, and how stories are received by audiences. There are complex tensions between the agency and intentions of the narrators, the spaces and times in which the stories are disseminated, and how they are used for particular purposes.

          We also note that the medium for circulation plays a role for the narrative agency of the witness. Nowadays testimonies can quickly gain worldwide reach. New technologies and social media have changed the way information travels, which means that testimonies can be accessed globally and instantly. Social media have changed who is in charge of such circulations. Digitalization, documentary films, and memoirs have increasingly become popular tools for circulating stories and may provide a more controlled way to circulate testimonies. On the one hand, the witness has more means to spread her testimony by herself. On the other hand, once it is “out there,” it can be appropriated and used in ways and by actors that abuse the testimony.

          In addition, understanding how testimonies, once told publicly, become a “commodity” in the memory industry requires careful consideration of time (Cuéllar 2005). In this space, the women who give testimony retain little control over the audience and the settings in which their narratives are used and retold. Meanings may change over time as the narrative travels from local to global sites and back again. As time passes, the witness inevitably loses control over her testimony as it becomes detached from the moment of telling it. There is no way of calling it back.

          Some stories may be told long after the event—a case in point being the stories of the so-called comfort women, who told of their experiences of enslavement by the Imperial Japanese Army after more than fifty years had passed. Ukrainian women, at the of time of writing, are telling their stories while the war is still ongoing. The women’s testimonies analyzed in this book have been told over a period of three decades. When Yazidi women tell of their experiences of enslavement by ISIS, they do so in a narrative space that has been opened up through the narrative agency of Bosnian, Rwandan, and Sri Lankan women as well as many others. The way that the Yazidi women’s testimonies have been circulated on a global scale is dependent on how the metanarrative of the woman victim has been constructed over the three decades of the WPS agenda. Indeed, a key undertaking of this book is to trace and identify how knowledge about women in war has been produced through the circulation of testimonies over time.

        
      
      
        The Theoretical Framework for Narrative Agency

        Above, the main building blocks of the theoretical framework have been presented. To sum up, there are three key features of narrative agency. First, narrative agency is burdened, meaning that the agency is derived from the deep harm suffered by victims of atrocities narrated into a powerful testimony. Second, narrative agency is scripted, meaning that the agency is constrained, in terms of what the narrator tells, by times and spaces that have a disabling effect, and the testimony becomes scripted. Third, narrative agency is transformative, meaning that testifying contributes to the transformation of self, of institutional structures (legal, political, social), and of global metanarratives of women’s experiences of war.

        These key features of narrative agency are contextualized through a reading of the narrative process. First, narrative agency shapes and is shaped by the narrative content. That is, in terms of which experiences the women choose to share as stories in their testimony and which they keep silent about, what is it that the women tell? How do they select the content of their testimonies? Second, narrative agency shapes and is shaped by narrative production, that is, how the testimony is scripted as it travels through spaces and times. How do spaces and times affect the production of the content? How do the sites where testimonies are told enable or disable narrative agency? How does the time at which the testimonies are told enable or disable narrative agency? Third, narrative agency shapes and is shaped by narrative circulation, meaning the way that the testimony is disseminated and circulated to various audiences, sometimes traveling between local and global contexts, and over time. How do the testimonies travel to different contexts and for what purpose? Who is the audience, who gets access to the testimonies and engages with them? Once a narrative is circulated, power over it is lost by the narrative agent.

        The relationship between the central dimensions of narrative agency and the narrative process is illustrated in table 1.1. The table can be read horizontally or vertically, and illustrates the many and varied ways that narrative agency and the narrative process are interlinked, and how each interstice makes visible key points to take into consideration when researching women’s testimonies as part of the WPS agenda.

        
          
            Table 1.1: Women’s Testimony and Narrative Agency

          
          
            
              	
                Dimensions of Narrative Agency

              
              	
                CONTENT

              
              	
                PRODUCTION

              
              	
                CIRCULATION

              
            

          
          
            
              	
                BURDENED

              
              	
                Content consists of the painful experience of war and violence, and postwar continuities of insecurity.

              
              	
                Victimhood is a platform for narrative agency, and the burden makes the narrative agent a victim and witness.

              
              	
                The force of moral authority and authenticity brings about narrative circulation.

              
            

            
              	
                SCRIPTED

              
              	
                Content is constrained by gendered hierarchies and stereotypes.

              
              	
                Disabling spaces and times script the narrative agency of the witness.

              
              	
                Women’s narrative agency is lost once their testimonies enter into circulation.

              
            

            
              	
                TRANSFORMATIVE

              
              	
                The power of the personal experience is recognized.

              
              	
                Enabling spaces and times encourage the narrative agency of the witness.

              
              	
                The circulation of individual testimonies either challenges or confirms metanarratives of war.

              
            

          
        

      
      
        Conclusion

        The task in this chapter has been to develop a theoretical framework that will enable us to understand more deeply the emergence, construction, and role of women’s testimonies of war. We have done this through a theorization and categorization of, respectively, burdened, scripted, and transformative narrative agency, relating these dimensions to narrative content, production, and circulation. This framework provides us with a number of important focal points that will guide the analysis in the four cases we examine in the following chapters, allowing us to unpack the complexities of narrative agency in relation to the uniqueness of each case. By reading the archive of testimonies through this same theoretical prism, we arrive at some shared challenges and opportunities, as well as divergences. This framework will help map what women testify about, how the stories are produced, and how they come into circulation, ultimately enabling us to identify and theorize women’s narrative agency in relation to the changing norms around women’s experiences of war and the development of the WPS agenda. In chapter 6, we will return to these points for a dialogue between the cases, drawing the findings together. The next chapter turns to the first empirical site and analyzes women’s testimonies about the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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          Women’s Testimonies and the Pursuit of Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina
        

      
      
        I have been keeping the yellowish discoloured copy of the 2007 ruling, in which the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina sentenced one of the abusers, following his guilty plea, to a six-year prison sentence. The ruling is a small symbol of justice and truth, although no prison sentence can compensate and heal the horrors, pain and humiliation I survived.

        —Anđa Obradović, quoted in Hodžić 2019

      

      Already in June 1992, refugees were beginning to report the first stories of rape in the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. As more and more stories emerged during the war, evidence began to mount that many women were being subjected to sexual assault and that rape was being employed as a deliberate strategy of war. The testimonies revealed other atrocities, too, such as large-scale violence, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and displacement of communities, as well as the loss of family members and friends who were killed or missing. These personal testimonies, detailing harrowing experiences from small towns such as Brčko, Goražde, Foča, Sanski Most, and Srebrenica—where violence was especially pervasive and brutal—reached a global audience, contributing to the broader narrative of women’s wartime experiences. The body of testimonies pertaining to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina is extensive and has contributed substantially to gendering the knowledge of war. Moreover, the impact of the women’s testimonies of wartime rape has had immense importance in moves to end impunity for gender-based violence in war.

      In the global discourse concerning the Bosnia and Herzegovina war, Bosnian women have often been portrayed as victims of widespread sexual violence and other human rights abuses during the conflict. In addition, there has also been a recognition of the resilience and strength of those Bosnian women who were subjected to the trauma of rape. These women were also depicted as showing courage, resourcefulness, and a determination to rebuild their lives after the war. However, at times, the media portrayal was also sensationalized and oversimplified, reducing their complex experiences of brutality and atrocity to stereotypical narratives of the raped Muslim woman. In the local context, meanwhile, women’s testimonies about wartime rape were to a large extent publicly forgotten, disclaimed, and/or altered in the local, Bosnian discourse. The general recognition of these crimes has been very low in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

      In order to investigate women’s narrative agency and the narrative process, we have collected narratives from various sites where women’s experiences of war have been shared. These are testimonies that provide knowledge about the past, present, and future of Bosnia and Herzegovina. We use a selection of testimonies to reveal what women testify about and to illustrate women’s narrative agency and the power of their narratives, particularly the affective force when these narratives are put into global circulation. In the rereading of the testimonies, some common themes that emerge are the violence and brutality of wartime rape, rape camps, and forced pregnancy, as well as women being put in the position of giving birth to children conceived through rape and subsequently giving them up. They also tell of the loss of family members in the genocide, as well as of ethnic cleansing and displacement. These testimonies move beyond, and complicate, the metanarrative of the war as deployed by ethnonationalist entrepreneurs to incite divisions. They prompt us to think about how the suffering of individuals spills over into peacetime, about the emotional and social cost of testifying, but also about how a victim may be transformed into a survivor. Here we acknowledge that narrative agency as well as narratives are embedded in a flow of time. In a sense, the analysis speaks to the longue durée, as women’s narrative agency is played out over decades, enabling us to engage with the temporality of victimhood while also challenging the idea, common in transitional justice processes, that victims are “frozen in time.”

      In this chapter, we apply the theoretical framework of the book to investigate Bosnian women’s narrative agency and their testimonies from the Bosnian war. We analyze the burdened, scripted, and transformative agency of witnesses, and map the narrative process, including the content, production, and circulation of narrated wartime experiences. The ways in which the times and spaces where these narratives are produced can be either enabling or disabling are also investigated. The testimonies are important because they help in reinterpreting narrow readings of women’s experiences of war, adding complexity to processes of acknowledgment, and disrupting the conventional war narrative. They have also helped shape the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda and have advanced the global normative framework. Collectively, Bosnian women’s narratives of war have contributed to gendering our knowledge of war and allowed us to gain deeper insights into the notion of a gender-just peace.

      
        The Bricolage

        The collection of testimonies—the bricolage—that comprises the Bosnian section of our archive has been gathered from various sites where women’s testimonies have been shared. Here we have collected narratives of Bosnian women witnesses from two transitional justice spaces: the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the civil society initiative known as the Women’s Court. We have also analyzed snapshots of life stories in two collections: Women’s Side of War (Vušković and Trifunović 2008) and Peace with Women’s Face (Hodžić 2019).

        The witness statements from the ICTY courtrooms are important as they have helped spur changes in the global normative framework when it comes to crimes against humanity. The ICTY provided a space where women’s victimhood was acknowledged and women broke silences to testify about their ordeal in order to achieve justice. We pay particular attention to women’s testimonies in four landmark cases tried before the ICTY. The case against Kunarac et al. (ICTY 2000a; 2000b; 2001) was the first case in which sexual enslavement as a crime against humanity, and rape as a form of torture, were prosecuted. The trial against Furundžija (ICTY 1998c) led to a conviction for crimes of torture and outrage against personal dignity, including rape. Another case of significance was the Krstić case (ICTY 2000c), as it linked rape to ethnic cleansing. The Mucić et al. case (ICTY 1998a) revealed the existence of so-called rape camps and helped challenge established hierarchies of victimhood. These cases have been selected for analysis here because of the significant impact that women’s experiences of gendered violence had on the court, and because of the influence the testimonies had on the development of international law and on making it possible for wartime rape to be subsequently recognized as a war crime in the Rome Statute, the founding treaty of the International Criminal Court (ICC).1

        The testimonies from the Women’s Court selected for analysis here are drawn from academic publications where they have been recounted, and thus no firsthand account from that site forms part of the chapter. The Women’s Court is important because it was more distant in time from the war than were the ICTY and some of the other sources we use, and it therefore provides a different temporal perspective that demonstrates the continuities of violence and the long-term consequences of the war in peacetime. The broader themes of the stories told here reveal the complexities of violence and the interlinkages among structural violence, nationalism, and patriarchy. Only five out of thirty-six testimonies at the Women’s Court centered on sexual violence and wartime rape (O’Reilly 2016, 431). But, no Bosnian Serb women came forward to tell of experiencing sexual violence. Had they done so, they would have challenged established victim hierarchies. This bias therefore raises concerns as to whether the Women’s Court was an enabling space for women survivors of all ethnicities.

        The collection published as Women’s Side of War consists of more than sixty firsthand accounts from the Bosnian war, some relatively short and some longer. Many women were empowered to testify and recount their personal narratives, seeking to validate the truth of their experiences and to share their stories beyond the local context so as to spread awareness. Some women entrusted their accounts to the women activists who transcribed them, while others themselves penned their recollections of wartime experiences in concise essays just a few years after the war came to an end (Vušković and Trifunović 2008). In Peace with Women’s Face (Hodžić 2019), twenty women shared their experiences of the war and their perspectives on peace. This collection was based on an exhibition of women’s life stories, and the compilers said it aimed to “free women in Bosnia and Herzegovina from the cliché of women as being a victim and subjugated . . . and to show the kaleidoscope of destinies of women who turned their disempowerment into victories” (Hodžić 2019, 5).2 The testimonies demonstrate the links between the past and the present. In many ways, the testimonies challenged the three ethnonationalist narratives that until then had dominated the recounting of the war and had left limited space for making visible women’s experiences.

        The Bosnian section of the archive also includes two films concerning women’s experiences of the Bosnian war. The film In the Land of Blood and Honey (Jolie 2011) portrays the narrative of a relationship within a rape camp, while Quo Vadis, Aida? (Žbanić 2020) portrays women’s devastating loss of husbands and sons during the Srebrenica genocide. These two films have been selected because they in different ways demonstrate the affective power of women’s stories and how women’s experiences of war have been picked up in popular culture and put into circulation to reach a global audience. Without lumping these voices together so that the immediacy and specificity of their lived experience disappears, we put the testimonies into dialogue with each other, to reveal the individual as well as the collective gendered experiences of war and how they collectively contribute to a broader transformative discourse.

      
      
        A Gendered Reading of the Bosnian War and Its Aftermath

        
          Mention women and Bosnia and your first association is likely to be one of two iconic images: distraught women in headscarves and traditional Muslim dress fleeing ethnic cleansing, their ragged children and few belongings in tow; or the shamed and silenced young Muslim victim of rape and forced pregnancy, doubly victimized by her attackers and then by her own patriarchal community. (Helms 2013, 25)

        

        By 1992, Europe had been at peace for almost fifty years, and most people considered the barbarities of past wars to be unthinkable in the present. The outbreak of war in Bosnia and Herzegovina in April of that year shattered this illusion of peace, with the turbulent disintegration of the wider Yugoslavia as a backdrop to the conflict. Following the end of World War II, President Josip Broz Tito had played a key role in constructing a new Yugoslav state. Formerly a monarchy, Yugoslavia was declared a socialist federal republic as Tito emphasized principles of brotherhood and unity to supersede ethnic identity and nationalism in the country’s reformulated identity (Glenny 1996; Ramet 2005; Toal and Dahlman 2011). After Tito’s death in 1980, regionally based parties vied for political power and played on nationalism and ethnic divisions to mobilize their various populations, which eventually triggered the break-up of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. Slovenia and Croatia each made unilateral declarations of independence, provoking wars between Croatia and Yugoslavia as well as a brief violent conflict between Slovenia and Yugoslavia (Woodward 1995; Glenny 1996; Wilmer 2002; Silber and Little 1997).

        The war in Bosnia and Herzegovina was also part of the break-up of Yugoslavia. After a referendum, Bosnia and Herzegovina declared its independence in 1992. Bosniaks and Bosnian Croats had voted in favor of independence, while the Bosnian Serbs had boycotted the election as they opposed the idea of an independent Bosnia and Herzegovina. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s complex demographic makeup with Bosniaks, Bosnian Serbs, and Bosnian Croats as the major ethnic groups, combined with religious diversity, consisting mainly of Islam, Orthodox Christianity, and Catholicism, offered fertile ground for ethnonationalist politics and could be exploited to accentuate divisions. Religion and ethnicity were thus used by the ethnonationalist political elites to advance their goals of establishing their own territorial entities within Bosnia and Herzegovina. This brought about a devastating war in which Bosniak, Bosnian Serb, and Bosnian Croat armed groups would fight each other for several years. The eastern part of Bosnia and Herzegovina, including towns such as Višegrad, Srebrenica, and Žepa, was violently attacked and ethnically cleansed of Bosniaks. Reports of thousands of civilians being massacred, of rape and torture in detention camps, terrible scenes in cities under siege, and the displacement of hundreds of thousands expelled from their homes, prompted global outrage and forced the United Nations (UN) to take action (Ramet 2005; Maček 2009; Toal and Dahlman 2011; Karčić 2022).

        Initially reluctant, the UN eventually sent peacekeepers and mediators to the region. It designated certain areas as safe havens, delivered humanitarian aid, and imposed an arms embargo. Due to the intensity and complexity of the war, however, the UN had limited success in protecting civilians and preventing the safe havens from being overrun by Bosnian Serb combatants (Glenny 1996). In the UN-declared safe haven of Srebrenica, more than eight thousand Bosniak men and boys were massacred in the course of a few days (Rohde 1997), an event that would eventually be ruled by the ICTY to be a genocide. As the war came to an end, the death toll surpassed one hundred thousand people (Tokača 2012), while over half of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 4.3 million population had been forcibly displaced from their homes. More than three quarters of Bosnia’s housing stock was damaged or destroyed during the war, often as a deliberate tactic of ethnic cleansing. With over a million seeking refuge abroad and another million internally displaced, building a just peace presented a formidable challenge (Berry 2018).

        The war came to an end with the Dayton Peace Accord, agreed in 1995, but has left its lasting imprint on people, villages, towns, and cities around the country (Nizich 1994; Woodward 1995). The peace accord established an administrative division of the country into two semi-autonomous entities, which geographically largely follow the lines of division created by the war: the Republika Srpska, which is dominated by Bosnian Serbs; and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which is subdivided into ten cantons and is dominated by Bosniaks and Bosnian Croats.

        
          Gender-Based Violence

          In the Bosnian War, the degradation and molestation of women were central to the war strategy, and violence against women was widespread (Helms 2013; Hunt 2005; MacKinnon 1994; Marković 2007; Seifert 1994; Stiglmayer 1994). In total, it is estimated that between twenty and fifty thousand wartime rapes were committed (Berry 2018).3 In the conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina, wartime rape played a unique role: It was an intentional strategy of war and ethnic cleansing, used mainly by the Bosnian Serb armed groups, and was a decisive factor in provoking fear and intimidation, and in destroying the social fabric of the Bosniak community (Toal and Dahlman 2011; Weitsman 2015).

          The international community, including policymakers and diplomats, initially found it difficult to believe or accept the extent of the sexual violence that was being perpetrated in this war. The UN and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) reported only isolated cases of rape on all sides, and there was a conscious refusal by these international organizations to disclose the vast spread of mass rape of women in the war (Stiglmayer 1994). Throughout the war, more and more testimonies revealed how frequently rapes were being carried out, prompting several investigations to unveil the pervasive violence against women.

          Over time, there was a growing awareness and comprehension of the issue. Rape, forced impregnation, and unwanted pregnancies were integral components of ethnic cleansing. Various sites, including peacetime brothels, were transformed into rape camps, alongside hotels, gymnasiums, factories, and schools, as notably exemplified by the infamous Vilina Vlas spa hotel in Višegrad and the Partizan Sports Hall in Foča (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2023; Mannergren Selimovic 2010; Simić and Volčić 2014). Rape as a war strategy was used to create fear and to intimidate and humiliate women and their wider community. It was used to demoralize the enemy and to subject women to extreme physical and psychological trauma. The repercussions of wartime rape extended far beyond the cessation of the war. The phenomenon had demonstrated men’s failure to protect women, but paradoxically led to the ostracism of rape survivors. Serving as a form of psychological warfare, it inflicted lasting scars on individual women and also on their communities. Moreover, the deliberate strategy of forced impregnation underscored the role of rape as a tool of ethnic cleansing (Erjavec and Volčič 2010; Marković 2007). The weaponization of gender was a key aspect in using rape as a war strategy; the body was turned into a battlefield in Bosnia and Herzegovina (see also Kirby 2020; Olujic 1998). Children conceived as a result of rape, and whose identities were connected to their fathers, would be an issue that shattered communities (Erjavec and Volčič 2010; Fisher 1996).

        
        
          Transitional Justice Developments

          Historically, rape crimes have not been prosecuted. For example, rapes committed by the German forces during World War II were not prosecuted and punished at the Nuremberg Trials (Askin 1997). In Bosnia and Herzegovina, many women wanted the perpetrators to be held accountable and were troubled by the prevailing culture of impunity (Clark 2023; Weitsman 2015). Demands for war crimes accountability in this respect were strongly articulated by victims, activists, and some power holders. At the time, there were no agreed-upon international mechanisms for the prosecution of war crimes. International pressure therefore built for the establishment of an ad hoc international war crimes tribunal.

          On May 25, 1993, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 827, formally establishing the ICTY. It was the first war crimes court to be set up by the UN since the Nuremberg and Tokyo tribunals. The ICTY was given authority to prosecute persons responsible for specific crimes committed since January 1991 in the territory of the former Yugoslavia. During its mandate, which lasted from 1993 to 2017, the ICTY indicted 161 individuals; it established that wartime rape and sexual violence were prosecutable international crimes and laid down international standards for the support and protection of victim-witnesses.4

          As multiple testimonies and witness statements submitted to the court revealed gender-based sexual crimes, the court began to include wartime rape in its indictments (Clark 2023). But, because of the relatively low number of women witnesses (roughly 13 percent), many experiences remained unvoiced before the ICTY (Mlinarević and Porobić 2021). In addition, the tribunal provided women witnesses with a gendered script that muted and neglected women’s many different experiences (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2014). The script provided by the lawyers and the prosecutor gave only limited space to women to exercise their unscripted agency (Mertus 2004). The tribunal was therefore criticized for being detrimental to women witnesses by constructing one-dimensional narratives (Henry 2009; 2010). According to Mlinarević and Porobić (2021, 125), “Wartime rape was primarily recognized in the courtroom if the witness stated that the perpetrator used ethnic slurs while raping her or made claims that he was making babies of his ethnicity.” Thus, testimonies of women’s victimhood were subordinated to understandings of the war as solely an “ethnic war.” If the testimonies instead disrupted such ethnonationalist narratives, they were met with silence. One such example is the experiences of Bosnian Serb victims of wartime rape. In Simić’s account (2023), Lola, a Bosnian Serb, recounts the harrowing ordeal of enduring gang rape while confined with her three young children in a Croatian detention facility. Lola’s narrative challenges conventional perceptions of victimhood, which primarily associated wartime rape with Bosniak women as victims. Consequently, testimonies like Lola’s that disrupt the established victim hierarchy were largely overlooked, resulting in a misrecognition of these experiences (Simić 2018; 2023).

          Today, about three decades after the Dayton Peace Accord, Bosnia and Herzegovina is still preoccupied with the heritage of the past. The struggle to survive the war and the peace has transformed the population, and the destruction of the social fabric and continued strained social ties have reduced trust among people (Mlinarević and Porobić 2021). Women and men relate to each other differently and on new terms, as the war and the postwar era have altered gender roles. For example, women often took on the role of primary providers for their families due to the loss of male family members. Women contributed to reconciliation and activism, and increased their participation in public and political life. Men who survived, like women who survived, suffered war trauma, which could include difficulties in adjusting to civilian life, assuming family responsibilities, and building relations (King and Meernik 2017). The gender perspective on war and peace reveals how women hold long-lasting feelings of insecurity, humiliation, and despair, and sometimes find themselves still trapped in the role of victims long after the war has ended (Clark 2016, 2023; Campbell 2022).

        
      
      
        Narrative Agency and the Telling of Stories to Do Justice

        In what follows, we investigate the narrative agency of Bosnian women witnesses by employing the three lenses of burdened, scripted, and transformative narrative agency. These different dimensions of narrative agency are employed to excavate overlapping layers of women’s testimonies collected from various sites. These are testimonies that convey women’s experiences of war, and reveal crimes and abuses committed during the Bosnian war and its aftermath. The content of the testimonies that we have reread, and that we retell fragments of here, may be disturbing to some readers, but we have chosen to recount extracts from the witness statements more or less unedited in order to bring to the fore these women’s voices and experiences of war and to emphasize how the act of testifying constitutes their agency. And, we need to recognize that their narrative agency is burdened by their experiences.

        
          Burdened Narrative Agency: Narrating Traumas

          The Bosnian women who lived through the war often carry the burden of extraordinarily painful experiences. The trauma of wartime rape is one such burden that has made many women mute. With silence, they became the invisible victims of the war. Yet, some women have broken the silence and come forward to testify about their wartime trauma. The trauma central to many of the testimonies from Bosnia and Herzegovina is the individual and embodied consequences of the systematic use of rape as a strategy of war. The burden, however, also provides the witness with narrative agency, power, and moral authority if and when she decides to break the silence. To illustrate this burden, we quote below extracts from some troubling and disturbing testimonies of violence and begin by retelling the story of a young Bosniak woman, recounted in the compilation Women’s Side of War (Vušković and Trifunović 2008). Feelings of fear and vulnerability are present in the narrative, which aligns with factual details of the rape and the inherent incomprehensibility of it. Consequently, it shows how it is impossible to integrate the trauma into a stable narrative without losing the intensity of the recalled event and diminishing the emotions associated with it.

          
            The young man with curly hair first asked me how old I was. I answered that I was born in 1974, he did not believe me. He said he was born in 1973 and that we went to school together. He claimed that I was older and that I deliberately said that I was younger. I could not remember even then that this young man really went to school with me. In my room I suddenly saw four of the young men and only the one with the green sock over his head was not there. They kept ordering me to undress but I did not obey. . . . I felt terrible about what was happening to me, it hurt me badly and I was very embarrassed because my parents and brothers who were in other rooms, could at least guess at all this and may have even seen some of all this. . . . As the young men raped me they swore on my “Balija mother.” They were all brutal, did not spare me, bit different parts of my body and in this way left traces in the shape of bruises and dark patches, I observed the largest numbers of dark patches and bruises in my neck area. (Anonymous from Sanski Most, in Vušković and Trifunović 2008, 87–88)

          

          This young woman’s testimony is difficult to read. The way she constructed her testimony was to seek confirmation and acknowledgment that she had been victimized. Telling the reader about her trauma, she recounted the ethnic slurs, such as “Balija mother” used by the men while raping her,5  confirming the ethnic dimension of the gendered violence. This particular story also makes visible the everyday connection between the victim and the perpetrator—in this case they had attended the same school. Such connections were a characteristic of the intimate violence of the Bosnian war, where the victim and the perpetrator often knew, or knew of, each other.

          Similar experiences are echoed in most of the other testimonies we have collected and read. Many of the witnesses told of how they were raped in front of their families, how they knew the perpetrator, or how they were imprisoned in rape camps where they were subjected to repeated rapes and sexual abuse. In the landmark ICTY case Kunarac et al. (ICTY 2000a, 2000b, 2001), in which rape was part of the indictment, more than twenty women testified to having experienced systematic wartime rape.

          The excerpt below from a young Bosniak woman’s testimony resonates with those of other women witnesses in this trial. It is important as it demonstrates the horrific consequences of the Bosnian Serbs’ takeover of Foča in southeastern Bosnia and Herzegovina in April 1992, and reveals how Bosniak women were subjected to a brutal regime of rape, torture, and enslavement by Bosnian Serb soldiers, policemen, and members of paramilitary groups.

          The witness, a young Bosniak girl who was fifteen at the time of the crimes, is referred to as witness FWS 87. She testified to the court concerning the repeated rapes and abuse she suffered during the months she was held in captivity at various locations, such as at the Partizan Sports Hall and in the buildings known as the Karaman’s House and the Klanfa’s apartment (all in and around Foča), and subsequently in Nikšić and then Podgorica in Montenegro. She testified to the court about how she felt after being sexually assaulted (ICTY 2000b, 1676).

          
            Q. What happened after they raped you?

            A. I don’t remember exactly who it was, who took me out of that room, outside, to a bus where the other people were already sitting, except my mother, who was still outside, because she didn’t want to leave without me. When I arrived, I got into the bus and then they took us off to the secondary school centre.

            Q. Did you tell your mother what had just happened to you?

            A. No.

            Q. Why not?

            A. I think that at that time I didn’t have the strength to, to even look her in the eyes. Not only her, but anybody, to look anybody in the eyes.

            Q. How did you feel at that time?

            A. It’s very difficult to describe that. I know that I was terribly frightened, I felt ashamed in a way, and in a way I felt very, very dirty, soiled.

          

          As we can see, the individual witness pays a high emotional price. In her testimony, she repeatedly states that “it was as if I wasn’t present, conscious of it all, what was happening to me” (ICTY 2000b, 1672). She is also asked repeatedly whether she told her mother and she answered, “No.” A follow-up question is asked: “Was there anything about the way you looked that might have led her to conclude what happened to you?” and she responded, “I think so, yes. She never asked me, nor did I ever tell her, but I think she knew, with some certainty” (ICTY 2000b, 1675). In such an environment, these crimes caused feelings of shame, so strong that the young girl testifying could not tell her mother.

          Many of the rape victims whose testimonies we read share a sense of shame and a fear of being stigmatized and ostracized by their communities. One example is Fatima, a Bosniak woman, who told her story in an interview included in the collection Women’s Side of War. When asked about her and her daughter’s experiences and whether they were raped, Fatima said, “I wouldn’t tell you that—not even under torture. Why are you like that? Haven’t you got your own children? Have you got a daughter? Would you be willing to speak about her disgrace? You’ve got to have more understanding for a mother.” Then she continued, “You can’t grasp it, can you? If you haven’t gone through it, you can’t fathom it. But you’ve got to believe me in this—it’s a disgrace for a decent woman. I won’t be able to look my man in the eye if I ever come to see him again” (Fatima, quoted in Vušković and Trifunović 2008, 47–48). Fatima managed in a few words to communicate the emotional legacy of the crimes committed against her and her daughter.

          Feelings of humiliation were also present in one of the testimonies heard in the case against Anto Furundžija, where witness A described how she had been forced to undress in front of a group of soldiers, who then watched and laughed while she was repeatedly raped, sexually assaulted, and threatened. She told of the degrading treatment and public humiliation she suffered (ICTY 1998c, paras. 65, 84, 85). Furundžija, the local commander of a group known as “the Jokers,” a special unit of the Croatian Defence Council in Bosnia and Herzegovina, was found guilty and sentenced to ten years in prison as co-perpetrator of the crime of rape carried out by one of his subordinates.6

          In many testimonies, the women told the court that although their ordeal was over, the pain and suffering were still present. As an example, we provide yet another short extract from the witness statement in the Kunarac et al. case at the ICTY, where witness FWS 87 stated, “I think that I have decided to try and leave many of those things behind me somewhere, although within me, I still have and there will always be traces of everything that happened to me. I think that for the whole of my life, all my life I will have thoughts of that and feel the pain that I felt then and still feel. That will never go away” (ICTY 2000b, 1727–28). Thus, although witness FWS 87 tried to put the past behind her, she was burdened by it. Despite the passage of time, the memories and images became so clear that they felt as though they were real and happening in the present. Similar experiences of being haunted by the past reverberate through many of the other testimonies.

          Sometimes the past is impossible to put behind one, as the consequences of the wartime experience spill over into the aftermath of the war and beyond. For women detained at the special camps, and who gave birth to children conceived through rape, the emotional burden was heavy. Safeta is one of these women; she fell victim to systematic sexual abuse in the first year of the Bosnian war. Her narrative centers around her forced pregnancy. It describes how she was detained in an abandoned house outside Zvornik in the northeast of the country, where she was raped. By the time she arrived in the town of Tuzla she was six months pregnant. Unable to have an abortion, Safeta left the baby in a Tuzla orphanage (Becirbasic 2005). Safeta’s story is echoed by many of the women who were detained for long periods and subjected to rape. These women recalled what the soldiers had told them—that they would be forced to bear children of the enemy and that abortion would be denied them. Giving birth under such circumstances evoked a range of emotions, including deep distress, shame, and anguish. Many women were forced to navigate complex emotions tied to the child’s existence, struggling with their feelings of rejection towards the child, or a sense of alienation from it, as well as the societal stigma directed often at both of them. These children were seen as “children of the enemy” or “Chetnik babies,”7 and were often rejected by their community, as were the mothers if they decided to keep their babies (Daniel-Wrabetz 2007). Marked by emotional and psychological trauma, many women therefore decided not to keep these children and gave them up for adoption.

          As time passes, the babies born out of rape have grown up, and they are little by little being recognized as secondary victims of the war crime of rape in Bosnia and Herzegovina.8 They testify to the intergenerational trauma that wartime rape encompasses, as this next generation then shoulders the burden. This type of testimony makes visible the shift of the burden from victim to secondary victim—a shift that conveys the profound impact of historical or collective trauma across generations and the broader enduring effects on communities over time.

          Women are burdened not only by harms inflicted directly on them. As they testified about the deaths of members of their immediate and extended families, it was clear that they were also secondary witnesses. Several testimonies from the ICTY trial and many narratives from Women’s Side of War provide detailed accounts of such losses. Many women testified and described the events leading up to the Srebrenica genocide, and the realities of their agonizingly anxious wait in the UN battalion’s camp in the vast grounds of the former battery factory in Potočari, just outside the town of Srebrenica in eastern Bosnia and Herzegovina. After the UN peacekeepers had failed to prevent the Srebrenica safe haven from falling into the hands of Ratko Mladić and the Army of Republika Srpska, many Bosniaks tried to take refuge at the UN camp, but the peacekeepers were unable to protect them (Leydesdorff 2011). Many testimonies recalling the events at the UN camp tell of horrendous scenes, brutal crimes, the screaming of women and children, tearful goodbyes, and forced separations from sons and husbands as the massacre evolved into the worst atrocity in Europe since World War II (Vušković and Trifunović 2008, 213–37).

          Sabaheta Fejzić’s testimony recalls how she lost her son. We join her testimony as she describes being separated from her son at the selection point at the UN battalion’s camp at Potočari:

          
            I begged them: “Please, don’t take away my child! He is my only child. I have no more children. If you have to take somebody, then take me, but let the child go . . .” But it was of no avail. My child was crying. I will never forget his big tears that rolled down his white cheeks, from his dark olive eyes. When I realized that there was nothing else I could do, I went down on my knees, pressed my palms together and said: “Please, kill me.” One of them pulled the safety back on his rifle. I thought: “Thank goodness, they’re about to kill me, that’s good . . .” However, one of them said: “Why bother to kill a Balija woman?!” He came up to me, grabbed me by the chest and threw me into the truck. It drove off immediately. I was lying on the bottom of that truck and I have no memory of the journey between Potočare and Tišća. . . . It has been ten years since I’ve been trying to find out what happened to my husband and my son. Indeed, ten years have passed and I still wonder what fate befell my child. I don’t know whether I will ever retrieve a remnant of his body. (Sabaheta Fejzić quoted in Vušković and Trifunović 2008, 233)

          

          Such traumatic and deeply devastating experiences involving the loss of a child are reiterated in many of the testimonies of the Srebrenica genocide (Leydesdorff 2007). These narratives reflect a shared experience characterized by profound and traumatic loss. The recollection encapsulates the devastating consequences of ethnic cleansing and targeted violence perpetrated during the Bosnian war.

          From Prijedor, another small town, Mejra testified to the loss she experienced with the deaths of her son and daughter, and her long search to find out the truth about what had happened to them: “What can I say . . . for eight long years, I was searching for my children. When I finally found them, I was the happiest mother. Although I found only their bones, I felt like I was the happiest mother, and my husband—the happiest father. Now, at least, we could bury our children. Now we know where their graves are, sometimes we go visit them, bring flowers, say a prayer . . . I feel better” (Mejra Dautović, quoted in Vušković and Trifunović 2008, 246). The loss of family members, the continued search for their remains, and not knowing what happened is a not uncommon experience for women surviving genocide and war, and the many testimonies of loss from Bosnia and Herzegovina resonate with the experiences of women in Rwanda and Sri Lanka.

          Reading these testimonies alongside each other provides a stark reminder of women’s vulnerability in times of war, and at the same time demonstrates that victimhood can be a powerful platform for getting one’s voice heard.

        
        
          Scripted Narrative Agency: The Gendered Space of the ICTY

          The act of giving testimony is often seen as empowering not just for the individual witness but also for society at large. The decision to take to the stand and testify is informed by the local context and assessments of the security situation, the potential costs and gains. For Bosnian women, it became a choice between being silent or speaking up. When the witnesses whose testimonies are discussed below decided to testify, the conditions surrounding their testifying affected whether it would be an empowering or disempowering experience.

          The testimonies from the ICTY demonstrate how that particular legal space was imbued with gendered power relations that constrained the witnesses’ narrative agency and scripted their testimonies in various ways. Our examination, below, of the women’s testimonies delivered as part of legal proceedings reveals how the narrative space can be constraining and how the testimonies they were able to deliver in a courtroom were scripted, interrupted by the judge and the defense, sometimes undermined, and clearly fragmented.

          When Grozdana Ćećez testified at the ICTY, she followed the gendered script, to be detailed about her experience of rape, and to use language she felt uncomfortable using. First, however, a brief background to her testimony in the Mucić et al. case (ICTY 1997; 1998a), situating the witness story in the context of the war. In contrast to most of the rape camps in eastern Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Čelebići prison camp near Konjic was run by the Bosniaks and held Bosnian Serb civilians. In court Grozdana Ćećez testified against the prison camp commander, Zdravko Mucić. Quoting this detailed testimony serves two purposes: making the complexities of perpetrator’s and victim’s identity in wartime rape visible; and revealing the script that the ICTY provided women witnesses with in order for them to produce a testimony. This script, although fragmented, was designed to elicit the type of evidence needed in a court case. We join the witness testimony at the point where she responds to the prosecutor’s questions and describes how she was raped multiple times at the Čelebići prison camp:

          
            Q: When was it then that you were brought to Čelebići? Can you approximate the date for us, please.

            A: 27th May is when they took me to Čelebići. . . .

            Q: Mrs Ćećez, how long did you remain a prisoner in Čelebići?

            A: I was there from 27th May until 31st August.

            Q. Can you please tell us what happened when you were first brought into Čelebići, and please go very, very slowly and take breaks in between the sentences?

            A. When I entered that room, it was a very small room. I saw a man with a crutch. There was a crutch next to him. His leg was bandaged. I don’t know which one. I think it was the right one, but I am not sure. I sat on a chair. There was a chair in front of him. He asked me who I was and what I was, and I told him, and then he asked me where Lazar was, my husband, and I really didn’t know that.

            Q. I want to stop you for a moment. Are we caught up with the interpretation?

            . . .

            Q. Mrs Ćećez, can I just ask that you slow down when you are telling us too? If you need a break just tell us and I believe the judges will give you a break. Otherwise please continue but go slowly.

            Q. Okay. Can you please tell us what happened that first night that you were brought to the reception building?

            A. I entered. Little Dzajic brought me in, the driver, and he pointed to the toilet so that I could go there. I was by myself then. There was a bed and a chest of drawers and that rack for rifles. I don’t know. It was made of wood. It was next to the window. There was a little stove there and I lie down, not expecting any misfortune any more, and somewhere around 11 o’clock a young man came in through the door. I had not heard him. He came through that door. There was a little—small locker, cabinet there. He lighted a candle. He was a tall man. He told me to take off my clothes, and I could not understand what he wanted, and he said why, and he was very serious. He was in a uniform. He had a knife and a rifle next to him. Then again I started to talk to him and I told him: “What do you want? I am an old woman.” He said just to take off my clothes. I had a skirt and underwear, and he started pulling it up. . . . I could not understand all of this because they were all young men to whom I could have been the mother, and then another young man came in . . . and he asked me to undress . . . and then there was some rumble in the adjoining room and then he jumped up and pulled up his pants, and then the third one came in and the candle was still on and he said: “What, somebody touched you?” I couldn’t say anything . . .—I told him: “Don’t I know you from somewhere? You may have gone to summer camp with my son.” . . . So he talked to me . . . and then he laid me down and he started raping me, and then after he raped me, he said—I apologise for having to say this—“Do you see how a Turkish cock can fuck?” It was difficult for me. I was a woman who only lived for one man and I was his all my life, and I think that I was just getting separated from my body at this time. After that he told me not to say this to anyone, and soon the candle went out and I got up, and then another man came after that. I did not see that one, and he raped me too. Then after that I remained by myself and I cried, and then I said how to go back to my husband and my children and my family. (ICTY 1997, 490–92)

          

          Many women witnesses testifying about wartime rape have confirmed that the detailed description of the different sexual acts they were asked to provide the court with was difficult, and it was hard for them to say and hear their own voice speaking those words. When Grozdana Ćećez accounted for the most traumatic and violent events directed at her, she revealed the details factually, not to shock the audience, not to attract empathy, but to provide evidence of the crime to the court. However, her experience cannot easily be reduced to pieces of positivist evidence in a court case. Her testimony was also constructed to portray herself as what might be termed the “good” victim, the passive victim of rape, and to restore her dignity. In doing so she reinforced gender stereotypes of women rape victims and implicitly reconstructed her self-image as the “good wife” and the “good mother” (without using those terms explicitly).

          A similar gendered script is followed by the anonymous witness FWS 50 in the Kunarac et al. case. Rereading the testimony, we note that the witness tried to share with the court her experience of sexual violence and wartime rape (ICTY 2000a. 29). The witness, who came from a village in the Foča municipality in southeastern Bosnia and Herzegovina, was a teenager when the war broke out in April 1992. She stated before the court that she was taken to the Foča High School, where she had been a student in 1992. In her chronologically presented narrative, she described the day after she was taken to the school. A group of soldiers came into the classroom where she was being held and picked out about eight girls, including her. One of these soldiers took her to a room and ordered her to lie down and take off her trousers. He raped her. In her testimony, she did not remember exactly what he said to her, but she recalled that all of the men who raped her said the same things: “You Muslim women, you Bule [derogatory term],9 we’ll show you” (ICTY 2000a, 1253).

          While testifying, witness FWS 50 was constantly interrupted with questions asking her to clarify, to be more precise, to give names of soldiers and numbers of times raped, to describe how long the rapes lasted, how many girls had been victimized in this way, and so on. Her answers were short, laconic, and rushed, and her narrative became fragmented. The prosecutor also asked witness FWS 50, as she testified, whether she was on some kind of medication, to which she answered in the affirmative (ICTY 2000a, 1232–33).

          
            Q. Before we continue, I’d like to ask you if you’re taking any medication this morning.

            A. Yes.

            Q. What are you taking?

            A. A tablet to calm me down.

            Q. Is this a prescription from a doctor?

            A. No.

            Q. Does the fact that you’re taking this medication affect your ability to understand or to answer questions today?

            A. No.

            Q. Do you believe that it affects your memory in any way?

            A. No.

          

          The prosecutor’s questions effectively undermined her narrative agency as he questioned her ability to perform according to the script. By asking the question about medication, the prosecutor wanted to ensure that her testimony would be credible, based on clear and precise memories recounted in a coherent and detailed narrative, and therefore useful as evidence in court. If the witness is perceived to be unreliable,  unconvincing, or under the influence of drugs, her testimony is of less use to the court.

          Testimonies at the ICTY, such as those by Grozdana Ćećez, witness FWS 50, and other witnesses, are often part of a broader fact-finding process. The witness is an individual, telling a personal story, but is also a representative of a collectivity of persons. In the statement above by witness FWS 50, the mention of the use of the derogatory term “Bule” for Muslim women, and Grozdana Ćećez’s testimony quoting the words of the perpetrator, “Do you see how a Turkish cock can fuck?,”10  both reveal how the rapes were embedded in the dynamics of the ethnic conflict. They demonstrated to the court the ethnic dimension of the rape and of the perpetrator-victim relation.

          As we can see from the transcripts above, witnesses were expected to adhere to legal norms and follow a script; they were encouraged by the prosecutor to speak slowly and take breaks between the sentences, and to present events in chronological order. In adhering to the script set out by the court, the witness inadvertently contributes to maintaining procedural order and upholding legal norms. This carries a cost, however: The witness’s narrative agency and control over her own narrative are eroded. As the script and legal framework dictate the contours of her testimony, the witness may find herself constrained, and, as shown above, the richness and nuances of her personal narrative are gradually diminished (Schaffer and Smith 2004, 40).

        
        
          Transformative Narrative Agency: Restoring the Self and Shaping International Law

          Because of vulnerability, social stigma, and the fear of being retraumatized and of being rejected by their family and wider community, most Bosnian women chose silence. Yet those same women needed to see their experience of the war acknowledged; they needed to know that the harms they had suffered were recognized, and that justice would be done, if they were to go on to rebuild their lives in peacetime. So some Bosnian women and girls came forward and became key witnesses in criminal proceedings. Their testimonies at the ICTY and elsewhere generated important knowledge about how women experience war. At times, testifying was transformative for the witnesses, as they faced their perpetrators in court and saw justice being done and the perpetrators sentenced. The courage to speak out and to be listened to could have a healing effect and help bring about closure at an individual level. Transformative narrative agency, then, captures this potentially empowering impact of witnessing and demonstrates that testifying can be transformative to the self and beyond.

          Although it is difficult to identify the motives individual women may have had for testifying about their experiences, we find from studies looking at the operations of the ICTY that most witnesses in the legal proceedings were motivated to testify by the possibility of securing justice, confronting the perpetrator in court, and preventing such atrocities from happening again. Many witnesses were also motivated by a will to tell their stories, by a sense of moral duty to all the victims of the war, and by a feeling that they had a duty to speak out on behalf of the dead. For some witnesses, restoring dignity and achieving personal healing were important (King and Meernik 2017). The more recent testimonies analyzed below resonate with these findings.

          The ICTY often provided women witnesses with a gendered script through which their many different experiences were neglected, largely muted, and homogenized into a scripted position of “womenasvictims.” Yet the tribunal also provided a platform for survivors to articulate their wartime experiences, exposing the systematic nature of gender-based violence and challenging a pervasive culture of impunity. At the ICTY, the witnesses became active participants in pursuing accountability, challenging social norms, and advocating for the recognition of sexual violence as a war crime.

          By exerting their transformative narrative agency and testifying about wartime rape, the women contributed to transforming the international normative framework. Bearing witness to wartime rape was immensely important because it contributed to a growing recognition that wartime rape was not an unintended consequence of war but rather a conscious, systematic, strategic tactic in the conflict. Thus, the power of women’s narrative agency manifested itself in legal transformations that had global reach. Indeed, Grozdana Ćećez’s testimony at the ICTY was vital for the prosecution in the Mucić et al. case and the convictions that resulted (ICTY 1997, 1998a).11 Her testimony contributed to one of the first verdicts of rape as a war crime. Together with certain other testimonies—in the trials against Kunarac et al. (ICTY 2000a; 2000b) and against Furundžija (ICTY 1998b; 1998c)—her testimony was crucial to the legal changes that paved the way for rape being acknowledged as a war crime, as was eventually confirmed and ratified in the Rome Statute of the ICC (ICC 1998).

          Moreover, Grozdana Ćećez’s testimony is significant also because it connects her personal and traumatic story to a web of narratives concerning wartime rape in Bosnia and Herzegovina that was perpetuated by global media, the ICTY, and women’s organizations. It challenges the conventional victim narrative, as Ćećez, who identifies as a Bosnian Serb, was testifying about wartime rape committed by Bosniaks at the Čelebići camp. In the contestation about victimhood and hierarchies of victims, the Bosniaks’ claim to victimhood has resonated globally, as it was on the opposing, Serb side that wartime rape was carried out most systematically, as part of a war strategy. The testimony from the Čelebići camp thus helps complicate any oversimplified story about wartime rape, or any reductive, ethnicized understanding of the perpetrator-victim dynamic.

          If the early testimonies from the Bosnian war spurred efforts that resulted in UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) and the subsequent UN resolutions that make up the WPS agenda, the more recent testimonies at the Women’s Court in Sarajevo made full use of the narrative space that had been opened up by a changing normative framework and a WPS agenda that continued to gain ground. These global changes recognizing the role of women in war provided a different spatial and temporal context for giving testimonies. We see this from the testimonies shared by individual women at the civil society initiative Women’s Court in Sarajevo in the spring of 2015, a full twenty years after the Dayton Peace Accord ended the war. Only then was the time ripe for presenting the testimonies in an informal space constructed by feminists, advocates, lawyers, and survivors. One of the younger women from Srebrenica testified about how she had survived sexual violence, rape, and torture as a teenager in one of the rape camps, followed by a forced and violent marriage, a divorce, and then a new beginning. Her narrative was framed in a way that could be summed up as “I am a heroine!”—which is a memorable quotation from her testimony. She continued her story with, “They took most of my childhood. They took my youth. But the present and the future are mine” (quoted in Magnusson Buur 2015). Another woman, from Foča and speaking anonymously, “disclosed that her life wish is to return to her prewar village, to rebuild her home (which was destroyed during the war), and to call it the ‘House of Pride’” (quoted in Clark 2016, 81).

          Both narratives remind the attentive listener of the tragedies, traumas, and trials these women have overcome. They reveal the women’s refusal to be cast forever in the role of victims, to be silenced and to be mute—a refusal that is mirrored in some other women’s narratives but that can be surmised from other women’s silences as well. The actual incident of the rape is rarely detailed in the re-representation of the event at the Women’s Court. Much is left in the silences that the listeners need to fill in, drawing on their own experiences and imaginations (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2017).

          In times of war, women endure a spectrum of violence encompassing direct physical and psychological forms, alongside structural, ethnicized, and patriarchal dimensions. Amid the turmoil of war, domestic violence frequently escalates—a phenomenon that is frequently neglected despite being pervasive in the testimonies of many women.

          Edina Karić, a woman victim of conflict-related sexual violence and a witness at the Women’s Court in Sarajevo, told her story to the female audience. At the beginning of the war she was fifteen years old and together with her father was captured by combatants. They were kept prisoners at the Sase mine, where she escaped being executed but was repeatedly raped. Her testimony  reveals the multifaceted ways that women may experience violence, ranging from violence that is part of the war itself to domestic violence that seeps into the postwar period. It also speaks to the strength it takes to break such a vicious cycle.

          
            I got married during the war. Problems occurred at the very beginning of marriage. My husband started beating me. He did it even while I was pregnant. I gave birth to one child, then to another. I did not know what to do. My parents did not know where I was. I did not know where they were. I did not know what to do next. What should I do? I filed for divorce. I was alone. I had to fight all over again. But I had the feeling that I finally managed to get out of the vicious circle that I spent several years in. I started working and raising my children. I worked from one day to the next and, all of a sudden, I told myself that I had to do something. I decided to take up my education, which had been interrupted by the war. I passed a driving test. I successfully completed one year after the other and got a diploma. In addition to all of it, I was working and fighting to survive. While I was trying to graduate from high school, my children started attending primary school. We got educated together, so to say. After the divorce, I requested psychological assistance. This changed my way of thinking about life. Several years later, I became involved in Women’s Court, a feminist approach to justice, and my will to live became even stronger. I was stronger. This is when I said to myself that I would only be doing things that make me happy and that I will not look back into the past. When I look in the past, it makes me go forward. Progress. (Edina Karić, quoted in Hodžić 2019, 54)

          

          As we reread her testimony, it becomes evident that her experiences encapsulate a web of interconnected violence, but also of agential transformation.

          The Women’s Court was an enabling space as it also opened up possibilities for testifying about continuities of violence and structural violence. Some of the women’s testimonies heard there suggest that patriarchal values reinforce the connection among war, nationalism, and economic violence. Due to precarious working conditions, many women found themselves vulnerable to particular manifestations of sexual violence, including coercive demands for sexual favors in return for economic security. A woman worker testified about how her male boss used his position of power to exert sexual pressure on women employees: “When our boss hires a young woman, he wants to sleep with her as well. Women are forced to sleep with employers in order to get or keep a job. That has to be known” (woman employee testifying at the Women’s Court in Sarajevo, quoted in Đurić Kuzmanović and Pajvančić-Cizelj 2020, 35). Another woman testified about how a manager used sexual blackmail: “One inspector courted me. . . . He told me: ‘Come on, let’s make a deal.’ I said there’s no way we can make a deal. . . . But he insisted: ‘Grab your suitcase and children and move in with me.’ I told him, ‘Come on man, I may be a woman without a man but not a woman without morals’” (woman worker, testifying at the Women’s Court in Sarajevo, quoted in Đurić Kuzmanović and Pajvančić-Cizelj 2020, 35)

          Thus, the Women’s Court was an enabling platform that fostered an environment of mutual empowerment and empathy that at least to a certain degree transcended ethnic divisions. Significantly, women witnesses were not relegated to mere positions of powerlessness. They were seen as survivors and could express their transformative agency and articulate the emotional and psychological ramifications of the harms they had suffered, and in doing so could be empowered (Campbell 2022).

        
      
      
        Situating Narrative Agency in the Narrative Process

        So far, the chapter has provided an analysis of Bosnian women’s narrative agency through a reading and rereading of their testimonies and a deepening theorization of agency as burdened, scripted, and transformative. The theorization of narrative agency allows us to view narrative agency and narratives as coconstitutive, and we therefore now move on to situate women’s narrative agency in the narrative process, mapping the content, the production, and the circulation of these narratives to a wider audience. We can see that women’s testimonies, despite the challenges they face when testifying, have been pivotal in shaping global perceptions and responses to gender-based violence in war. They have gained global visibility, influencing international law and the development of the WPS agenda, even if many women’s lives continue to be precarious in postwar Bosnia and Herzegovina.

        
          Narrative Content: Embodied Suffering

          From the testimonies analyzed, it becomes clear that they concern various representations of women’s victimhood; several themes reoccur, such as the loss of family members, captivity, systematic rape, forced pregnancy, and the ethnic dynamics of the war. Nevertheless, only fragments of the traumatic lived realities can be captured in the narrative process (Henry 2010).

          How one experiences war, trauma, and loss depends on how the victim, often unconsciously, categorizes events. Some events may be seen as “life-threatening, human-inflicted or inescapable, in their narratives of the past” (Brison 2002, 31). For example, narratives of survivors of wartime rape during the Bosnian war reveal the affective legacy and the diverse impacts that this crime has on victims and how it differs from other war-trauma experiences (see also Skjelsbæk 2006). The testimonies reflect a corporeal dimension to the remembering of violence, reflecting the unhealed psychological wounds caused by extreme violence. Recalling how she survived the conditions in the camp, the witness Grozdana Ćećez stated, “Psychologically and physically I was completely worn out. They kill you psychologically” (ICTY 1997, 551). Similarly to what is reported by many women suffering sexual trauma, this testimony speaks of the sense of getting separated from the body; it becomes clear that the experience of violence is turned into a corporeal narrative, which affects the sense of self. Grozdana Ćećez confessed to the ICTY that on one occasion while in the camp she planned to commit suicide. She told how she held a metal pin and was about to put it in an electrical socket in the bathroom when she was stopped by a fellow detainee (ICTY 1997, 537). Snippets of life stories shared in Women’s Side of War reveal that such attempts were not uncommon among victims of wartime rape in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Acts of suicide are also present in the testimonies from Sri Lankan and Yazidi women that we analyze.

          When recalling painful memories, many witnesses said they felt they were reliving the events, even experiencing intense physical and emotional pain directly linked to those experiences, including difficulty sleeping and eating. Sexual violence is a crime shrouded in silence, and women’s testimonies reveal their sense of shame as well as a loss of pride and dignity. One example is expressed in Grozdana Ćećez’s testimony, an extract of which was analyzed above. She stated that the rapist “trampled on my pride and I will never be able to be the woman that I was” (ICTY1997, 494). Victims of wartime rape often experience a profound sense of shame, which is deeply rooted in societal attitudes and cultural norms and the stigma associated with sexual violence. Shame can also be exacerbated by a fear of being ostracized by their community. In many societies, victims may be unjustly burdened with a sense of responsibility or guilt for sexual violence inflicted upon them. To avoid the stigma, many women therefore made an effort to testify in a way that resonated with “appropriate victimhood” for women, that is, as the innocent victim. It is the passivity, moral purity, distance from responsibility, and association with innocence that form the basis for the legitimacy of rape victims.

          Often overlooked, among the overwhelmingly horrific testimonies, are acts of goodness embedded in the narratives but obscured by the violent context (Moll 2019). Scattered in the testimonies of brutal violence were some recollections of moments of kindness towards the victims. One example included a testimony mentioning how a Bosnian Serb woman helped Bosniak women held captive at the Partizan detention center in Foča. A few testimonies revealed that some Bosnian Serb soldiers were penalized for refusing to rape, and for helping Bosniak women (Simić 2018, 34). Witness RM070, who had been detained and raped, testified during Ratko Mladić’s trial at the ICTY that “not all the Serbs are the same. If it hadn’t been for some Serbs, I wouldn’t be sitting here today. There are some good people among the Serbs, but they couldn’t do anything, they didn’t dare” (ICTY 2013, 17652). Such testimonies are important as they problematize the complex circumstances under which wartime rape often occurs, and provide nuances as to the victim-perpetrator dynamics of war. Even if acts of goodness are rare in wartime and do not affect the course of the war, such acts challenge the ethnic discourse of the war, and most importantly, they make a difference for the individuals concerned.

        
        
          Narrative Production: Enabling and Disabling Spaces and Times

          Bosnian women’s narrative production is closely connected to their narrative agency. Where and when they testify shapes their narrative agency in complex and multifaceted ways. In many ways, as demonstrated in the previous section, these women’s narrative agency is scripted by the site where they produced their narrative and the procedures they needed to follow, as well as by the spatial and temporal context of testifying. Certain times and spaces can be seen as either enabling or disabling for women witnesses. Postwar times and spaces are not necessarily conducive for women victims to come forward and share their wartime experiences, particularly those pertaining to gender-based violence. The context is complex, often patriarchal, conservative, and nationalist. In such a context, women victims fear speaking out as they risk not only being ostracized by their community but also being threatened by the rapist and those on the side of the perpetrator.

          The domination of ethnonationalism in the postwar space of Bosnia and Herzegovina constrained the possibilities for women to produce narratives that disrupted this discourse and the most commonly received understanding of the war. Thus, in the prevailing sexist discourse of ethnonationalism, women are only seen as biological reproducers of ethnicity and as passive, “rapable” victims. According to this discourse, wartime rape is mainly regarded as an attack on men’s honor (Mlinarević and Porobić 2021). Such a narrative erases gender from the war narrative. This means that women’s multilayered micronarratives capturing their gendered experiences of war often clash with the ethnonationalist discourse of war.

          Transitional justice processes open up a space where women dare to testify and challenge patriarchal and ethnonationalist structures. Yet the ICTY was not an uncomplicated narrative space. On the one hand, it can be seen as an enabling space for narrative production. In this space, removed from the local context, witnesses were able to draw attention to crimes such as rape, which were often shrouded in silence and shame in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In court, their suffering was validated and acknowledged. They could face the defendants, they were able to assist the court in holding the accused accountable for the crimes committed, and they could see justice being done. In addition, for some women, testifying was a means of restoring a sense of dignity. Thus, in some ways, the ICTY provided an enabling space where women could be empowered.

          On the other hand, the formal courtroom environment of the ICTY can also be seen as a gendered space. While the tribunal is seen to be exercising “a will to know” and operates under the assumption that people are willing and ready to share their stories if given the opportunity, it tends to entrench a masculinized metanarrative for the war, and this in turn provides a gendered script in which women’s many different experiences are neglected and muted (e.g. Ross 2003). Thus, witnesses were expected to adhere to legal norms and to present events in chronological order. The gendered script in which women’s narrative agency was constrained reduced women to victims and into the scripted position of “womenasvictims” (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2014). In this context, witnesses gave their stories over to institutional shaping, as there was a pressure to homogenize messy personal witness testimonies into a streamlined and comparable format, which was often chronological and where attention was paid to the details of the surroundings, as we noted above. Here, the witness’s story has to be presented in such a way as to serve as evidence in a formal prosecution. In this judicial space, personal memories and experiences are reconstructed into evidence. This reconstruction, however, conceals the different ways in which women tell their stories (see also Schaffer and Smith 2004, 37).

          Controversially, the ICTY may have reinforced tropes such as “Muslim women as victims of wartime rape.” This portrayal reinforced a narrow understanding of Bosniak women’s roles in the conflict, framing them primarily through victimhood and erasing the complexity of their identities, resilience, and agency within the broader context of war. The trope is associated with the broader issue of sexual violence in conflict, but for the Bosnian war the dimensions of religious identity and ethnicity were emphasized. Such tropes contributed to stereotypes, oversimplified complex and gendered dynamics of war, and reduced Bosniak women to a singular narrative that overlooked their diverse experiences. While Bosniak women were overrepresented as victims of sexual violence in wartime narratives, women from other ethnic groups, and some men, whose suffering remains largely unacknowledged, also endured such atrocities. Yet Bosnian Serb women, in particular, were often omitted from these accounts, as they were perceived not only as victims but also as the mothers, daughters, or wives of the perpetrators. As a consequence, Bosnian Serb women have frequently been denied the status of victim, because they were not the “ideal victim.” This then made Grozdana Ćećez’s testimony particularly important. Together with the verdict itself, her testimony destabilized the perpetrator-victim binary in a highly contested, ethnicized postwar context. For this particular witness, the ICTY provided an enabling space for her to produce a narrative that countered the prevailing wartime narrative, and the court validated her traumatic experience and recognized her as a victim of wartime rape.

          Despite revealing to the world previously hidden, shame-ridden narratives, despite the trauma and the fear of stigma when breaking silences, and despite the disabling times and spaces, Bosnian women and girls have exercised effective and multifaceted narrative agency and have produced narratives of importance in criminal proceedings concerning the war, with tangible results. Although the agency that witnesses exercised in the courtroom may have been scripted, the ICTY may have proved to be one of the most enabling spaces for doing justice.

          The local Bosnian context has in many ways been a disabling space for women to come forward and tell their traumatic stories in. Wartime rape is a trauma with far-reaching consequences; the shame makes women speechless as they fear rejection and ostracism. Regardless of the amount of evidence of wartime rape, raped women are often shunned by a society that refuses to see them as victims. Safeta’s narrative above about being raped, being impregnated, and giving birth to and giving up her child reveals fears and stigmatization. For years, Safeta endured the whispers, pointing fingers, and gossip of other women in her small village—an experience typical for women whom the community labeled “raped women.” At best, women like Safeta were regarded as tarnished, at worst as “fallen women” who had somehow invited their own misfortune (Becirbasic 2005). Consequently, many women were reluctant to speak out, fearing what they would expose themselves to. For these and many other reasons, women’s testimonies are selective. As narrative agents, they produced the narrative, selected the content to be included, and chose where and when to share it and with whom. The silence and repression of rape memory can thus be attributed to a wide range of cultural norms that vilify the victim, sully the honor of the victim’s family, and bring shame upon the larger community in which the victim resides (Ericsson 2010; Helms 2007; Mannergren Selimovic 2020).

          On the other hand, the Women’s Court, which was held in Sarajevo, and some of the other informal spaces we have investigated where witness statements were produced and shared, such as the compiling of women’s stories in the book Women’s Side of War, seem to have been largely enabling spaces, where witnesses felt that they could speak freely and would be listened to, as an attentive audience welcomed their narratives. There seemed to be an understanding that women shared their testimonies mainly to seek personal closure (e.g., Mertus 2004). However, women themselves have varied reasons for testifying, including seeking to heal themselves and helping others, securing acknowledgment, justice, and retribution, contributing to advancing the cause of truth and justice, and adding to the historical narrative of the war and war crimes (Stepakoff et al. 2014).

        
        
          Narrative Circulation: Shaping the Global Understanding of Wartime Rape

          This section explores narrative circulation, in which testimonies traverse the local, national, and global spheres to reach diverse audiences. Key inquiries into narrative circulation include analyzing the trajectory of testimonies across contexts, looking at what purpose they are circulated for, by whom they are circulated, and what kind of impact they have. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the testimonies of wartime rape played a pivotal role in raising awareness of this crime and its consequences. The narratives produced by individual women resonated with each other; brought together, they collectively reinforced a message and a call for justice. These narratives challenged the national macronarrative of the war, and also resonated strongly beyond the borders of Bosnia and Herzegovina. They were transformed from a collection of local narratives into a loud and forceful transnational macronarrative with a global spread. Through these testimonies it was ascertained that wartime rape was a strategy of ethnic cleansing and genocide—including as it did forced maternity—as well as being a propaganda tool.

          The testimonies from Bosnia and Herzegovina turned wartime rape from a shameful, hidden, and invisible crime into a recognized war crime to be brought to justice. As more and more women testified, it became clear that sexual violence had been a widespread crime during the war. That it was part of the war strategy was clearly demonstrated in the case against Milomir Stakić at the ICTY (ICTY 2003). In a number of landmark cases, rape formed part of the indictment, and the ICTY passed judgment in the first case of war rape in 1998 (ICTY 1998c; 2000a; 2000b; 2001), based on the testimonies of over twenty women who testified about repeated acts of rape committed in Foča. Three Bosnian Serbs were sentenced to a total of sixty years in prison for crimes against humanity (Mannergren Selimovic 2010). Grozdana Ćećez’s testimony about her time at the Čelebići camp eventually led to the conviction of Hazim Delić, the camp’s deputy commander and later commander, to eighteen years’ imprisonment for rape and other crimes. These are landmark judgments in international law, as it was the first time a court had found rape to be a war crime. Thus, the local narratives from, for example, Foča eventually reached a global audience through the ICTY and contributed to constructing a coherent story of systematic wartime rape in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The ICTY tribunal has certainly been a key institution in the production of not only local but also global discourses concerning wartime rape. However, despite wartime rape being included in some of the indictments, few of those standing trial were sentenced to prison for the crime. Critics assessing the legacy of the ICTY would claim that the tribunal to a great extent sidelined crimes committed against women during the war, as well as their experiences of the war in general (Mlinarević and Porobić 2021).

          Still, women’s testimonies at the ICTY, combined with women’s groups’ international advocacy campaigns and the efforts of key individuals in the courts, have had a lasting impact on a global scale. The testimonies of wartime crimes against women demonstrated women’s gendered experience of war and were instrumental in shaping UNSCR 1325, adopted in 2000, and the other UN resolutions that followed, which all contributed to the evolving normative framework of the WPS agenda. The women’s testimonies were brought to the attention of an international audience of legal scholars, and these narratives are likely to have been one important driving force for the development of international law in this area. For example, the ICC’s Rome Statute designated both wartime rape and forced pregnancy as war crimes and crimes against humanity, making the ICC the first international criminal tribunal officially to criminalize those abuses (Marković 2007).

          Moreover, global developments have in turn had an impact on the local Bosnian context. When the ICTY concluded its operations in 2017, cases were referred from the ICTY to the Bosnian War Crimes Chamber, which was converted from a hybrid court into a domestic court (Kutnjak Ivković, Datzer, and Hagan 2021). As time passed, women became disappointed with the legal procedures, and global support from women in transitional justice processes created a space to set up the Women’s Court in 2015. Meanwhile UNSCR 1325 was providing women’s organizations in Bosnia and Herzegovina with a tool to pressure the national government. Women’s organizations attempted to use the moral and political authority deriving from the resolution as leverage for exerting pressure on local power holders. The follow-up resolution UNSCR 1889 established National Action Plans as a tool for making UNSCR 1325 work in practice. The Bosnia and Herzegovina Action Plan, implemented in 2010, recognized the significance of addressing sexual violence (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2015b). Thus, we can see a boomerang effect, as the women’s micronarratives affect global macronarratives such as the WPS agenda, and these then return to Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the UNSCR 1325 is used to strengthen women, including women victims of wartime rape, through the implementation of the Bosnian Action Plan for 1325.

          Many testimonies have traveled far beyond their local contexts, and certainly, translations from one sphere to another are part of the power of testimony. Over time, the powerful testimonies from Bosnia and Herzegovina have come to inform popular culture. Women’s traumatic stories from rape camps in Bosnia and Herzegovina were explored by film director Angelina Jolie in In the Land of Blood and Honey, released in 2011. The film attempts to tell the story of a rape camp and reveals complex and tragic dynamics between a young man and woman from different ethnic backgrounds who prior to the war were romantically involved, and how their relationship evolves in the camp, run by the young man’s father. The film was harshly criticized for, among other things, telling an unrealistic love story (Helms 2014). Eventually, it came to be regarded as an important attempt to break the silence around wartime rape (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2023). The testimonies about the events surrounding the Srebrenica genocide from, for example, the court case against Major General Radislav Krstić, motivated Bosnian film director Jasmila Žbanić to write and direct the film Quo Vadis, Aida? in 2020.12 The story revolves around a Bosniak woman who works as a translator for the UN in Srebrenica, and her desperate efforts to save her husband and sons from the impending massacre. The film explores themes of survival, loss, and the impact of war on individuals and families. Through its powerful storytelling, emotional impact, and depiction of the human cost of war, the film reached a global audience. Thus, through popular culture, women’s powerful testimonies transcend their original local contexts, circulate between different spheres, and have a wide impact.

        
      
      
        Conclusion

        In conclusion, our exploration of women’s narrative agency and the narrative process within the context of the Bosnian war has been rooted in a collection of testimonies from diverse sources. These narratives serve as invaluable windows into the past, present, and future of Bosnia and Herzegovina, offering profound insights. Through careful selection of testimonies, we have unveiled the testimony content, illustrating women’s narrative agency and the compelling impact their narratives have as they circulate globally.

        The reexamination of these testimonials reveals recurring themes, shedding light on the violence and brutality of wartime experiences such as rape, rape camps, forced pregnancy, and the challenges involved for women giving birth to children conceived through rape only to part with them. The narratives also encompass the profound losses suffered during the genocide, ethnic cleansing, and displacement. These stories transcend and complicate the metanarrative of war as constructed by ethnonationalist entrepreneurs, thus challenging divisive narratives.

        Moving beyond the wartime period, the narratives compel us to reflect on the individual suffering that endures into peacetime, as well as on the emotional and social costs of testifying, and the transformative journey from victimhood to survivorship. Our acknowledgment of narrative agency, and of the way it is embedded in the flow of time, emphasizes a long-term perspective, spanning decades. This perspective invites us to engage with the temporality of victimhood, challenging the prevalent notion in transitional justice processes that victims are somehow “frozen in time.”

        Guided by the theoretical framework, this chapter has delved into the investigation of Bosnian women’s narrative agency, scrutinizing the content, production, and circulation of their war narratives. It has explored the narrative agency of the women testifying and has analyzed their burdened, scripted, and transformative agency. It has mapped the narrative process, examining when and where women’s narratives emerge. One important conclusion is that these testimonies are significant for how they reshape narrow interpretations of women’s wartime experiences, adding complexity to processes of acknowledgment, and disrupting conventional war narratives.

        Moreover, these testimonies played a pivotal role in shaping the WPS agenda and advancing the global normative framework. In a feedback loop, the WPS agenda, implemented through the NAPs for UNSCR 1325, has contributed to enhancing gender awareness in Bosnian society and has helped gender the political, social, and security context. Collectively, women’s narratives of war have made substantial contributions to gendering our understanding of war and have provided profound insights into the concept of a gender-just peace.
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          Rwandan Women’s Testimonies
        

        Revealing the Intimacy of Genocide

      
      
        Keeping quiet kills you . . . softly.

        —Victoire Mukambanda, in Mitchell and Louvel 2015

      

      The testimonies that began to emerge from women in Rwanda following the genocide in 1994 shook the world. The victims told of acts of extreme brutality and insecurity. Through the testimonies of Victoire Mukambanda, quoted above, and many other Rwandan women, the world became aware of the gendered nature of the genocidal violence. During three decades of local, transnational, and global circulation, these testimonies have contributed to a transformation of norms, discourses, and international legal frameworks. In tandem with those of their Bosnian counterparts, they have been a driving force in the development of the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda.

      The significance of Rwandan women’s witnessing and testimony has been considerable, in particular for the understanding of sexual violence in relation to genocide. Yet, curiously, their actions have led to little recognition for the witnesses as subjects in their own right. The “raped Rwandan woman” was a trope used globally by activists for the advancement of women’s rights; while effective, it also entrenched an image of women as passive victims. The very levels of violence, as recounted in the global narrative about the genocide, possibly obscured agency on the part of the victims. Over time, however, the image of Rwandan women has become more multilayered as the Rwandan state has engaged in progressive gender-equality measures and women have increasingly entered formal political arenas (Berry 2018). Nevertheless, women victims have been constructed as a particular category in the metanarrative of Rwandan collective victimhood, turning the Rwandan woman victim into a glorified symbol of the suffering of the nation (Mannergren Selimovic 2017). At the same time, many women in Rwanda still live in extreme poverty, and victims of rape are especially marginalized (Burnet 2012; Kaitesi 2014; Mwambari 2023).

      This chapter explores various forms of narrative agency of Rwandan women witnesses, and identifies how burdened, scripted, and transformative forms of narrative agency are expressed in relation to the narrative process. In focus for the analysis stands the tension between narrative agency as expressed by the witnesses, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the global circulation of the passive victim trope. Through a rereading of selected testimonies, some key themes are identified, and we find that their content does indeed differ from global narratives that have reduced these women to passive victims of sudden and catastrophic violence. Most of the testimonies recount how agential decisions and practices in the midst of violence helped the witnesses not only to survive but also to save other people (cf. Brown 2018). Furthermore, the women’s testimonies provide a more complex picture of rapes and other types of sexual torture not only as violence that was orchestrated from above as a weapon of war but also as intimate violence that continues in the form of insecurities and vulnerabilities in the postgenocide period. The testimonies thus prompt us to take note of gendered continuities of violence over time. The women’s vulnerabilities stretch beyond the genocidal violence to include additional challenges after mass violence has ended.

      The chapter further analyzes the aims and ambitions of the women as narrative agents, and identifies several reasons that the women give for deciding to come forward and testify. Clearly, these have not been easy decisions to make, as the women’s possibilities of speaking out publicly about crimes of sexual violence have been severely constrained. This chapter thus makes visible the complex narrative agency of the Rwandan witnesses, which was exercised in the face of attempts to silence them or confine them to certain narrative frames. While their experiences have been “socially labeled . . . as unbearable and unspeakable” (Kaitesi 2014, 239), their testimonies challenge the view that they cannot speak or are muted. They provide crucial knowledge about how genocide can unfold by emphasizing the tangible and the corporeal. Their testimonies have over time had an important impact when globally circulated, demonstrating the transformative power of narrative agency.

      
        The Bricolage

        The bricolage of testimonies from Rwandan women has been assembled with a view to the content of the stories, the sites at which they have been produced, and the processes through which they have been put into circulation. The selected testimonies are just a small part of all the rich and varied narratives provided by women who have spoken out, and we recognize their collective contribution to knowledge about the genocide.

        Legal testimonies given at the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) are of particular importance as they were instrumental in changing international legal norms, and the chapter looks more closely at the role of the witness statements in the key trial that led to the world’s first verdict judgment of genocidal rape, often referred to as the Akayesu trial (ICTR 1998).1 Another important legal space for testimony about the genocide was the Rwandan community-based courts, known as the Gacaca, held in communities all over the country. We have not analyzed any of these testimonies directly, as the approximately twenty-five million Gacaca documents are still in the process of being digitized and are not yet accessible to the public.2 However, the role of the Gacaca is very much present in the chapter, as several witnesses look back and reflect on their experiences in these traditional-style courts. The indignities suffered there constitute a particularly painful dimension in their testimonies, and demonstrate how their narrative agency was scripted in various ways in these courts.

        Several compilations of life narratives are also part of the bricolage; the ones we analyze have been selected for their broad reach, being accessible to a popular audience. In the book The Men Who Killed Me (De Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu 2009), sixteen women and one man tell their stories. They all share an engagement in the civil society organization Solace. Another collection of testimonies was compiled by Richters and Kagoyire (2018) as part of a research project exploring sociotherapy as a method for dealing with postgenocide trauma. Ten of the stories were published in an academic journal, and all nineteen were published in a booklet in the Kinyarwanda language.3 Another collection of shorter testimonials has been compiled by the civil society organization Survivors Fund in a book called Survival Against the Odds (n.d.), with Solace Ministries and the Association of the Genocide Widows Agahozo (AVEGA-Agahozo) also cooperating on the project. In this book, six women narrate their stories. The project Intended Consequences is also included, as it deals with stories told by women who had children born out of rape.4 These stories, together with portraits of the women witnesses, have been published in magazines and in a documentary film as well as on the Survivors Fund’s own website.5

        Finally, we have read the memoir by Yolande Mukagasana, Not My Time to Die (2019), which recounts her experience during the genocide. Her book is a complex account with strong literary qualities, written in French in 1997 and translated into English in 2019. The complexity of this survivor story, and the clear agential voice of Mukagasana, provide an important prism on the role of the witness, similar to the memoirs of Yazidi women that we analyze. Over the years there has been a trickle of such testimonies about the genocide, mostly written in French by women in exile in collaboration with Western writers. For our bricolage of sources, Mukagasana’s memoir was chosen due to its high quality and the fact that it has recently been translated into English, making global circulation possible.

      
      
        A Gendered Reading of the Rwandan Genocide

        The genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda played out over some one hundred days of violence during the first half of 1994, and directly affected more or less the whole of the Rwandan population of about six million people at the time. An estimated five to six hundred thousand Tutsi and moderate Hutu were killed (Meierhenrich 2020).6 The perpetrators were mostly Hutu militias—with the paramilitary organization known as the Interahamwe as the most notable—although government troops and ordinary people also participated in the killings. The massacres were mostly carried out with rudimentary weapons such as machetes or small arms. People were killed in their homes, at roadblocks, or in places such as churches and school buildings to which they had fled. Some were killed in compounds of the United Nations (UN) that had been abandoned by UN peacekeeping forces. Women, men, and children were targeted alike. Sexual violence occurred on a massive scale, and about 350,000 women were raped or subjected to other forms of sexual violence (Bijleveld, Morssinkhof, and Smeulers 2009, 219). Mostly Tutsi women and girls were targeted. More than a million people, predominantly Hutu, were later found guilty of having participated in the genocide, with crimes ranging from murder to looting (Nyseth Brehm, Uggen, and Gasanabo 2014).

        The genocide happened in a country that had already suffered cycles of violence driven by the politicization of ethnic identity. At the time of the genocide, a civil war had been ongoing for three years. The Hutu regime in place had been attacked by the Rwandan Patriotic Front/Army (RPF/RPA), consisting mainly of Tutsi refugees and their descendants who had been forced into exile during recurrent pogroms against the Tutsi since the late 1950s. Under the leadership of Paul Kagame (president of Rwanda since the end of the genocide), the RPF/RPA invaded the country from its bases in neighboring countries. At the time of the genocide, peace talks were ongoing under international auspices. The peace process was led by the UN, and there were UN peacekeeping troops in place in the country. The Hutu government continued to mass-mobilize through widespread hate speech and propaganda and when, on April 7, 1994, the plane carrying then president Juvénal Habyarimana was shot down, full-scale violence broke out across the country. The UN did not intervene due to its restricted mandate (and came in for criticism due to its lack of intervention). Instead, the genocide was eventually brought to an end through the military victory of the RPF/RPA.

        The genocide was not followed by any stable peace but by a period of low-intensity violence, with fighting between the RPF/RPA and Hutu rebel troops continuing along and across the borders. Since those first few postgenocide years, there has been little direct violence in the country, but many inhabitants still live under threat from others and in an atmosphere of suspicion. While Rwanda in many ways has developed into a stable country, with ambitions to be seen as the “Singapore of Africa,” there is also mounting criticism from human rights organizations that point to Kagame’s style of government as becoming increasingly authoritarian, with violent repression of political challengers (HRW 2023). The larger nation-building project of the Rwandan state centers around “reconciliation” as a political idea promoting cohesion among the population, and this has developed into an official discourse that is used to control public debate (King 2010; Mannergren Selimovic 2013).

        
          Gender-Based Violence as Part of Genocide

          It may seem unfathomable how so many people could engage in the mass killings. One answer lies in the carefully orchestrated propaganda machine that was efficiently at work in the months and years before the genocide. This is also an entry point for understanding how sexual violence became such an explicit part of the genocidal violence, as the propaganda relentlessly pumped out from radio, newspapers, and magazines often broadcast a distinctly misogynistic message, through populist slogans, proverbs, and cartoons. A groundbreaking ICTR case against media executives for inciting genocide made clear that propaganda was often directed against Tutsi women. The judgment notes that “the message that Tutsi women were seductive agents of the enemy was conveyed repeatedly” and that this message “vilified and endangered Tutsi women.” By defining Tutsi women as an enemy, the media outlets “articulated a framework that made the sexual attack of Tutsi women a foreseeable consequence” (ICTR 2003, 353).

          Rape was used as a weapon of war, planned from above and carried out with the overt purpose of genocide. When Roméo Dallaire, at the time of the genocide commander of the UN Peacekeeping Force in the country, gave his testimony at the ICTR, he particularly focused on the demonstrative aspects of the genocide. He recalled how the mutilated bodies of young girls and young women at checkpoints had been “laid out with their dresses over their heads, legs spread and bent” sometimes with breasts cut off and with different materials implanted in their vaginas (ICTR 2004, 31–33).7 Rape was used as torture and many were literally raped to death through the use of machetes, broken bottles, or sticks.

          Sexual violence often occurred in such public spaces, but it also took place in more intimate settings such as private houses. Women and girls were attacked collectively, but also individually. They were raped by total strangers, but also by men they knew. Furthermore, sexual violence on a mass scale happened in conjunction with multiple other harms suffered by women and girls (Nowrojee 1996). These harms included physical harm such as, for example, amputations and mutilations, forced displacement, hunger, and material loss, and there was also the loss of family members and sometimes even the eradication of entire extended families.

        
        
          Shock and Trauma in the Aftermath

          When the war ended, surviving Rwandans had to come to terms with the catastrophic losses and the wider consequences of those losses. It was mostly women who remained to pick up the pieces: More men than women had been killed; of the millions of people who fled to neighboring countries in fear of repercussions, the majority were men; and a large number of men were imprisoned in the country on suspicion of participation in the genocide. As a result, the number of female-headed households increased, and women survivors stepped into what had previously been predominantly male domains. They had to find a variety of paid jobs, had to deal with the authorities at various levels, and in many other ways shouldered the difficult and painful tasks of rebuilding lives and communities. In addition, they had to take on the daunting number of orphans (Mwambari 2017a; 2017b; Thomson 2010, 567). Many women organized in self-help groups, both to get economic support and to lobby for social and political influence in the restructuring of Rwandan society (Mageza-Barthel 2015).

          Women who found themselves occupying a very different position in society than before the conflict could build on a certain historical legacy, as evident from the analysis by Mwambari, Walsh, and Olonisakin (2021). Taking a longue durée viewpoint, the authors analyze the agency of Rwandan women at various times, beginning with the politics of the precolonial kingdom, in which queen mothers had some strategic power, and ending with contemporary institutions and the power of elite women politicians. Nevertheless, they make clear that the Rwandan state remains a patriarchal one, and while women have made a deep impact, culturally and politically their agency is still restricted. Indeed, Rwandan society has been a patriarchal society since precolonial times, defined by sharp, gendered inequalities, both materially and socially (Brown 2018, 24; Jefremovas 1991, 379; Mageza-Barthel 2015; Mibenge 2013, 74).

          Against this backdrop, it was quite remarkable that women were able to self-organize and quickly take on positions of power. Mwambari (2017a; 2017b) points out three key areas of peacebuilding activities where women have had a considerable impact: civil society, informal networking, and national policymaking. Women organized themselves in civil society associations to build support systems and lobby for change, they networked informally at the community level, and they stepped into political and legislative spaces. The new government was supportive of the gender-equality agenda, and there have been many legislative changes to increase women’s rights, for example, regarding inheritance and reproductive rights. Furthermore, many women have been able to advance into positions of political leadership (Berry 2018, 83; Mageza Barthel 2015, 93). Some of these advances are reflected in the state’s engagement with the WPS agenda—for example, by quite early on adopting a National Action Plan (NAP) for the implementation of UNSCR 1325 (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2015b).

        
        
          Transitional Justice Developments in a Patriarchal System

          As the wheels of justice began to turn, slowly and imperfectly, in response to the atrocities, evidence of the crimes gradually accumulated. It became increasingly clear that sexual violence had been committed on a mass scale. Several thousands of cases involving sexual violence were tried before the community-based Gacaca courts. Based on a precolonial communal process for dealing with disputes at the family or community level, the Gacaca process was set up in 2001 and was comprised of more than twelve thousand courts that by the time the process was wound down in 2012 had tried nearly two million cases.8 Everyone in a community was expected to be present at these courts, which were meant to function as an instrument for justice, truth, and reconciliation. After the insistent lobbying by certain women’s organizations, incidents of sexual violence were relabeled as “category one” crimes in the Gacaca, which importantly meant that those convicted in such cases would not be able to get their sentences reduced. However, the designation of rape and sexual torture as a category one crime may have deterred many perpetrators from confessing to these crimes, as doing so would automatically mean life imprisonment.9 In the first phase of Gacaca there were no specific provisions to protect the anonymity of survivors of sexual violence, and this had dire consequences given the social stigma attached to victims of that crime. In 2008, amendments to the system were made in order to protect witnesses. For example, procedures would henceforth take place in closed sessions, and trauma counselors were supposed to be on hand to assist victims. It was also decided that the judges should receive training on how to deal with cases involving sexual torture and rape.

          Another key transitional justice mechanism was the ICTR, which is sometimes referred to as “the Arusha tribunal” as a reference to the Tanzanian town where it was set up in 1994 (as a sister tribunal to the already up and running ICTY for the former Yugoslavia). The context of the international tribunal was very different from that of the later Gacaca courts, but nevertheless there was a similar initial reluctance to address sexual violence as an aspect of the genocide. It was only through the combined work of international experts, civil society organizations, and the victims who were willing to come forward and testify that a machinery for investigating sexual violence was eventually set up. The tribunal would consequently come to play an important role in developing international law concerning conflict-related sexual violence (Nowrojee 2005; Mitchell and Louvel 2015). Nevertheless, the ICTR has been severely criticized for not properly addressing sexual violence as a key aspect of the genocide. Van Schaak (2009, 366) argues that there is a “disconnect” between the extremely high levels of sexual violence and “the systemic lack of gender violence charges, and the high number of acquittals for the charges that were brought.” Further, the sexual assaults team consisted of only about 1 percent of the workforce, and only 5 percent of investigators were women (Nowrojee 2005, 13).

          Both the Rwandan and the international legal systems have emphasized the importance of material and symbolic reparations in addressing the needs of victims. Nevertheless, as we will discuss further, reparative measures have largely failed to materialize, leaving many witnesses destitute and vulnerable to continued violence and insecurity after the genocide came to an end (Rombouts 2006).

          Rwandan women experienced the genocide in many different ways, as gender intersected with divisions along the lines of ethnicity, class, geographical location, and material circumstances. Yet, as Mwambari (2017a, 89) succinctly summarizes, they “faced similar patriarchal barriers that included restrictive inheritance laws, extreme poverty, and insecurity of their lives and those of their families, domestic violence, as well as individual and collective trauma.” As we will bring out in the analysis below, these “patriarchal barriers” have deeply affected women in the postgenocide period.

        
      
      
        Narrative Agency and the Search for Transformation

        We now turn to analyzing the narrative agency of Rwandan women witnesses through the three lenses of burdened agency, scripted agency, and transformative agency. Burdened narrative agency reflects how narrative agency carries the burden of the traumatic past as both a decapacitating factor and a source of the particular power of the witness. The conceptualization of narrative agency as scripted seeks to capture how various circumstances linked to time and space limit and constrain what the witnesses can express in their testimonies. Finally, the term “transformative narrative agency” is used with a view to understanding how social and political transformation can be achieved through the exercise of narrative agency.

        
          Burdened Narrative Agency: Stories of Intimate Violence

          We use the concept of burdened narrative agency—developed from Meyers’s (2016, 60) concept of burdened agency—to acknowledge that victims are burdened by the painful experiences they have lived through. They hold a double positionality, as the burden of the personal experience also gives them a voice of authority that presents new knowledge about the gendered experience of genocide.

          The violence of the genocide is a dark presence at the core of the testimonies from Rwanda. We recognize the extremely heavy burden borne by the Rwandan women witnesses. Emphasizing the tangible and the corporeal, their testimonies recount extreme violence and insecurity, emotional loss, negative bodily sensations, and humiliation. This section begins with the voice of a woman who goes by the name of Daphrosa in the book published by Survivors Fund. Before the sequence quoted from below, Daphrosa recounted memories of a more harmonious time when her children were growing up and her bar business was thriving; but she also told of how hostilities had steadily increased in her small town, fueled by hostile radio propaganda. We join Daphrosa’s testimony as she tells of her first encounter with the genocidal violence that would seem both shockingly abrupt and excruciatingly slow as the days of torture unfolded.

          
            They brought us all into the sitting room and started forcing us to take our clothes off. The housekeeper raped me. My husband wanted to intervene but they stave him off, hitting him with a masus (a club with nails) on his neck. He fell back in the chair. They would pour beer for us to drink, mocking us that Tutsi women did not want them before, but that now they were going to have us. Each took us in turns. My son tried to stop them, I suppose thinking that he was going to die anyway. But they fought him off, hitting him with everything they had—masus, knives, stick—until he died. The interahamwe said that they wouldn’t waste a bullet on him, and they threw him behind the chair that my husband was sitting in.

            Then they continued raping us. My daughters wanted to scream out in pain but were too scared so we remained quiet. My husband was forced to watch the whole ordeal. They didn’t want to kill him quickly. They wanted him to watch, then die slowly. Helplessly, he watched them violating us. They then hit him with a hammer on his head and back. He died the next day.

            The rape continued into the second day. I could not take it anymore. But when I tried to resist, they hit me on my arm and shoulder. Blood started flowing and the children began to scream. They attempted to run off but were stopped. They continued to rape my daughters too, saying they wanted to test Tutsi women. They then slashed me with a knife across my breast. Every so often they would take a break and drink whisky, which made them go even more crazy, as they took it in turns moving from one of us then to another. By the time they left, we couldn’t even stand.

            The housekeeper boasted about raping me—his employer—to the others. He knifed my privates after raping me. On the third day they returned with a community officer. She said that she was going to protect my girls. But when she left with the interahamwe, I could hear them mocking, saying that they were taking them to be their wives. I was left alone. People would come to the house, look in at me and just leave. I had no one to bring me water. I had no one to help bury my husband and son. (Daphrosa, quoted in Survivors Fund n.d., 26–27)

          

          Daphrosa’s account brings the outrageous violence to the fore, so that we can begin to understand what genocidal violence may entail in its details; in doing so it exposes the deep complexities of conflict-related sexual violence. Her account feeds into knowledge about how sexual violence in war is a systematic weapon, simultaneously pointing out the intimacy of this violence, showing how “rape as a spectacle” and “rape as an intimate action” are intertwined. It not only tells of sexual violence as a tactic of war in which the gendered body becomes a geopolitical space (Giles and Hyndman 2004, 310) but also demonstrates how sexual violence slides from being performed as spectacle in the public sphere to being performed in the intimate sphere, and then back again (see also Eriksson Baaz and Stern 2013). Daphrosa was assaulted in her own house, by an employee, and the bystanders were neighbors who watched her suffer.

          Similar experiences reverberate through most of the other testimonies that are in focus in this chapter. Several witnesses recount how they were attacked by militia or soldiers in the bush when they were fleeing or hiding, together with other girls and women. Yet this seemingly indiscriminate violence was in fact often linked to intimate relations prior to the genocide—the perpetrator was a friend, a neighbor, a relative. One woman tells how she was raped by a man she had refused to date, another by her adopted son, a third by a neighbor (see, for example, the testimonies by Francoise Mukeshima, quoted in De Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu 2009, 101; Marie Claire Uwera, quoted in De Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu 2009, 68; I. Munyabugingo [2014] 2018).

          Alongside recounting experiences of vulnerability, the women also tell how they engaged their resourcefulness. These aspects become more visible after a rereading of the testimonies, and it seems important to note that in their own testimonies the women did not portray themselves as passive victims but rather as subjects acting in the midst of chaos and violence. This insight deepens the understanding of burdened narrative agency. Certainly, many of them survived only by chance—because they were taken for dead, for example. Yet, survivors then used their will power and strength to keep themselves and their children alive. They survived by enduring days and weeks of hiding, sometimes under piles of bodies, then moving to find a hiding place in ditches or in the forest. When the killing stopped, they went looking for relatives. They were “dead inside” (as several described their psychological state), but somehow took care of the children they carried on their backs. They managed to bring themselves and others to safety, all the while dealing with the pain of losing loved ones to violence. Marie Claire Uwera recounts how her mother was raped, then killed and thrown into a hole dug in the ground. Her four-year-old son was also killed and thrown into the same hole. She was left with her baby son: “I sat there for hours and hours, not feeling anything. I wondered whether I was still a human being.” She eventually made it to a little forest nearby, hiding without food or water for a week with her baby: “My son cried a lot. I constantly hit him to stop him from crying and make him sleep again, so that we would not be discovered” (quoted in De Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu 2009, 67). In the midst of the horror of the genocide, the violence that she herself was forced to inflict on her baby is clearly still a haunting memory for her.

          The vivid testimony given by the nurse Yolande Mukagasana (2019) reveals how she likewise was driven by her constant search for her children, from whom she had been separated during the first days of the genocide. Throughout her memoir runs the theme of being paralyzed, panicked, and in disbelief that her family and community had been ripped apart and her clinic destroyed. This is interwoven with finding momentary solutions so as to survive, moving through the bush, hiding, finding temporary refuge, using contacts, and searching for her family. Reading this story, we gradually become aware that she is in denial and has somehow known all along that her three children are in fact dead. The trauma of losing her children shaped her testimony and was at the core of her burdened narrative agency.

          The end of the genocidal violence did not bring security but meant a continued burden. The Rwandan women’s testimonies contain many descriptions of the daunting challenges they face in postgenocide life, such as insecurities, being ostracized and traumatized, and facing the long-term consequences of rape, including chronic disease and unwanted children. In the aftermath of the genocide, perpetrators were living openly next to victims: “I recognize six of the rapists that still live here in the community” (Clare, quoted in Survivors Fund n.d., 46). New sexual violence occurred. One witness told of how a cousin who took her in after the genocide used to come in the night and rape her. “He threatened me whenever I was about to tell his wife about the abuse, so I chose to leave his home” (Gloriose Mushimiyimana, quoted in De Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu 2009, 109). That some of the perpetrators were getting on with their lives “shamelessly and openly” was doubly painful, as the victims at the same time were experiencing social isolation and had to deal with their traumatic psychological and physical wounds on their own. They were “losing the sense of the world,” as emotions and physical sensations traveled from the time of the genocide into the precarious postgenocide life.

          
            I sometimes had palpitations . . . always freezing, feeling maggots in my hair, smelling corpses, and not wanting to be inside the house. After the genocide I still had blood and pus coming out of my private parts. I had back pain. I was living in loneliness and I had intense heartache. I was often feeling like a brainless person. (Hildegarde Nyampinga [2014] 2018, 22)

          

          
            Most of the time, I was feeling like I was not a human being, I felt diminished. Whenever I went to seek a service, I would look down, hide my face. I thought I was giving off a bad smell to others. Flies used to follow me. I felt that I was not clean. (Charlotte Uwera [2014] 2018, 51)

          

          As time moved on and the direct, physical wounds became less visible, a common strategy for the women was to hide their experiences so as to avoid social stigmatization, thereby engaging in a complex navigation between silence and speech. Marie Odette Kayitesi tells of meeting a young man who fell in love with her, “but he kept pressing me about whether I had been raped during the genocide. I always denied that I was” (Marie Odette Kayitesi, quoted in de Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu 2009, 39).

          There were also lingering consequences, such as human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infections, which added to the burden women carried and testified about. The number of women and girls infected with HIV as a result of rape during the genocide is not known, but it is generally estimated that the genocide has contributed significantly to the high rate of infection among women in Rwanda. HIV-positive women run a high risk of social rejection (Thomson 2010, 570–71), and many have been killed by the disease—a slow unfolding of genocidal violence. Another consequence with harrowing implications for the survivors was that they might give birth to children born from rape. The women reacted to these consequences in a variety of ways, often challenging the expected caregiving role for women, as the stories collected by Foundation Rwanda indicate. Isabell talked about the difficulties of raising her child while dealing with issues of stigmatization and her own traumatic memories:

          
            When I realized I was pregnant, my first thought was that I should abort but I didn’t know how to abort or where to go for such services. So I stayed with my pregnancy until I gave birth. After giving birth I thought of killing it because I was bitter and didn’t know who the father is. It was painful but eventually I decided not to kill it. I have stayed with it and it is the cause of trauma every time I look at this boy. Because I don’t know who the father is, for sure I don’t know and I don’t know how I am going to live with a boy that has no family. I am physically handicapped because of the beatings that I went through—I can’t carry anything. I can’t work. It is now that I say, it is good that I didn’t kill that boy because he fetches water for me.

            I fail in my duty as a mother because of poverty. I fail to buy him soap so he can’t wash his clothes. He sometimes also doesn’t have anything to eat because I don’t have anything to give him. But it is because of my condition of poverty not because he is the son of rapists. (Foundation Rwanda n.d.)

          

          A close reading of this brief testimony shows the difficulties women may have to connect to their children born out of rape. Isabell struggled hard to care for her son, and there is in fact an opening in the story that points to some developments towards feelings of care, as she changes the pronoun from “it” to “him” when the story moves from the past to the present. In the present she somehow manages to consider him a human being, someone who generates feelings of care and concern, albeit not love.

          Daphrosa’s narrative agency is burdened not only by the ordeal she went through during the genocide, presented in some length above, but also by the pregnancy of her daughters. She tells how she persuaded them not to abort, and attempted to reinscribe the pregnancies into a sense of normality: “There were free doctors helping with abortion, but I thought against it and worked hard to teach them, and convince them. . . . They agreed. I was scared of death. I feared losing them. . . . I prepared them for the big day, took them to check-ups and bought baby clothes just like any expectant grandmother would do. We celebrated together when both babies were born. But one of my daughters was unlucky—her baby died soon after birth” (quoted in Survivors Fund n.d., 28–29). Shortly after, Daphrosa and her daughters found out they were all infected with HIV. The boy who survived was also HIV positive. He was eleven at the time of Daphrosa’s testimony and had not yet been told about his illness: “I don’t know if I ever will have the courage to tell him that he is infected too” (Survivors Fund n.d., 29). Thus, her testimony illustrates that the moments of violence are carried over into the present. The women’s bodies are marked by torture, rape, and HIV, and the trauma is transmitted to the next generation. The narrative agency of these women, burdened by their experiences yet resilient, highlights the potency of victimhood as a platform to amplify one’s voice.

        
        
          Scripted Narrative Agency: Marginalized by Social Stigma

          The decision to give testimony is generally understood as empowering on a personal, social, and political level, both in the local community and globally. Yet it is a fragile project, threatened by the narrative constraints at different testimonial sites. Decisions to testify are made in relation to the contexts in which the stories will be told, especially in relation to concerns for safety and dignity. For the Rwandan survivors of gendered violence, decisions on when to speak and when to be silent may have made the difference between social acceptance or exclusion, or even between life and death. Even when survivors do speak, they are not always heard, or their speech is misunderstood or ignored. This section will examine examples of how their narrative agency has been scripted in various ways. The witnesses who testified in legal proceedings experienced a limited narrative space provided in the courtroom; they were often asked for details that were irrelevant as evidence, and at the same time judges presiding over the sessions on occasions failed to take seriously the information they were hearing about genocidal rape. This is a common theme in relation to both the international legal setting of the ICTR and the Rwandan traditional courts of the Gacaca system. When Witness OO testified before the ICTR in the trial against Akayesu, she had to give explicit details of a particular moment of sexual assault (ICTR 1997, 23–24):

          
            A. He put his sex into mine. I started to cry and he said, if you continue to shout or cry there might be some others who will come on you and that will be to finish with you.

            Q. What happened next?

            A. When he finished, he stood up and he made me stand up and we continued to walk.

            Q. Okay, I have to ask you a difficult question. When you say he put his sex into mine, does that mean that he penetrated your vagina with his penis?

            A. Yes.

            Q. After this event finished how were you feeling, emotionally?

            A. Normally when you shout it is because you are in pain.

          

          Witness OO, whom we will encounter again later in this chapter, expressed in just a few words the abyss between her experiences of atrocity and the tersely worded procedure in the courtroom. Another witness, TA, testified about multiple rapes and was cross-examined for a week in the ICTR. Defense lawyers asked questions about whether she had taken a bath—with the implication that she must have had bodily odor and therefore could not have been raped. She was also asked whether she had touched the penis of the accused, and whether she had been hurt when being raped by nine men. To the last question, TA answered, “If you were raped by nine people you would not be intact” (quoted in Nowrojee 2005, 24). To make things worse, the three judges laughed out loud during the cross-examination. In an interview two years after this ordeal the witness commented, “When the judges laughed, they laughed like they could not stop laughing. I was angry and nervous” (quoted in Nowrojee 2005, 17). It is clear that entrenched social norms and gendered stereotypes script women’s narrative agency at these legal sites. In the case of TA, the judges’ performance marginalized, ridiculed, and patronized her and thus shaped her testimony at the court.

          The wide gap between expectations and demands at legal sites, on the one hand, and the needs and motivations of traumatized victims, on the other, is well established (see also Felman and Laub 1992; Viebach 2017). Yet while the actual proceedings in the courts were painful, and in many ways produced highly gendered scripts according to which the women were unable to fully express their experiences, possibly the most severe scripting of their narrative agency had to do with danger and insecurity. Many women who testified experienced security breaches concerning their testimonies, which had a strong negative impact on their everyday lives and affected their ability going forward to talk about their experiences. Being retraumatized by the Gacaca proceedings is a common theme in the compilation presented by Richters and Kagoyire. The witnesses often felt highly insecure and doubted the impartiality of the judges. For example, Mutegwamaso Foyibi ([2014] 2018, 43) said that the rapist had bribed the judge, and tried to bribe her as well, and another witness said that it was not secure to testify, as she had noted that members of the community were able to listen to her testimony, despite the fact that the hearing was in theory held in a closed session. Her neighbors listened through the windows and made disparaging remarks (see also Brounéus 2008). Some refrained from testifying altogether, because they felt ashamed: “Apart from being angry and afraid, I was ashamed of standing up in front of people in public and testifying against the men that raped me” (Therese Kazeneza [2014] 2018, 47).

          When it comes to the ICTR, several witnesses gave examples of security breaches. While the witnesses testified under the promise of anonymity, and gave their statements hidden behind a curtain, in a number of cases their names had been leaked through the defense counsel, which is allowed to know the names in line with due process rights. In Nowrojee’s comprehensive report on the ICTR, witnesses described how they had been threatened when they returned to Rwanda from the court (Nowrojee 2005, 22). For example, one witness explained that she had suffered violence and social stigmatization after her testimony: “When I returned, everyone knew that I had testified. My fiancé refused to marry me once he knew I had been raped. He said, you went to Arusha and told everyone that you were raped. Today I would not accept to testify, to be traumatized for a second time. No one apologized to me. . . . My house was attacked. My fiancé has left me. In any case I’m already dead” (Nowrojee 2005, 17).

          In addition, we see that other sites where testimonies are given, beyond judicial sites, can also script women’s narrative agency. For example, while civil society organizations and researchers have provided the participants with an outlet and a platform for delivering detailed life narratives, even in those spaces witnesses have to negotiate what to say and what to be silent about. Their stories are shaped by the intentions and interests of the collectors, when it comes both to narrative themes and to narrative structure. We note that life stories, especially the longer ones, are usually constructed in the form of recognizable “narrative blocks” of before, during, and after the genocide. They begin with a few observations about life before genocide. Often, they tell of a harmonious life, but with a dark undercurrent of memories from their parents’ generation of massacres and harsh ethnic discrimination. Overall, the stories are not usually concerned with gender roles, and there are few reflections regarding gender equality. Instead, the key narrative theme in two main collections concerns reconciliation and forgiveness (Richters and Kagoyire [2014] 2018; De Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu 2009). While not all women expressed an interest in forgiving, they were in one way or another asked to relate to this topic—which may be a reflection of the researchers’ interests rather than their own. The centrality of this theme also resonates with the larger nation-building project of the Rwandan state, which centers around reconciliation as a political idea promoting cohesion. The fact that several of the women actively stated that they did not want to speak of reconciliation and forgiveness indicates that the topic was not brought up by them spontaneously, but possibly by the interviewer. This highlights, then, how in postgenocide Rwanda an established national metanarrative of reconciliation shapes and constrains women’s narrative agency.

          At the same time, several topics are absent from these collected narratives. There is no information or reflection regarding the gendered hierarchies and discrimination that still prevail in Rwanda despite the implementation of policies promoting gender equality. Nor is there any reflection regarding the multiple roles that women actually performed during the genocide, for example, as soldiers, leaders, and perpetrators. We have not been able to ascertain why the topic of gender oppression and the changing roles of women was not part of the testimonies. Hence, while personal life stories provide more complexity compared with the snippets demanded as evidence in trials, they are still scripted, albeit in more subtle ways.

          The exception here is the testimony given by Yolande Mukagasana, which comes across as less scripted; indeed, she seems to speak more freely, controlling her own narrative. For example, she describes situations during the genocide when women participated in intimate violence at the community level or even at the family level. In addition, she expresses an understanding of deeply entrenched gender inequalities, often through her poetic way of writing. In the following example, she recounts how she tried to help a woman who had been raped and subsequently miscarried. She first quotes the woman, and then comments on how this suffering is a symbol of the structural burden carried by Rwandan women: “‘When he saw me bleeding, he told me to go and die with the other cockroaches, that he didn’t want an abortion in his house.’ I hear in these words the solitude of the Rwandan woman. No, I don’t feel pity. I’m simply aware of the loneliness of women in my country” (Mukagasana 2019, 168).

        
        
          Transformative Narrative Agency: The Will to Testify

          It may come as a surprise given the hardships recounted above that many of the Rwandan witnesses expressed a strong desire to testify. This section of the chapter looks into the reasons given by the women who decided to testify. With what ends in mind did they employ their narrative agency, and how could this agency be transformative? The analysis identifies several reasons. Many witnesses clearly stated their aims and were aware of the potential outreach effect of their stories. They did it for global justice and for personal healing. They took responsibility as family providers, and they did it as a moral duty. They wanted to tell their stories in order to honor the memory of their dead loved ones, and they wanted the perpetrators to suffer and to be punished. These aims were infused with a narrative undertaking of “making whole”—using testimony as a means of making their suffering seem less meaningless. The stories were told at a particular point in the narrators’ lives, with implications for their reasons for telling. The testimonies collected more recently hold an extra temporal dimension as the women looked back and told stories of their lives from several positionalities, as victims, survivors, and witnesses. They were “outsiders” and “insiders” as they integrated traumatic memories of the genocide with their struggles to overcome the constraints of everyday life in postgenocide Rwanda.

          Assuming narrative control over the past can be a way of reconstructing the self and one’s place in the world, and it seems that sharing stories of utter vulnerability can bring about personal empowerment. Civil society organizations have carved out a space for the sharing of such stories; one example is Solace Ministries, a nongovernmental organization (NGO) that offers sociotherapy groups for survivors. In these contexts, to speak (out) is understood as a route towards personal transformation, which is often described as a process of healing, both physically and psychologically. For many witnesses, the social therapy groups provide a brief opening in an otherwise close weave of silence. By giving testimony and narratively making sense of the incomprehensible, several of the witnesses who have taken part in such groups maintain that they have moved from a state of being “brainless” or “dead” to a state of being in the present and able to plan for a future. The state of disjointed reality was transformed into coherence through the process of narration in the intersubjective setting of the sociotherapy groups:

          
            Before I joined I was like a small animal. When someone tried to do something bad to me, I was reproducing this bad thing twice in return. I have changed now, and I love other people. (Charline Musaniwabo [2014] 2018, 19–20)

          

          
            When I was speaking, I felt as though I was resting, and feeling happiness because of sharing the bad experiences with others. . . . I learnt that it was not only me who experienced those catastrophic events. (Hildegarde Nyampinga [2014] 2018, 23)

          

          The witness Hildegard Nyampinga quoted above also explained in her testimony that she had refrained from speaking about rape at the Gacaca trial. She had seen that perpetrators had been set free, and she feared that they might turn against her. Thus, while the sessions with the sociotherapy group gave her an opportunity to share her experiences, that does not mean that such experiences were an accepted part of public discourse about the genocide. While speaking out offered a way of “transforming back to humanity” and in a sense remaking a moral universe for themselves, the witnesses faced silence as an integral part of a postgenocide everyday life in which there was little opportunity to amplify their transformative narrative agency beyond that intimate sharing in the sociotherapy groups. Sometimes this silence was actively chosen by themselves as the least painful option. The founder of Survivors Fund, herself a genocide survivor, Mary Kaytesi Blewitt, astutely notes that silence provides protection on many levels: “Many instead preferred the solitude of silence, to protect them from the fear of being listened to—and of listening to themselves” (Kaytesi Blewitt, quoted in Survivors Fund n.d., 50; see also Burnet 2012).

          Yolande Mukagasana took another narrative path. The urge to document and to write down what was happening drives her memoir feverishly forward, and a key turning point in her story is when she understands that she will be—must be—a witness. This insight grips her as the genocide has just begun, her husband Joseph and sister Hilde have been murdered, and her children have disappeared:

          
            I find an empty packet of cigarettes in the pocket of my jeans, unfold it carefully and write:

            
              	6 April: assassination of the President of the Republic.

              	13 April: Joseph is shot at the roadblock.

              	14 April: Joseph is finished off. My children are tortured.

              	15 April: My children disappear.

              	16 April: Hilde is killed.

            

            My vocation as a writer ends there for now. But I know that one day I will write more. (Mukagasana 2019, 84)

          

          Her book ends with a pledge to keep on testifying, as she counts out the names of her dead. She hopes that “this testimony will give me back my lost dignity: my dignity as a woman, a mother, a nurse” (Mukagasana 2019, 180). From her position in exile she still does not know if anyone will listen to her, giving voice to the loneliness of the survivor in exile:

          
            People take me for someone special, delicate, who needs looking after. And I’m afraid of embarrassing them with my stories.

            I want to talk about my children, my husband and the others, all the time. I want to recall my memories from before all the time. I need to talk, talk, talk, like the flow of the river Nyabarongo, where I saw so many bodies floating.

            This morning it’s raining in Brussels. In the tram I look at a child sitting opposite me.

            My son Christian said that death must be good since you don’t come back. (Mukagasana 2019, 180)

          

          In the afterword, Yolande Mukagasana recounts how she started writing her book, in dialogue with the collaborative writer Patrick May. She understands the construction of her testimony as a process of transformation, stating that “my testimony was my closest friend” (Mukagasana 2019, 186) and that she had to write down her story, for justice and as a duty for the dead.

          Likewise, many witnesses in the other collections of testimonies expressed a strong belief in formal processes of retribution and acknowledgment. Mary Kaytesi Blewitt, who lost fifty of her relatives in the genocide, suggests that survivors “had survived only to serve as witnesses, for the world to draw lessons from their experiences and to try to ensure that this would not happen to anyone in the world again” (quoted in Survivors Fund n.d., 49–50). Telling the truth is seen as a responsibility beyond the family and local communities.

          A general theme is that the women want the world to know about the genocide, and specifically about the violence against women. They hope this knowledge will hinder repetition and lead to transformation, and they are aware of the role that their testimonies can play in a global context. In fact, directly after the end of the genocide, women survivors began lobbying for justice and truth. One early example concerns the work of the widow’s association AVEGA-Agahozo. When the prosecutors were unwilling to introduce allegations of sexual violence into a case at the ICTR concerning crimes committed in the town of Cyangugu, women in the village organized themselves with the help of AVEGA-Agahozo to come forward and testify. On a similar note, women organized in relation to the Gacaca courts. In the documentary The Uncondemned (Mitchell and Louvel 2015), Godeliève Mukasarasi, a social worker and founder of the local women’s group SEVOTA in the Taba commune, describes how the group’s activism started around the question of justice in the Gacaca courts. They had survived rape and sexual torture only to find out that these crimes had been labeled “a minor crime,” a so-called category four crime:

          
            Along with petty criminals who had stolen objects. Farm tools, goats, land. . . . Baskets of cassava and baskets of beans. The next morning, the women came to see me. They said “Godeliève! We need to act! This is unjust! This is not right!” And so, we began to work. There were twelve women in parliament. We asked them to come to Taba to meet the group of raped women. I was a rural woman. But they came to Taba. . . . The women of Rwanda organized a march. A march from Taba to Kigali. After that we heard on the radio that the men who had raped the women would be prosecuted in the first category. (Mitchell and Louvel 2015)

          

          With regard to testimonies produced in legal settings, they come with certain scripting as to how the women were able to tell their stories and how they were heard, as discussed in the previous section. Women who nevertheless chose to speak out in court were incentivized by the idea that justice would run its course. They wanted the person who had hurt them to be punished and at the same time they felt they had a responsibility beyond their own sentiments. Valentina notes how her anger gave her “courage to speak out” and that despite the ordeal at the trial she explicitly states that her testimony has had a transformative effect, as the sentence against the perpetrator led to the “recognition that genocide happened” and reinforced the principle of accountability:

          
            I went to Arusha to testify at the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) where I gave evidence against Gacumbitsi, former mayor of Nyarubuye. I knew him, but of course he did not know me. He looked fat and healthy, and contented. He wore a smart suit with a tie. I was terrified at first, but then I felt very angry. That gave me the courage to speak out and tell my story. He didn’t seem remotely concerned at what I had to say. Then his lawyer asked me questions, which made me both scared and furious. What right had they to question me in this way, after what I had suffered? My testimony brought me no relief. Worse I had to relive the horrors of Nyarubuye Church. Gataumbitsi was sentenced in 2004 for crimes related to genocide. At least this is recognition that genocide happened, and that those in charge must take responsibility for their actions. (Valentina, quoted in Survivors Fund n.d., 23)

          

          Similar experiences are shared by the witnesses in the documentary The Uncondemned, which provides a multifaceted account of the work leading up to the Akayesu trial and the seminal ICTR judgment, which was the first judgment in an international court to conclude that rape and sexual assault constituted acts of genocide. In the film, three key witnesses discuss their participation in the trial, adding an important lens on the context of the courtroom with its particular constraints. In addition to the lengthy interviews with the key witnesses, the film contains interviews with influential actors at the ICTR—prosecutors, gender advisors, and key gender-rights advocates—all providing a rich background to the narrative agency of the key witnesses. The film is a particularly important source of knowledge in that it adopts the perspective of the witnesses themselves and provides information about the relationship between the witness and the court, ultimately demonstrating the point of tension between the agential subject and the structural set-ups of transitional justice institutions.

          The testimonies are fragmented, as the film moves back and forth between different narrators, and are edited to fit in with the dramaturgy of a documentary. Presenting the historical narrative of the gender work at the ICTR, and tracing the process that culminated in rapes being recognized as part of genocide, one theme is the grinding, meticulous background work that was involved in bringing the mayor to justice—work that to a large extent was carried out by junior, female staff. In the documentary these staff members get to tell their story, possibly for the first time, and secure some recognition for their work. The main characters in the film are, however, the three key witnesses in the trial, who are referred to by the code names the court assigned them: witness OO, witness JJ, and witness NN. Another key character in the film is the social worker and founder of SEVOTA, Godeliève Mukasarasi (quoted above), who encouraged the women witnesses to participate in the process and supported them throughout. In a sequence consisting of a crosscutting between their three separate testimonies, the women talk about their experiences at the trial and what they felt they had accomplished:

          
            
              JJ: I was always listening, Since the trials started, I was always near the radio, listening to what was happening. But because the court was suspending the trial often, I was starting to worry, wondering how it was going to end.

              OO: When the investigators came back to see us, the neighbors knew it was people from the tribunal. Everyone in the neighborhood recognized their cars.

              I knew some things. There were things that I had witnessed. There were things that I went through. My friends told me it was important that I go and testify about what had happened to us.

              OO: It was very important that we go there to make the truth come out.

              NN: We were so hurt by what we went through. And this trial was for all of Rwanda.

              JJ: I wanted to tell the story of what Akayesu did so that his crimes would become notorious in the eyes of the entire world.

              NN: When I left I had no idea what . . .

              JJ: I had my baby on a Friday and I left for the court on the following Monday.

              NN: I already had malaria. I arrived there sick!

              NN: I felt very happy. Now rape was recognized as a crime, whereas before it had been denied, worldwide.

              OO: For a fact I was very happy! Although it couldn’t change what had happened to me, it was great to have the criminal justice system do its job.

              JJ: I was so happy, I danced. I was happy because it wasn’t for nothing that I travelled in that airplane. I was happy, because it was proof that the truth triumphed.

              NN: How did our lives change? What we did was worth it. The 1994 genocide was recognized by the world. Rape was finally recognized by the world. We felt valued.

              JJ: Keeping quiet kills you softly.

            

            (Mitchell and Louvel 2015)

          

          A moment of stillness follows this section of the film. Then the women reveal their real identities, emerging from the protective anonymity of the court. They look into the camera and say their names:

          
            My name is Cecile Mukarugwiza. I was Witness OO.

            My name is Serafina Mukakinani. NN.

            My name is Victoire Mukambanda. I was Witness JJ.

          

          The moment of revealing their real names is dramatically constructed as a cathartic moment for the women as they reclaim their subjectivity as both victims and witnesses. The documentary was released in 2015, more than ten years after they testified and more than twenty years after the genocide; the film thus reveals the temporal aspect of narrative agency. At this point the women knew that their testimonies had been instrumental for the conviction of Akayesu and that that verdict had led to a global transformation of international law with respect to the crime of rape in wartime. They could look back on the fear and difficulties they had faced at the time, and understand their decision to testify as a meaningful and courageous act in the face of these ongoing insecurities. They were thus able to imbue their stories with a certain normative and moral significance. Notwithstanding their ongoing struggles with the consequences of the genocide, including HIV infections, the global recognition of the Akayesu case meant that their sacrifices made sense to them, and they were able to create some form of narrative coherence in the face of trauma, eventually leading to the decision no longer to remain anonymous. However, the subsequent trajectory of the documentary film also suggests the difficulties of remaining in control of one’s own testimony. The film premiered in 2015 and has since won awards and been screened all over the world. While Cecile Mukarugwiza, Serafina Mukakinani, and Victoire Mukambanda, as well as Godeliève Mukasarasi, were present at the opening at the UN in New York, we do not know to what degree they have benefited from the success of the film, financially or otherwise.

        
      
      
        Situating Narrative Agency in the Narrative Process

        So far, this chapter has brought out the multidimensionality of the Rwandan women’s narrative agency through analyzing its burdened, scripted, and transformative dimensions. We now delve more deeply into the role of the narrative process, to see how narrative agency is coconstitutive of narrative content, production, and circulation.

        
          Narrative Content: Wounds and Silences

          Witnessing entails stringing together one’s lived realities in the past to form a coherent narrative, with the intention of sharing these experiences. In the above analysis, we saw how Rwandan women’s testimonies have altered global understandings of genocide by providing details of how genocidal violence is gendered. Their testimonies indicate its intimate character, thereby providing a corporeal understanding of genocide. Scarry (1985) importantly observed that torture and exploitation of the body can induce the loss of language and a person’s sense of the world, and the corporeal dimensions of the testimonies include details of how physical violence affected witnesses’ sense of themselves as subjects.

          The narrative content reflects how the women’s narrative agency is burdened and marked by their wounds. In many of the testimonies quoted above we see that the women often use similar phrases, such as, “I stopped feeling like a human being,” “I felt like a brainless person,” “I was like an animal,” “I felt like a ghost,” “I was dead already,” “they killed me.” They are marked by their experiences as well as by the ongoing violence and insecurity inflicted on their bodies, which seeps out into peacetime in the form of, for example, HIV infection and the burden of children born from rape, along with the memories of children who were murdered.

          The burden is carried in and through what has been referred to as “trauma time.” Trauma time defies narrative coherence as the violence of the past bleeds into the present and future (Edkins 2006). Towards the end of her memoir Yolande Mukagasana finally recounts how she was told of her children’s horrific fate, and how that moment is not anchored in the past: “Until my dying day, every time I think about the death of my children it will be as if I’ve just found out” (Mukagasana 2019, 177). The strength of her book is that she tells a coherent story about the incoherence of trauma time.

          At the same time, and seemingly paradoxically, the content also makes transformative agency possible (cf. Meyers 2016, 60). Scarry (1985) even suggests that the content of embodied suffering, the type of content so present in the Rwandan women’s testimonies, could in itself be transformative. Scarry insists that the body and its suffering form a bridge towards shared human experience and that the wounded witness can, through her testimony, form a meaning-making relationship with others. She contends that “if the felt-attributes of pain are . . . lifted into the visible world . . . the sentient fact of the person’s suffering will become knowable to a second person” (Scarry 1985, 12). Suffering is knowable, and it is through knowing that transformation is possible. Narrating the details of how their bodies were wounded, they acknowledge the burden, make their suffering knowable, and in so doing may at least partly regain control over their own life stories as they look back on the decades that have passed since the genocide.

          Nevertheless, many women take the decision to remain silent and not to share their suffering publicly. Especially when it comes to sexual violence, this is a crime that seems to adhere to women’s bodies to the extent that witnesses always run the risk of being reduced to nothing but a victim whenever they testify about it (Mibenge 2013, 160). When it comes to providing knowledge about sexual violence, there is a risk that stories of the sexualized body may strengthen tropes of the “passive victim” and reduce women witnesses to nothing more than their wounded bodies. Therefore, we need to take into consideration the fact that most victims never speak out, and those who have testified have not told the “whole” story. We note that testimonies always contain silences as the witnesses make narrative decisions about what they will share. We can see from the analysis above that several of the witnesses in their testimonies make references to such decisions. Furthermore, there is a temporal dimension at work here as well, as some silences can be transformed into speech after time has passed, and possibly after circumstances have changed for the better. Thus, silence is a form of narrative content, and speech has to be analyzed in relation to silence.

        
        
          Narrative Production: Shifting Spaces and Times

          The analysis of Rwandan women’s testimonies shows how their narrative agency is often scripted in various ways. Yet in the face of severe constraints, women still come forward and tell their stories, and by producing stories in forms that make sense to an outside audience, they can regain subjectivity from the double position of victim/witness.

          The testimonies analyzed in this chapter were produced at a diverse set of sites. The two legal contexts, the Rwandan Gacaca courts and the international tribunal, the ICTR, have emerged as key sites. They both came with gendered constraints. For example, many women who decided to testify at the Gacaca trials shared their testimony about sexual violence in nonpublic settings. While this was ostensibly done to protect the women, it also meant that an opportunity was missed to lift the veil of “shame” and that the content of their testimonies was kept separate, both discursively and spatially. The impossibilities of recounting trauma and conveying the complexities of the Rwandan genocide at legal sites have been well demonstrated (e.g., Viebach 2017). As noted by Mibenge (2013, 162), tribunals and other human rights institutions “create a benchmark” as to which victim positions are available, and how the stories should be told; consequently “justice, acknowledgement, and social and political absolution [are] forthcoming only when the prescribed form of victimhood is claimed.” Mibenge’s reading of transcripts from the proceedings of the ICTR identifies a number of limited subject positions for women—something that we also recognize in the witness statements we read. She argues that the narrative from the ICTR essentializes women as a homogenous victim group, and provides an understanding of the conflict as an ethnic conflict without any gendered dimension. By framing sexual violence as (only) a form of ethnic violence, the narrative “denies gender-based discrimination” (Mibenge 2013, 162).

          At the same time, the conditions for narrative production may change over time. As the survivors look back on the violent events from their present positionality, their narrative agency changes and challenges the metanarrative of the mutilated, passive victim. From a position in the present, they make us look back to understand what has been hidden from view, ignored, or marginalized. As the sites and times of narrative production develop, women’s narrative agency may thus become less scripted. Given the precarious situation for women survivors in Rwanda today, we must nevertheless be cautious and also accept that generally the production of narratives is constrained. As Mwambari (2023) points out, some witnesses have also refused to participate in the yearly commemorative events in Rwanda, which are important sites for the production of testimonies. While the witnesses have clearly demonstrated their intentions to testify in order to achieve change, the sites and times of narrative production have mostly proven to be disabling rather than enabling.

        
        
          Narrative Circulation: Between Advancement and Backlash

          Narrative circulation takes place when testimonies travel between local, national, and global contexts and among various audiences. Schaffer and Smith (2004, 6) note that witness testimonies are enfolded in cultural and political discourses and are part of a complex interplay between advancements and backlash. There are thus many subtle tensions between the narrative agency and the victims’ intentions in telling their stories, on the one hand, and the forces that drive the circulation of the testimonies, on the other. A narrative analysis must thus always ask who owns a story, and how stories are received by audiences: How do testimonies travel to different contexts and for what purpose? Who is the audience, who gets access to the testimonies, and how do they engage with them?

          This chapter has presented several examples of how Rwandan women’s narrative agency has led to the circulation of new knowledge about the genocide. Their testimonies have been widely shared and have fed directly into policy changes. Indeed, the drafting of the UNSCR 1325 depended on some of these testimonies, with far-reaching implications for the WPS agenda. When it comes to the impact on the WPS agenda with regard to the judicial context, the first conviction for genocidal rape in the Akayesu trial in the ICTR came about through women’s testimonies, with lasting effects for international justice being achieved through the advancement of global norms about gendered violence, including jurisdiction to prosecute rape and other forms of sexual violence as a crime against humanity (ICC 1998).10

          At the same time, the ICTR failed in the task of addressing properly the prevalence of crimes against women. When it comes to the role of misogynist propaganda leading up to the genocide, the prosecutor did not bring any charges against the accused specifically for their role in inciting sexual violence against women. Nowrojee (2007, 367) notes that victims reported that many perpetrators repeated the slogans and proverbs of the propaganda during the rape, and that “statements at the time of rape demonstrate links with the media propaganda. . . . Insults deployed by the radio and print media were repeated by rapists during rape.” The fact that the individuals concerned were not convicted specifically of any charges related to this connection is a missed opportunity historically, and created another silence around the specific vulnerability of women during the genocide, and in general around the destructive power of misogynist propaganda. Misogynist propaganda is strongly present in many conflict-affected societies—and is on the rise globally (Pruth and Zillén 2023).

          The circulation of testimonies locally has been more restricted, although the translation of the collection by Richters and Kagoyire into the Kinyarwanda language opens these testimonies up for more local engagements. This is important as none of the personal memoirs, most of which have been published as French-language books, have been made available in Kinyarwanda.

          An interesting dimension of the relationship between narrative agency and narrative circulation is the area of collaborative writing. The testimony by Yolanda Mukagasana, first published in French in 1997, has not been published in the Kinyarwanda language, and notably was not available in English either until the publication in 2019 of the collaborative translation by Norris and Mukagasana. In the afterword written for the English translation, which included certain updates to the text, Mukagasana recounts how she in the first edition worked with a collaborative writer, Patrick May: “I wrote it as if I was talking to the paper,” as she later explained to her English translator (Norris 2019, 192). The topic of collaborative writing is of interest when we interrogate the narrative agency of women witnesses in relation to the circulation of their stories. Such collaborative writing can be empowering for voices from the margin, yet there is a risk that the opposite happens and the voice of the survivor is appropriated (Gilbert 2018, 51). This is a topic we shall return to in chapter 5, where we analyze testimonies by Yazidi women.

          Rwandan women’s testimonies have been extensively used in international campaigns related to the WPS agenda, and we discussed above how such circulations seem to script women’s narrative agency at the same time as they link it to transformative processes. A moral dilemma emerges. Is the loss of control inherent in any testimony, as the audience—whether a global audience or a single listener—will always in some sense take over the testimony? An illustrative and intriguing example regarding the gap between the witness and the audience concerns a public event that took place ten years after the genocide. The civil society organization Survivors Fund in 2004 organized a reading of women’s testimonies at Trafalgar Square in London. More than one hundred British women took part in reading the testimonies out loud, as the witnesses themselves did not feel safe enough to do so. According to the booklet that was produced from this event, the readings were conducted “as a testimony to the genocide, so that the stories of the Rwandan women are told whilst keeping those women safe” (Survivors Fund n.d., 17). The booklet contains no portraits of the witnesses; instead there are photos of some of the women who performed the readings. In a similar event at the UN, some of the stories were likewise read out loud by someone other than the witnesses themselves.11 The aim of the performance was to draw attention to the campaign by Survivors Fund to secure free antiretroviral treatment for rape victims in Rwanda suffering from HIV infection. The women’s testimonies emphasized women’s vulnerability and were circulated to support the women in dealing with the lingering violence of the genocide. How are we to understand this event and others like it?

          Certainly it created a powerful moment that used an effective strategy to circumvent the threats made against the Rwandan witnesses and to spread their message. The British women who read the testimonies aloud could transmit the corporeality of testimony in a way that a printed testimony could not. Yet, according to Felman, this is a malfunctioning method; she argues that “testimony cannot simply be relayed, repeated, or reported by another without losing its function as a testimony” (Felman 1991, 15). While this argument resonates deeply with the analytical point of departure of this book, it may also be that a different kind of narrative agency may emerge when a testimony is changed into a more detached story that circulates disconnected from the witness’s body and voice. Such narrative agency is still valid, and such detached testimonies may trigger transformation in unexpected ways.

          Felman is right that as time goes by, the original witness inevitably loses control over her testimony. Time itself scripts her agency as the testimony circulates and is heard, unheard, and reheard. Once her testimony is in circulation, the witness can no longer control how it is heard and used—including being quoted in this book, as just one example.

        
      
      
        Conclusion

        Rwandan women have been speaking against silence and with silence for several decades. (Re)reading their testimonies entails ending some of these silences. Through our theoretical framework we have analyzed the burdened, scripted, and transformative dimensions of Rwandan women’s narrative agency and have explored how they have provided crucial knowledge about the genocide and its long-lasting gendered effects.

        We note that many of the testimonies are still in global circulation and are still influencing global understandings and actions aimed at countering or preventing gender-based violence in conflict. Side by side with Bosnian women, Rwandan women witnesses have played a central role in instigating, defining, and shaping the WPS agenda, and in raising awareness not just about the crimes committed against women during the genocide but also about the lingering societal effects of gender violence in the postgenocide era. The testimonies selected for analysis in this chapter speak about transformations ranging from individual healing to formal changes to international legislation, especially regarding conflict-related sexual violence. Testimonies by Rwandan women have in this way been instrumental in bringing about a fundamental change in how we understand war and genocide.

        At the same time, the analysis has rendered visible how the same women’s narrative agency has been severely scripted, both by particular sites as well as by social norms in their own local communities and on the global level. The production of testimonies has taken place in spaces and at times that have for the most part been disabling. In local contexts in Rwanda, as well as in international spaces such as the ICTR, the legitimacy of the Rwandan women witnesses has been undermined in various ways. Despite this, they have succeeded in carving out new spaces for testifying, beyond the formal spaces, through their high level of activity and their dedicated work in civil society organizations and local associations; these have provided spaces for transformation. In the analysis, we have suggested that the genre of personal memoir published in book form can also be viewed as an enabling space from which more complex testimonies may emerge.

        Of overall interest in the analysis of Rwandan women’s testimonies is the fact that they have been told and retold, as well as heard and reheard, for three decades. Narratives are always embedded in time and are formed by the moment in time in which they are voiced. In the case of the Rwandan women witnesses, we note that although these individuals are looking back in time on the violence they suffered and are attempting to create narrative coherence, many of the stories are told in an ongoing precarious present replete with insecurities and violence; these flow back into their recounting of the past, which remains unsettled and not fully coherent. Others look back on their experience of witnessing and reflect on the circumstances in which their testimony was produced, as well as the consequences of its circulation. These testimonies—testifying about testifying, as it were—reflect the transformative effect that narrative agency has, over time. The Rwandan women’s testimonies thus provide insights into the complex temporality of narrative agency.

        What may perhaps strike the reader most powerfully is the embodied language of the Rwandan witnesses, used for conveying not only their experiences during the genocide but also their experiences of testifying and facing the insecurities that persist in their everyday lives in postgenocide Rwanda. So, while the brutality of the violence and the utter vulnerability of the victims seem to deny any possibility of narrative agency, the analysis in this chapter has identified the witnesses as powerful narrators of transformative stories of (embodied) suffering.
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          Witness 11: Now I don’t know where [my husband] is. My son also I don’t know his whereabouts. Both of them. We searched for my son at various camps and welfare centres but he is not there.

          Chairman: So now you went and surrendered at the Army Camp with your husband?

          Witness 11: Yes, in front of us my husband surrendered to the Sri Lankan Army.

        

        —Witness 11, Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission

      

      A human tragedy played out in Sri Lanka through April and May 2009. As the government forces pushed forward to defeat the separatist insurgents, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), in the north of the country, the Tamil population trying to flee the fighting found themselves trapped in the conflict zone under intense shelling, caught in the crossfire between the warring parties. But this was just the brutal end game to a thirty-year-long civil war that has left deep scars on Sri Lankan society. The woman quoted above represents one of many survivors of the war, and her testimony tells of the gruesome atrocities committed, and the burden she carries as a result of the violence. More women than men have survived the war and now face the challenges of coping with its consequences.

      This chapter brings to the fore the narrative agency of women in Sri Lanka and the gendered dimensions of their testimonies. We have assembled individual witness statements and personal accounts describing consequences of violence, suffering, and loss, as experienced individually and collectively by women civilians and militants. This material has not previously been analyzed together. By interrogating the different forms of narrative agency emerging from these testimonies, and by situating the narrative agency within the narrative process, this analysis contributes to knowledge production concerning gendered war experiences and transitional justice in Sri Lanka and its impact on the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda.

      Several important conclusions can be drawn from the analysis. First, secondary witnessing—wherein women testify on behalf of their husbands or sons—dominated women’s testimonies in the immediate postwar era (2010–2012). Secondary witnessing can be seen as a form of scripted narrative agency, with women’s narrative agency being constrained because the women testifying do not really speak of themselves as witnesses or as victims. The predominance of secondary witnesses is suggestive of the gender constructions that still prevail in Sri Lankan society, where a patriarchal and family-oriented culture—simply put—situates women’s role as caring for the family, and where women are defined primarily in relation to the family and the men in their lives. These patriarchal norms come across both in relation to secondary witnessing and also in the narrative agency that emerges in the testimonies about the gendered consequences of displacement, the feminization of poverty as a consequence of war, and the highly stigmatized position of widows.

      Second, the analysis suggests that there are conditions specific to the Sri Lankan case that undermine the narrative agency of women. One such condition is the profoundly militarized context that survivors of the war found themselves in. This militarization was most marked in the northern and eastern parts of the country—the areas claimed by the LTTE as an independent state during the war, and where the government forces after the war maintained a strong presence. It was a postwar environment dominated by fear and mistrust. Another notable aspect is the metanarrative of a victor’s peace and intergroup reconciliation as projected by the victorious Sri Lankan state. Such state-level narratives have constrained the narrative agency of Tamil survivors in Sri Lanka and their micronarratives.

      Finally, despite the distinctive features of the Sri Lankan situation, we find that the narrative agency of women in the Sri Lanka case is partly shaped by conditions similar to those found in other cases analyzed in this book, as well as in many other countries that are not discussed here. Most strikingly, the interrogative setting of Sri Lanka’s Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC) created a site that had a disabling effect on transformative narrative agency, and, as in other countries studied in this book, social gender norms contributed to the scripting of narrative agency. For example, prominent silences are evident in the women’s testimonies, including around the rape and sexual violence that we know with certainty happened in the Sri Lankan civil war (PEARL 2022; Traunmüller, Kijewski, and Freitag 2019). This is in contrast to the testimonies from Rwanda and Bosnia and Herzegovina—in particular in legal proceedings in the two international courts for those countries—where the theme of gender-based violence, including wartime rape, features strongly.

      This chapter proceeds by presenting a bricolage of testimonies used in the narrative analysis, and by providing a brief background to the gendered nature of the Sri Lankan conflict, before analyzing narrative agency as it appears in the testimonies delivered by women who survived the war.

      
        The Bricolage

        Women’s experiences of the Sri Lankan conflict have come to light in a diverse set of sources, including biographies, documentaries, art projects, human rights reports, and academic writing. The bricolage of testimonies assembled here allows our analysis of narratives to draw on material produced in various contexts and time periods. Individual testimonies from the public hearings of Sri Lanka’s LLRC and the archival project Herstories form the backbone of the analysis; both are sites where ordinary people were offered arenas in which to speak up. Whereas the LLRC represents a formal venue, where witnesses are guided and interrogated, Herstories is a more open forum, aimed at documenting the stories of women specifically.

        In addition, Meena Kandasamy’s book, The Orders Were to Rape You: Tigresses in the Tamil Ealam Struggle (2020), includes testimonies from two Tamil women associated with the LTTE. And a memoir written by a high-ranking women’s leader in the LTTE, Thamizhini (aka Sivakami Subramaniam, also referred to as Thamilini), was published in 2021 under the title In the Shadow of a Sword. These two additional sources of testimony offer the perspectives from women clearly associated with the militant LTTE movement but with different positions in relation to that armed movement.

        Testimonies from these four sources make up the Sri Lankan section of our archive and give us important insights into how women’s testimony and narrative agency are contextually, culturally, and structurally shaped, and how gendered war experiences are represented in the public narratives of recollections of the past and articulations of the present. While the emphasis in this analysis is on Tamil women from the areas where the war was most fiercely fought, testimonies from other communities are also occasionally brought into the analysis. The focus on testimonies given by Tamil women is not intended to deprive women from the Sinhalese and Muslim communities of their own gendered experiences of the war.

        The testimonies from the LLRC hearings constitute a public record of stories as told in the immediate postwar period. The LLRC started its work in 2010, only a year after the war had ended.1 While not presented as a truth commission as such, but rather as an effort to promote reconciliation and learn for the future, the commission received more than five thousand written submissions and one thousand oral testimonies contributed by a diverse range of individuals and organizations. Here, the focus is on the available witness statements as they emerged in transcripts from public hearings, primarily the ones held in the war-torn districts of the north and east of Sri Lanka (Jaffna, Kilinochchi, Mullaitivu, Ampara, Batticaloa, Mannar, Trincomalee, and Vavuniya).2

        Another important source in our archive is Herstories. The Herstories project was carried out by community-based organizations engaged in local capacity building; the aim was to document people’s history in Sri Lanka by collecting narratives from mothers in rural areas. The archive consists of brief individual narratives collected between July 2012 and the end of March 2013 on issues related to the experience of peace and war. The project went on to document 230 stories in total, as told by Sri Lankan women through oral narratives, written accounts, video recordings, and an arts initiative.3 All the women in the project were mothers, and they came from both the northern and southern parts of the island and were of various ethnicities. While similar projects of storytelling and memorialization have followed in Sri Lanka (and some were also collected during the war), we selected Herstories as the first publicly available archive that specifically focused on women’s stories after the war had ended (Hettiarachchi 2022, 12).4

        This chapter also probes the testimonies documented in Meena Kandasamy’s book, The Orders Were to Rape You: Tigresses in the Tamil Ealam Struggle. Kandasamy is a Tamil writer and public intellectual from Tamil Nadu in southern India, who sympathizes with the issues that led the LTTE to engage in an armed struggle; the book contains the recollection of Kandasamy’s own political engagement on those issues. Of importance for our analysis here are the two brief testimonies included in the book, one by a woman fighter in the LTTE and another by the wife of an LTTE fighter. Their stories were intended to be used in a documentary film that never materialized. The book has sparked controversy: It was seen by some to be romanticizing armed militancy, and has also been criticized for the conditions under which the testimonies were recorded. The woman referred to as the wife of the militant was at first reluctant to speak to Kandasamy (Kandasamy 2020, 38). In addition, Satkunanathan (2021) makes the point that Kandasamy failed to take into account the gendered nature of Tamil nationalism. When liberation is tied to armed militancy, it reinforces the gender hierarchies by elevating militant masculinity. The woman married to an LTTE militant is relegated to just that—the wife of a powerful man. From the perspective of narrative agency, however, the testimonies represent powerful accounts of women affected by the war.

        Finally, Thamizhini’s memoir In the Shadow of a Sword was originally published in 2016. Thamizhini is more frequently known as Thamilini, but because Thamizhini is the name chosen for her biography, this is the name we shall use here. It was translated into English and published in 2021, twelve years after the war ended.5 As head of the women’s political wing, Thamizhini occupied a central role in the LTTE, which claimed to be fighting for the empowerment of women. While initially women had only noncombatant positions in the organization, a separate section was developed with its own female leadership; it participated in armed operations from 1986 (Alison 2003; Azmi 2015). Thamizhini’s book is a unique testimony about the forces that drive women to join armed movements and about how carrying arms and participating in armed rebellion can be empowering. It is also a testimony to the challenges women face when they try to make inroads into the patriarchal structures of a military organization and the enduring nature of gender hierarchies in Sri Lanka. Of particular importance for our purpose are the parts of the book that offer testimony about the female cadres’ endeavors to survive, and the stigma that accompanies survival. While largely chronologically narrated, the book interweaves the present with the past: We learn of the Tamil armed movement and its relationship with the Tamil community at large, the experiences of fighters and civilians, the blurring of lines between victims and perpetrators, the atrocities committed and suffered by both sides, and the role of gender in power dynamics both within the movement and in the wider Tamil community.

        Except for Thamizhini’s memoir, all testimonies referred to in this chapter are quite brief, in contrast to many of the testimonies from other conflict-affected societies that we analyze. The testimonies given at the LLRC are driven by the questions asked by the members of the commission, while Herstories recorded the stories of women through video recordings and photographs. That project also makes use of visual expression in the form of trees of life, memory-capture timelines, and hand-written letters. By contrast, the testimonies presented in Kandasamy’s book are embedded in a more personal account of the author’s own experiences of the war.

        The testimonies we analyze in this chapter have all been curated in various ways and translated from local languages. The LLRC had an official website (no longer active) where written submissions and transcripts from the field hearings, translated into English, were made publicly available and downloadable.6 Informal conversations we have carried out with individuals who monitored the hearings suggest that the commission’s capacity to transcribe was uneven. In the Herstories project, the narratives were delivered by the women in local languages, then edited and translated into English (Hettiarachchi 2022, 8). The testimonies in Kandasamy’s book we presume were delivered in Tamil and translated into English for the purposes of publication, although this is not clearly spelled out in the book. Finally, Thamizhini’s biography was first published in Tamil before being translated and published in English. While nuance and detail can get lost in the translation, we find these English-language testimonies to be of significance in the context of global circulation, and as publicly available testimonies, are important sources in and of themselves.

        Before proceeding to the narrative analysis, we offer a brief background to the Sri Lankan civil war and its gendered nature.

      
      
        A Gendered Reading of the Sri Lankan Conflict

        Between 1983 and 2009, Sri Lanka endured a civil war in which the government and the separatist LTTE were the main protagonists. Rooted in competing ideologies over nationalism and statehood, the Sinhala-dominated state was opposed to the LTTE claiming certain areas of the country where the Tamil minority is concentrated, specifically the north and east of the country.7 Grievances among the Tamil population began to grow after Sri Lanka’s independence in 1948, when reforms were initiated that favored the Sinhalese over other ethnic groups in the country. Policies were introduced that restricted minority rights as well as educational and employment opportunities for the Tamils. The Sinhalese are the majority community in Sri Lanka, making up about 75 percent of the population, while the Tamils make up about 11 percent (plus some 4 percent of the population who are descended from Indian Tamils brought over to Sri Lanka in the nineteenth century to work on plantations). There is also a significant Muslim minority, of 9 percent of the total population, which was severely impacted by the war. The LTTE forcibly displaced the Muslim community of Jaffna during the war, although Muslim Sri Lankans have also been seen as having sided with the LTTE, as they are Tamil speakers and live in close contact with Tamil communities in the north and east of the island (McGilvray and Raheem 2007).

        Several attempts to negotiate an end to the conflict brought limited success. A peace process facilitated by Norway broke down in 2006, and the final years of the war saw an unprecedented intensification of the violence, with major atrocities committed by both sides. The postwar period has been characterized by a victor’s peace, due to the overwhelming military victory secured by the Sri Lanka Army. While the decisive defeat and elimination of the LTTE ended its organized, armed campaign, many of the underlying issues that led to the conflict in the first place remain unresolved to date.

        The final stages of the war had a major impact on people living in the north and east of Sri Lanka, where most of the fighting had taken place. In the Eastern Province, an ethnically mixed region that the LTTE claimed as part of its homeland, a large number of people were displaced in 2006 and 2007 when Sri Lankan government forces took control of the territory. The Northern Province, which is majority Tamil, also witnessed mass displacements, and a large number of civilians were affected by the fighting. At the end of the war there were more than 480,000 internally displaced people (IDPs) in Sri Lanka, many of whom had been affected by multiple displacements.8

        
          The Consequences of the War for Gender Relations

          Sri Lankan society is imbued with, and constrained by, gender hierarchies that negatively affect women’s empowerment. Women gained the right to vote in 1931 and score high on development indicators; the state offers basic services and free education (including to university level) to women (Kottegoda 2010). Despite these gains in certain social areas, however, women’s representation in political decision making has remained low, and women in general are underrepresented in the workforce across all communities. A survey on gender attitudes showed that more than half of the respondents found that “a woman’s most important role is to take care of her home and cook for her family” (De Mel, Peiris, and Gomez 2013, 20). Women’s role and status in community life and family life are shaped by conditions such as class, religion, and the political context.9 Ethnicity, which was a key feature of the conflict, intersects with gender in significant ways. For example, within the Muslim community, remarriage for widows is commonly practiced, while it is not widely acceptable among the upper-caste members of the Tamil community (Blackburn 2010, 66). Still, there are many commonalities in the hurdles facing women and female-headed households across the ethnic divides, and these are often rooted in patriarchal structures, even in the areas of the country that have a tradition of matrilineal kin systems (Ruwanpura 2006).

          The Sri Lankan conflict has challenged gender stereotypes in that women took a central role in the LTTE (and some other militant Tamil groups). Women initially were in noncombatant positions, but with time they developed a separate section, including a suicide squad, under female leadership. Women received military training and from 1986 participated in battle (Alison 2003). More generally, the war carved out new spaces for women’s agency, as they had to take on new roles in family and community structures (Rajasingham-Senanayake 2004).10 Women have suffered starvation, displacement, and war-related sexual violence, but have also spearheaded efforts to promote peace and led the search for missing relatives (Hoole et al. 1990, 305–30; Koens and Gunawardana 2021; Kottegoda 2010; Samuel 2001; Wettimuny 2022).

          The gendered harms suffered during the armed conflict have left a stark legacy. The war-affected areas of the country contain a large share of female-headed households—a condition that has made women more vulnerable to physical, economic, and other societal insecurities (Sarvananthan 2015; Sarvananthan, Suresh, and Alagarajah 2017; Silva 2012; Thaheer, Peiris, and Pathiraja 2013; ICG 2011). Estimates suggest that around 25 percent of the population in the north, or some fifty-eight thousand households, were headed by women when the war ended (ICG 2017, 7), and one study documents how 68 percent of the female-headed households surveyed in the Northern Province were headed by widows (Gunatilaka and Vithanagama 2018, 41).

          Research and reports document significant sexual violence carried out against women during the war in Sri Lanka, but also against men (PEARL 2022; Traunmüller, Kijewski, and Freitag 2019). There are “credible reports of sexual violence against many Tamil women held in internment camps in 2009 and 2010” (ICG 2017, 7), and several thousand actual or alleged female LTTE cadres were captured or surrendered, and held in rehabilitation centers organized by the military after the war, where sexual abuse continued (PEARL 2022; Sooka 2014).

          The gendered effects of the war have placed women in a central position in articulating and lobbying for transitional justice in the post-2009 period. The conflict left a deep void in society, with thousands of people disappeared or missing. Figures from the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) show that in 2016, sixteen thousand people were still considered missing by their families (ICRC 2016, 3). As of 2021 the United Nations (UN) Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances had reported over six thousand cases of disappearances in Sri Lanka, placing it second in the world after Iraq in that respect (UN 2021b; see also Amnesty International 2022). There is a strong gender dimension to disappearances in Sri Lanka: According to an ICRC report (2016, 4), 93 percent of the missing were men.

        
        
          A Victor’s Peace

          Narratives about the war have been profoundly shaped by a postwar context in Sri Lanka that can be characterized as a victor’s peace. Efforts to promote reconciliation, truth telling, and justice have been resisted by the government, and domestic politics have been marked by the asymmetrical power relationship between the Sinhala nationalist government and the Tamil minority, whose interests the defeated LTTE had claimed to represent. The government has dominated the metanarrative, which tells a story of defeat over terrorism, of intergroup reconciliation, and of (initial) economic development. In this climate the state’s armed forces have been celebrated as heroes, and masculinized militant norms remain a pervasive feature of Sri Lankan society (De Mel 2007; Spencer 2016), while Sinhala nationalism has embraced what has been described as a “Moral Mother” syndrome (De Alwis 2004). The state has monopolized public commemoration of those who died during the civil war, while public commemoration of LTTE war-related deaths was banned until 2015. Local initiatives for memorialization in Tamil communities have been suppressed (McCargo and Senaratne 2020). Outside of Sri Lanka, the Tamil diaspora has assumed the position of advocates for Tamil rights and transitional justice. This struggle has focused on remembrance and accountability, but an important component has also been the framing of state atrocities against the Tamil as a genocide (Orjuela 2022; Walton 2015).

          Amid high levels of continued militarization, women survivors of the war risk direct harassment from the Sri Lankan armed forces (Gowrinathan 2013; Gowrinathan and Cronin-Furman 2015; ICG 2011; 2017; Krishnan 2012). The threat of gender-based violence is also of a structural nature, and impedes women’s participation in the workforce and public life. For example, in the Tamil-dominated Northern Province, one study showed that close to one third of the women surveyed had experienced violence or feared violence, while close to one quarter had experienced domestic violence (Jeyasankar and Ganhewa 2018, 43–44).11 In addition, impunity remains widespread (Mascranghe 2022; PEARL 2022). A notable exception is the case of Krishanti Kumaraswamy, a young Tamil woman who was raped and killed by Sri Lankan soldiers in 1996 when she was on her way home from school. The soldiers were convicted of the rape, and the conviction was upheld by the Supreme Court, although the case was criticized on the grounds that only lower-ranking soldiers had been prosecuted, despite the fact that orders had allegedly come from their leaders (Sriskanthadas 2016).

        
      
      
        Narrative Agency in a Challenging Context

        The chapter now proceeds to analyze how narrative agency unfolded for the Sri Lankan women who came forward to testify about their war-related trauma and experience. Three concepts are at the core of the analysis. First, burdened narrative agency brings into focus how traumatic experiences of war can carry a double meaning by, on the one hand, burdening women survivors while, on the other hand, giving them authority to speak up. Then the concept of scripted narrative agency directs us to look at how the timing of the testimony and the space in which it is delivered can be both enabling and disabling, and how narrative agency is shaped by social norms. Lastly, the concept of transformative narrative agency captures situations in which testimonies promote individual, social, and political transformation through the exercise of narrative agency.

        
          Burdened Narrative Agency: Consequences of the War and Beyond

          The trauma of war seeps out across the testimonies given by women from Sri Lanka.12 The notion of burdened narrative agency proposes that the narrative power of women comes from their firsthand accounts of suffering trauma themselves. In the Sri Lankan case, narrative agency was created through the retelling of suffering and the loss of family members, as these witnesses reminded the community of their state of loss. The embodied nature of war-related trauma is accentuated in the testimonies, and offers additional agential authority as the survivors also conveyed the materiality of their loss. This being so, our reading demonstrates agential complexity in that the perspective and chief subject vary between the different types of testimonies.

          This section starts with the testimonies presented by the women in Tamil-dominated parts of northern Sri Lanka, the area that was worst hit by the war and especially by the closing stage of the war. The situation there was extremely polarized, with human rights groups and advocates reporting horrendous stories of ill treatment, sexual abuse, and rape of the many women who were captured and sometimes detained. The victorious government of Sri Lanka was strongly criticized for not investigating human rights abuses and war crimes committed during the war, and for not doing enough to alleviate the difficult living conditions of the people residing in the war-shattered areas. The LLRC became the government’s rebuttal strategy to counter such criticism, but was largely seen as a lame effort, with limited mandate and a biased selection of commissioners (Thiranagama 2013, 99). For this reason, international and domestic human rights organizations questioned the legitimacy of the LLRC, and some civil society organizations, including women’s organizations, were reluctant to participate in its hearings. Nonetheless, the commission did provide survivors in the war-torn areas with a forum in which to come forward to share their experiences and concerns.

          After the LLRC began its public hearings and invited witnesses to come forward in areas where the destruction of war had been most severe, the accounts of women from those areas, speaking two years after the war ended, were dominated by accounts in which the witness was asking the commission for help to find her missing son, daughter, or husband. It is this burden that gave the women moral capital to speak before the LLRC. In almost all testimonies given at the LLRC, the accounts of trauma that the women chose to speak of were of a secondary nature: The burden expressed emanated primarily from the consequences of having lost a family member. Alternatively, the husband, son, or daughter of the witness was in detention and the witness wanted him or her released. Returning to the quotation at the beginning of this chapter, that testimony from Gurunagar, Northern Province (Witness 11, November 12, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011), is typical of the accounts that emerged from the war-torn area, as a woman testifies about both her husband and her son. The story about the husband’s fate is very common. Many men disappeared close to the end of the war as the Sri Lanka Army was advancing, and many LTTE cadres were captured or surrendered:

          
            Witness 11: Now I don’t know where [my husband] is. My son also I don’t know his whereabouts. Both of them. We searched for my son at various camps and welfare centres but he is not there.

            Chairman: So now you went and surrendered at the Army Camp with your husband?

            Witness 11: Yes, in front of us my husband surrendered to the Sri Lankan Army.

            Chairman: You also surrendered?

            Witness 11: No, I am not a member.

            Chairman: Was your husband in the LTTE?

            Witness 11: Yes.

            Chairman: So he was in the LTTE.

            Witness 11: He was in the LTTE but he is 55 years. He is a marriage registrar for the LTTE. That is only the . . . (that was his only function).

            Chairman: You give all the particulars we will see what we can do.

            Witness 11: Please try to get the 2 of them released or at least try to get us an opportunity to communicate with them. It is 1–1/2 years now (since we last saw them).

          

          In another testimony from the LLRC proceedings, exemplifying many similar ones, a woman in Jaffna told how her husband was taken away by unidentified people in 2006, before the armed conflict began, and how she had been searching for him ever since: “Please take steps to trace the whereabouts of my husband and also make arrangements to help us live, for women like me, suffering from poverty and problems like this. Thank you” (Witness 3, Jaffna, Northern Province, November 12, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011).

          The testimonies reflect a postwar situation in which the LLRC hearings took place while a large number of people were still in detention. When the LTTE surrendered in May 2009, around three hundred thousand people were detained. The return process had begun when the LLRC commenced its work, but in mid-2011 more than ten thousand people were still in the main internment camp, Menik Farm, and more than three thousand alleged LTTE cadres were in what the government labeled “rehabilitation camps” (ICG 2011, 13–17).13 But as the second witness statement recounted above shows, disappearances as a result of the war have been a longstanding phenomenon, with enduring consequences for surviving family members.

          Narratives collected by the Herstories project tell similar stories of disappeared family members but are often more closely associated with the women’s own experience of embodied trauma. The testimonies were narrated in a different setting and a few years later than the LLRC hearings. While almost all accounts tell of the death of family members, either a son, husband, and/or another family member, many women—both of Tamil or Sinhalese ethnicity—describe in very graphic terms the traumatic experiences they went through during the war in both the north (Mullaitivu) and south (Niyadella) of the island:

          
            My husband and my five children (4 daughters and 1 son) died in front of my own eyes. Their corpses were scattered there without limbs and heads and it was an unbearable sight. They cremated my husband and son without showing me. (Herstories, Woman 4, Timeline, Mullaitivu 1[2], 2012)

          

          
            When we were living in Niyadella, one day in 1991. . . . Such an incident had never happened before. We had never been harassed. . . . I asked them who they were. They said they were from the Army. But by the way they pronounced the Sinhala words I knew they were Tigers [from the LTTE]. . . . Then the man who was in front of me grabbed my son by his hair. I held him tightly, and clung onto the tiger’s neck. At that moment he hit my son’s neck with the knife. My son just collapsed to my shoulder like he fell asleep. Then he hacked into my head with the knife three times. Leaving us lying on the ground, they went away. . . . I was lying with the dead bodies till morning. (Herstories, Tree of Life, Moneragala 1, 2012)

          

          The detailed narrative about body parts being scattered, and the way in which the woman conveys the excruciating pain she felt when faced with physical acts of violence and the loss of her son illustrate an important component of burdened narrative agency. Her way of telling gives us a vivid sense of how the burden of war is embodied and corporeal, and weighs heavily in her memory. She centers herself as a victim and a witness simultaneously.

          Illness, hunger, and even starvation represent other forms of embodied burden, where the double-bind position of the women as both witness and victim is foregrounded in the narrative. The reading of the LLRC testimonies and the Herstories narratives tells us the story of dramatic experiences of (often multiple) displacements and lack of basic means of subsistence during the war.

          The stories of displacement are both from the massive movements that happened close to the end of the war and from earlier periods during the armed conflict. Women from the northern war-torn areas of Kilinochchi and Mullaitivu recount the most instances of being displaced, sometimes up to ten times in the course of the instability created by the conflict. The following testimony in Kilinochi, the heartland of the LTTE stronghold, illustrates how displacement to ensure physical survival had ripple effects on other forms of deprivation:14

          
            We were displaced in 2008 and we were in great distress. We went to Chundikulam, Tharumapuram and Suthanthirapuram. The army continued the shell attacks. We were in a bunker for 20 days and we found it very difficult even to find food. Then I set out with my children at 9.30 p.m. and walked till 2.00 a.m. We slept on the roadside. Around 5.30 a.m. we would start to walk again. We were carrying our things on a bicycle. We stayed in a hut in Thevipuram for 10 days. Since artillery shells landed nearby, we left that place and went to Iranaippalai. A shell landed in the adjoining trapolene tent and all the people in the family died. We went to Pachchaippulmoddai and we stayed there for 10 days. The shelling continued. Then we went to Puthumaththalan and stayed there for 3 months. There were terrible shell attacks day and night and we were hiding in the bunker. We had rice and dhal only once a day. My second son fell ill. Then I went into the army controlled area with my children. (Herstories, Letter, Kilinochchi 14, 2012)

          

          Many Muslim women, also, were forcibly displaced. This woman from Mullaitivu was displaced by the LTTE and lived for twenty years in a refugee camp in Puttalam:

          
            2 people died in the hospital and 2 people died on the way. 2 people died instantly when they fired from the helicopter and the other 2 died in the hospital. We were walking through the jungles with great difficulty and it took us about 3 days to reach Vavuniya. A pregnant lady came with us (full term) and she developed labour pains. There were no facilities to attend to such an emergency. There was a goat shed and we had to take the goats out and keep this lady there so that she could deliver the baby there. (Witness 10, Mullaithivu, September 10, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011)

          

          The narrative recounts the sheer destruction and number of deaths following the displacement and the uncertainty over the refugees’ own survival. This particular testimony also indicates the gendered effects of displacement, where women had to give birth while trying to escape.

          Women’s embodied experience of being in an active war zone was recounted by Thamizhini, the LTTE leader, in sections of her memoir. Rather than romanticizing the war experience, she described in vivid terms “the smell of war” during an intense phase of the armed conflict, when there was heavy fighting between the LTTE and the Sri Lankan armed forces over the strategically important Elephant Pass and adjoining areas. She recalls arriving at an elders’ home that had been abandoned by its caretakers as they and other civilians had just dropped everything to leave when the clashes began: “The elders who couldn’t move unassisted lay dead in their bed in several places in that building; many were injured; those who remained were hiding beneath the fireplaces and inside the rooms shaking with fear, urinating and defecating at the same time. The smell of blood and rotten stench arising from the corpses hit your face” (Thamizhini 2021, 26).

          One of the most striking features of Thamizhini’s memoirs is that the testimony fundamentally questions the utility of the war. She interrogates the war from multiple perspectives: from her experiences of being both a perpetrator and victim of the war, and as a witness seeing herself and other women as carrying the burden of the war. On the very first page of the book, she boldly states (2021, xix–xx),

          
            I have asked myself many times why I had to write this. Only one answer motivated me. I must tell the people I love as my life a few truths. The struggle that was conceived to redeem the political aspirations of a race, was built on thousands upon thousands of lives. Why did its course finally come to nothing? This is a question that has shaken the world.

            I have been a member of the entire struggle. I have also lived as a witness to the latter 20 years of the struggle. We failed to protect our people. We lost our political ambition while trying to protect our weapons. Today, our people have been set back by two hundred years. They are regressing and shrinking into themselves as a people who trust nothing, fear everything, and are unable to succeed in the real world. Our generation still bears in their hearts the scars of a war that dragged on for 35 years.

            There should not be another river of blood in this country. No mother should weep while beating the belly that bore her child, or the coffin that carries her child.

          

          From her unique vantage point of having lived through twenty years of war, Thamizhini acknowledges her own role as a central witness. She grew up during the war, and as a young adult joined the ranks of the LLTE; in the book, she testifies as a former leader of the organization. In contrast to many other LTTE leaders, she survived. She speaks about the political disappointment over what the war failed to achieve. More than anything, by turning to the human consequences of war and how it has torn apart families and destroyed hope for generations to come, she speaks against war in general. By raising the subject of the grief of mothers when they bury their children, she focuses on the gendered consequences of war, where women more often than men survive to carry the grief.

          The testimonies from women in Herstories also demonstrate to us how the burdened nature of narrative agency carries over into the postwar period, continues to haunt the women, and prompts them to retell the experience as they struggle to make sense of the war. As an example, the trials, trauma, and hardship of the war raise existential questions, and some of the women mention their doubt over the meaning of life and their faith:

          
            When my child cries when she is hungry I curse God; When we were experiencing untold hardships the displacement of people continued; When we couldn’t get any medical facilities or milk food for the child; I’d say “why God, did you create us?” (Herstories, Woman 2, Tree of Life, Mullaitivu, 2012)

          

          
            In 2008 when he [my son] went to work he was killed as a result of shelling. I searched for three days and discovered the truth. I cried and cried and am still crying. Why did god give me this fate. (Herstories, Woman 2, Timeline 1[2]), Kilinochchi, 2012)

          

          As these women tell us, the hardship entailed food insecurity and lack of medicine and health services, and the loss of family members. To find answers to the meaning of their experiences they turned to God but also express profound doubts over the meaning of it all.

          Similar sentiments as to the war’s futility were recounted by women from the Sinhalese community too. A woman from Kurenegala in Northwestern Province, an area less directly affected by the war, recounted how she felt that the death of her brother, who had served in the Sri Lanka Armed Forces, was meaningless:

          
            My brother joined the Army. He was 20 then. He had passed the exam. But because of the financial problems of the family, he joined the Army. He said he wanted to support parents. . . . An additional Rs.300 was given to those who consented to serve in the North. So, he went to the North in order to get this extra Rs.300. . . .

            My mother didn’t know of his death till the body was brought home. Everybody told he was not dead, and would be coming home safe. Neighbors brought food. The photos hanging on the walls were turned. We were not told till then. Then we saw a black car coming. I can’t recall anything that happened after that moment. He was 21 years old at the time of death. He was a very good person. His life was lost in vain. My brother . . . (Herstories, Letter 213, Kurunegala, October 15, 2012)

          

          Areas like Kurunegala, which was not itself a scene of armed activity during the war, nevertheless saw the recruitment of many young men into the Sri Lankan armed forces, many of whom lost their lives. The testimony tells us how the doubts about the war experienced by Tamil women were also felt by many women in the majority Sinhalese community, where the loss of family members has had a profound effect on their lives.

          The testimonies suggest that traumatic memories of events a decade ago or more remained vivid and persistent. A woman from the war-ravaged district of Kilinochchi, once the headquarters of the LTTE, recalled,

          
            I cannot find words to describe my situation. The trauma of displacements continue. The memory of the year 1998 still triggers intense fear in my mind. During the time of displacement I lost my husband. On 15-08-1998 I travelled with my 4 children in the midst of heavy artillery shelling, to Wattakachchi, Viswamadu, Tharumapuram and Thevipuram. We were carrying the household things as well. My eldest son who was looking after the whole family was injured in the leg when a shell exploded. He was taken to the Kandy hospital by ship. We went to the camp. (Letter, Kilinochchi, July 16, 2012, Herstories archive)

          

          While this testimony in the form of a letter in the Herstories collection is brief, the words are powerful: They tell us how events that happened fourteen years earlier still caused fear and anxiety when remembered, and how the trauma of displacement and of losing her husband was with her all the time.

          Turning to our reading of the testimonies in Kandasamy’s The Orders Were to Rape You, we note that the testimonies are absent of certain experiences—including sexual violence and rape—that human rights reports and academic studies tell us played out during the war (e.g. Hoole et al. 1990; HRW 2013; PEARL 2022; Sooka 2014; Traunmüller, Kijewski, and Freitag 2019).15 The way that the women quoted below chose to testify—or chose not to testify—about these gendered harms helps us understand the burden and fears associated with certain kinds of experiences.

          The female combatant (called S. by Kandasamy) recounted to the author her experience of systematic rape while held in detention. Having joined the LTTE at an early age, she surrendered during the final stage of the war, in April 2009, and was brought to a camp. She remembered how the rape began two weeks before the war ended: “The rapists. Everyone from top army official to the low-level soldiers wanted a piece of my flesh. . . . My people were braving bombs, and here I was being raped. . . . Yes, I was conscious when I was raped. At least the first time I was. . . . I did not keep count of the number of times this happened. But let me tell you this: the days on which I was raped exceeded the days on which I was not” (Kandasamy 2020, 50–51). With her detailed description of systematic rape, this testimony stands in stark contrast to the themes raised by women in the formal settings of the LLRC sessions or the archival history project of Herstories. The statements by women witnesses from the LLRC hearings that we have read are silent about any sexual atrocities experienced firsthand. The only LLRC testimony from hearings in the war-torn northern and eastern areas that concerns the revelation of personal experience of sexual violence is from Kalmunai, Eastern Province (March 27, 2011), where a woman referred to as Witness 12 recounted,

          
            One of my sisters who was 10 years old was rounded up by the Army and the EPDP and she was raped and she is now mentally retarded. . . . And they harassed me, they beat me, they assaulted me. I sustained a lot of injuries on my legs. They pricked nails to my hands and also they descended to the level of sexual harassment. And when I cried for water they gave me urine. After that I was taken to a room and locked. I am a heart patient. When I complained to them they did not listen to me.

          

          Testimonies from the Herstories archive are also largely silent on sexual atrocities. When brought to the surface, such violence against women during the war is often only referred to obliquely. A testimony by a Muslim woman in Vavuniya includes the following:

          
            Assalamu Alaikum!

            Dear Aunt,

            The story which I am about to describe is full of undeniable and unforgettable incidents and tells of a period of great challenges during the 1990s. Yes, I am going to tell you a few things that may provoke your thinking. In 1990, we were so afraid to come out of our homes: this was during the peak of terrorist activities. Families would meet together in a house and remain there in utmost fear. There was no electricity supply at the time and we were all in the dark. What could we do? Our fate was such! One day at about 6.30 p.m. a group of thugs and rogues came into the house and dragged our cousin outside the house. She was crying and shouting in agony. A man who was feeding his children in the house opposite ours heard this scream and came out of his house to get her released. She escaped from them and found refuge in our mosque. She was unconscious and her face was bleeding. The man, a father of 3 children, who came to save her was lying in a pool of blood with gun shot wounds. The thugs had killed that man and ran away. There happened, not one or two incidents like this, but so many . . .

            
              (Herstories, Letter 225, Vavuniya, 2012)

            

          

          There is no mention of rape or sexual assault in this testimony, but the capture of the woman, her “shouting in agony,” and her bleeding are suggestive. In this way, women could testify about the unspeakable without calling out the victim.

          The testimonies also reflect the ongoing burden caused by the threat and associated fears of becoming a victim of sexual atrocities:

          
            A 74 year old woman living four houses away from me was raped and murdered at 2.00 pm by some people. I am scared to be alone even during daytime. (Herstories, Woman 2, Timeline 1[4], Kilinochchi, 2012)

          

          
            I want to be able to travel on the road freely at any time. I want to see the parents who have girls live life without any fears. (Herstories, Woman 3, Timeline 1[3], Kilinochchi, 2012)

          

          Not all women in war experience sexual assault and rape, but the stigma that these forms of violence historically has carried, and still carries today, makes them particularly prominent crimes to pay attention to. Women’s testimonies have been instrumental in the revelation of this important component of many women’s war-related experiences (Ross 2003, 17–26; see also Franke 2006, 813).

          The silences surrounding sexual atrocities in Sri Lanka are, at least in part, related to scripted agency, an issue that we now turn to.

        
        
          Scripted Narrative Agency: The Predominance of Secondary Witnesses

          Women’s narrative agency in Sri Lanka has been scripted in multiple ways. The testimonies we read bring to the fore the pervasiveness of secondary witnessing in contexts in which the narrative agency of women testifying is constrained both by postwar realities and by prevailing gender norms. In addition, the stigma associated with certain forms of victimization has the consequence that important experiences were silenced in many of the testimonies.

          The term “secondary witnesses” refers to witnesses who are testifying on behalf of another person. Such a position is often taken by women in the sphere of public truth telling following an armed conflict (Ross 2003, 17–26). It is not an unimportant or meaningless form of witnessing, but it is a form of scripted narrative agency that places women as secondary to the men in their lives (sons and husbands in particular), rather than placing the women’s own experience center stage in the testimony.

          This following testimony, in the form of a letter addressed to the woman’s sister, poignantly illustrates how the woman puts herself in a secondary role as she testifies on behalf of her husband and children, recalling the hardship they experienced.

          
            Dear Sister, I am well. God will look after you.

            I write this letter to inform you about our plight I have undergone. My husband died in Maththalan on account of a shell attack. This happened when we were going to Maththalan from Puthukudiyiruppu as we couldn’t stay there due to shell attacks and aerial bomb attacks. My two sons were grievously hurt and they cannot walk properly. I left my two sons and came to the army controlled area with my other 3 children. I was looking for my two sons everywhere, but I couldn’t find them. After 5 months one of them joined us and the other is still in a detention camp. They kept him in Omanthai and afterwards he was taken to Tharmapuram Rehabilitation Centre. Then he was transferred to Pampaimadu Rehabilitation Centre. He was in Boose for 2 years. Afterwards they kept him in the Welikade Prison for 3 months. Then he was in Maruthamadu Rehabilitation Centre for 1 month. Now he is detained in Polonnaruwa.

            Now at Kadirgamar welfare centre I find it difficult to look after my four children. We cannot fulfil our daily needs. Their schooling remains a big problem. Now they provide us only the relief items. They give us 10 Kg of rice, 0.5 Kg of dry-fish and dhal, 0.5 bottle of coconut-oil and 600 grams of sugar as monthly rations. I find it very difficult to fulfil our needs like clothes, schooling for the children, other food items and travelling to see my son who is in detention.

            If we can return to our own place, things might be easier. We don’t have enough water. If we are resettled in our own area we can do something and live. Now in this camp our shelter has been blown away on account of strong wind. We have no protection from rain. Our life is miserable. We have our illnesses. We cook without coconut. If we are resettled then that is enough for us. Thieves also harass us. As I am a widow and we have no employment we have to face many challenges. I wrote this letter to inform you the situation we are facing.

            I wish you well.

            with love

            
              (Herstories, Letter 27, Vavuniya, July 14, 2012).

            

          

          The dominance of secondary witness statements is related to the prescribed gender roles during the war (Kent 2014; Rosser 2007), wherein women occupy a particular, scripted role as witness and victim. In the Sri Lankan context, mourning the loss of family members is a “defining factor of women’s widowhood” (Hettiarachchi 2022, 11). The grieving mother is imbued with symbolism and is the most common depiction of women’s war-related experience in memorialization and public commemoration of the war.

          Secondary witnessing is also suggestive of the gender constructions that are prevalent in Sri Lankan society, where a patriarchal and family-oriented culture largely sees women’s role as caring for the family and where women are defined primarily in relation to the family and the men in their lives (De Mel, Peiris, and Gomez 2013; Schrijvers 2011). In essence, such testimony speaks to the gendered nature of postwar testimonies and articulations of the past, where the experiences of the men are privileged and where women often see their own experiences as not equally worthy of telling (Motsemme 2004, 914).

          Women’s narrative agency is also scripted by disabling spaces, where narrative agency is constrained by the norms and structural framework in which testimony is delivered. The environment in which the LLRC hearings took place, and the form of enquiry employed by the commissioners, contributed to scripting the testimonies.16 From reading the testimonies we understand that the commissioners asked the witnesses to present their problems or complaints, and did not encourage witnesses with open-ended questions. There were few empathetic gestures. In many of the enquiries, witnesses were directed away from taking their narrative in a certain direction, or were interrupted, when they raised issues related to their own experiences. One example concerns a woman witness at the District Secretariat in Kilinochchi (Witness 5, Kilinochchi, November 18, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011), who testified how her sons were missing (and later that two other sons had been killed). She also told of her own injury, which had impaired her hearing—but this was where the commissioner intervened and interrupted:

          
            A. I have 7 children—4 boys. Of the 4 boys 2 boys are missing. 1 is married and has 3 children and those children are also with me. I am the supporting member of the family.

            Q. What happened to your (2) sons?

            A. I am also short of hearing because of shell attack. There are shell pieces still in my . . .

            Q. No, ask her what happened to her sons?

          

          Similarly, when a woman was testifying in Poonagari/Pooneryn in the Northern Province (Witness 3, November 18, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011), her testimony was interrupted and directed away from the broader experience and the woman’s own misery:

          
            3rd Witness: I do not know whether my daughter is alive or not.

            Chairman: What happened to your daughter?

            3rd Witness: We went through untold sufferings.

            Chairman: But what happened to your daughter?

          

          Another form of scripted narrative agency became centered on how the women gave meaning to the economic hardship experienced after being widowed and becoming the breadwinner of the family in the wake of husbands and sons going missing. In Sri Lanka, war widows face entrenched social stigma and a loss of social status (Blackburn 2010; Brounéus et al. 2024; Samuel 2001; Orjuela 2010, 112). The social stigma interweaves with the struggle for income and economic survival. Several testimonies from multiple sites—in the LLRC testimonies and the Herstories compilation—illustrate how the women linked economic hardship to the loss of the male breadwinner, conveying how the patriarchal structures of society impact women and children in the context of war:

          
            Witness: Husband’s salary was not paid. I don’t know the whereabouts of my husband. Please try to trace my husband. I humbly request that my salary be paid to support my family.

            Q: You don’t have a pension?

            Witness: I have to produce the Death Certificate to get the pension.

            
              (Witness 21, Trincomalee, December 3, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011)

            

          

          
            In August 2008, when my son went to buy some things from the shop he was arrested. Now for two years I am without my husband and then I lost my eldest son as well. Within six months of that my other sons have also been taken. I have two daughters. There is no assistance from anybody for our everyday lives. If you could only help me to get my son back I will be really grateful to you. I have two daughters whom I have to look after and I am really worried about the separation from my son. (Witness 3, Chettikulam, August 4, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011)

          

          
            Witness: My son and my son in law are detained.

            Chairman: Give us some documentation regarding their identity, places where they are detained so that we can then move in the matter and see what we can do.

            Witness: I am a woman, I am a widow and I am helpless. There are three families I have to support. (Witness 10, Nedunkerni, August 15, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011)

          

          
            I want to tell you that since the time we came to Pavatkulam again in 1993, my children have been unable to make a living and we have lost all hope. I am also mentally disturbed over this. My husband is no more and my children are also not with me and there is no end to all the difficulties. (Herstories, Letter 221, Vavuniya, 2012)

          

          In all of the above testimonies, the women raise their roles as women, and the loss of a husband or the incarceration of a male family member, as a major impediment to living a decent life.

          The stigma of widowhood transcends the ethnic boundaries and conflict divide in Sri Lanka, whereby the gender construction of Sri Lankan society privileges men and “values a married woman over a single woman, and a married woman over a widow” (Samuel 2001, 184). A woman’s status and position are also shaped by class, religion, ethnicity, and political context, which produces particular challenges for the Tamil and Muslim widows as members of minority groups.17 Nevertheless, Sinhalese war widows face stigma and hardship that is in some ways similar, as testified below by a Sinhalese widow from Kurunegala, who lived in a village for disabled soldiers:

          
            In 1997 my husband died. After he died what impacted me most was how society treated me. It is much harder to live in a place like this as a single mother. It is not like living in your hometown. There are many challenges: as a woman, as a mother, as a widow. Only after I lost my husband did I realise what society really is. One cannot go anywhere alone. When people realise I have no husband they try to take advantage of you. It is not like when you live with your family. They know who I am. When you live alone people are always inquisitive. They try to find out who your visitor are, or what you are doing and begin rumors. (Herstories, video testimony, “I learnt about what society was really like, only after I was widowed.” Vavuniya, 2012)

          

          This reference to widows’ freedom of movement being restricted, and their being viewed with great suspicion, underscores how dependent women are on men in Sri Lankan society.

          A major difference for Tamil wives of the missing is that while they are de facto widows, they may not be legally recognized as such (Jeyasankar and Ganhewa 2018; Ramnarain 2016). They find themselves on the losing side of the war, and as a consequence may lose out on pensions for the widows of fallen soldiers, or certain programs that are offered to women who can legally claim widowhood.18

          The testimonies concerning women’s economic insecurities in postwar Sri Lanka help narrate the feminization of poverty (Mehta 2022). The economic hardship and stigma experienced by women survivors of war in Sri Lanka are important in their own right. Yet, the testimonies that focus on deaths and disappearances among adult male family members, as well as the consequences of those particular losses, privilege a male-centered representation of the war and obscure the overall picture and the multiple forms of suffering that Sri Lankan women had to withstand during the war, and still have to withstand today.

          When considering scripted narrative agency, we also need to pay attention to silences and voids in the testimonies of women. What remains untold and how should these gaps be understood in the narrative agency of women in Sri Lanka? Silence can have its genesis in many different kinds of processes. The theme of sexually related war crimes, and how they are narrated or not in the testimonies, epitomizes some of the potential processes at work.

          As noted in the previous section, in the testimonies presented at the LLRC, representations of sexual violence are absent. This absence is suggestive of both the time and the space being particularly disabling for relating such intimate, traumatic, personal, and deeply stigmatizing experiences. When looking at the bricolage of testimonies, we also see that some of the women who spoke to the Herstories project exercised their narrative agency by choosing not to speak about their traumatic experiences. They instead spoke of how they did not want to remember those moments, and they kept their description very brief. In this way, the act of remaining silent can constitute a form of narrative agency; omissions in the narrative are deliberate and a means of shielding oneself from testifying about traumatic experiences and associated risks (Mannergren Selimovic 2020; Motsemme 2004; Porter 2016). From this perspective, silence can help women avoid stigma and also the reliving of trauma—which often happens before, during, or after testifying about traumatic experiences (Brounéus 2008; Ross 2003). In addition, state surveillance was still excessive in Sri Lanka in 2012–2013, when the Herstories testimonies were collected—especially in the north and east of the country—and this is likely to have inhibited women’s narration of stories about crimes committed during the war.

          The stigma attached to some war-related experiences has multiple layers; the LTTE militant’s wife in The Orders Were to Rape You tells of the stigma arising at the intersection of being a woman, a widow, and someone associated with the LTTE. In her case, silence became a way of surviving and of protecting her child: “For a woman living by herself, life is hell. It is easier if she is single. But if she is married, if she has lost her husband, or he has abandoned her, or if she is divorced, or anything of that sort—you cannot speak of what we go through” (Kandasamy 2020, 48). She alludes to herself as being guilty by association due to being married to an LTTE fighter, as well as being impacted by the inhibiting gender norms.

          The ongoing harassment and stigma continued abroad after the militant’s wife had fled the country. “I suffered there, I suffer here” (Kandasamy 2020, 46), she tells us. It is for the sake of her child that she often chooses not to talk about her hardship: “This child is the reason I put up with so much torture, so much sorrow, so much difficulty. That is why I refuse to talk about my story to many people. Tomorrow I do not want this child to carry shame” (Kandasamy 2020, 47). While silence is a way of coping and controlling the ownership of the story, this woman also tells us how trauma can have intergenerational effects.

        
        
          Transformative Narrative Agency: The Courageous Search for the Missing

          The concept of transformative narrative agency refers to how the act of testifying in public can enable a victim to redefine herself as a survivor and may facilitate a move away from scripted subject positions, such as that of the passive woman victim. It also refers to communal, societal, legal, and political consequences resulting from the testimonies as they come into broader circulation and engender new knowledge about the war-related experiences of women.

          If we again start with the LLRC witness statements, they tell us about the speaker’s ability to exercise transformative agency despite the deep structural and situational constraints already discussed. The women came forward to testify very soon after the war ended and in a highly asymmetrical power context, as the victorious Sri Lankan state maintained a strong militarized presence in the area. In addition, many civil society organizations, including prominent human rights and women’s organizations, chose not to come forward to testify and instead challenged the credibility of the LLRC, citing, for instance, its biased composition, limited mandate, and lack of witness protection (Thiranagama 2013, 99). To testify therefore constituted an act of bravery and courage, as the women chose to speak up in public in order to recover what had been taken from them: their family members, the truth about their relatives’ whereabouts, and certitude about whether they were still alive or dead. It is important to understand the power dynamics at play here, as the LLRC hearings were accompanied by the intimidation of witnesses by paramilitary groups as well as the Sri Lanka military before and during the hearings (Amnesty International 2011, 53; CHR 2011, 18–19). Several women reported harassment after testifying about disappearances (Fonseka 2017, 5), and some testimonies also implicitly allude to intimidation.

          In most of the LLRC witness statements by women from the war-torn areas there is a tone of despair, accompanied by diffidence towards the commission. Importantly, in contrast to transitional justice mechanisms as commonly conceived of and practiced elsewhere, there is no focus on accountability, and only rarely are there demands for compensation. The testimony of a woman addressing the commission at Vadukkodai East, Jaffna, Northern Province (Witness 5, November 12, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011), whose husband was in the LTTE but had not been heard from after the war, is elucidating. The woman had been looking for him in several of the detention camps where the army kept suspected LTTE cadres, but feared that he had been shot by the government: “I make a humble request to you to find out whether my husband is alive or not.” Another woman testified about the events surrounding the last stages of the war, when she and some relatives had been crossing from LTTE-held areas into army-controlled areas, under heavy fire. Her daughter, son-in-law, and one grandchild sustained injuries from the shelling and died. Her second grandchild was also injured, but she expresses hope that he may be still alive. All she asks from the commission is help in tracing him (Witness 3, Mullaithivu, Northern Province, September 20, 2010, LLRC 2010–2011).

          In essence, these testimonies are more about demands for truth, and for the restoration of ruptured family relationships, than they are about accountability or compensation. De Mel’s study confirms this view and suggests that voicing concerns about disappeared loved ones was important for those bearing witness at the LLRC. The women testifying expressed appreciation for the opportunity; it was seen as a form of recognition of their suffering and an occasion to get information about missing family members. The women were not interested in punishment (De Mel 2013, 11). This perspective adopted by the women may be linked to a pragmatic approach to justice that is found in many postwar societies, including in Sri Lanka (De Mel 2013, 11; see also Gunatilleke 2015, 65). However, a pragmatic approach in the quest for truth is also symptomatic of the insecurities and uneven power relations, following a victor’s peace, that prevailed in Sri Lanka at the time, where the pursuit of justice and accountability were commonly portrayed as attempts at vengeance (Saravanamuttu 2017). In a similar vein, Thiranagama (2013, 101) suggests that the northern Tamils saw the LLRC as “a stage from which they could communicate with the state,” and one where the state should be able to provide solutions to its citizens.

          The testimonies from other sites in Sri Lanka enabled women to tell how they were denied agency in the face of violence, and how contemplating or attempting suicide was an important part of coming to terms with the trauma of war. Giving testimony gave the women narrative agency in an attempt to redefine and transform the war experience. The female combatant in the book The Orders Were to Rape You recounts the story of how, after being raped while in detention, she was stripped of her agency when her captors saved her from suicide. But surviving the suicide attempt also gave her the determination to tell her story: “I attempted suicide, I could not take it any more. But they took me to hospital, pumped my stomach and saved me. That moment I decided that I would expose all these men” (Kandasamy 2020, 52).19 She goes on to tell us that her decision to tell the world about the atrocities committed by the Sri Lankan army is motivated by an urge for justice.

          With regard to the testimony of the LTTE woman leader Thamizhini (2021, 75–78), her memoirs showcase transformative narrative agency by way of her reflections on why she was telling her story and why it was important that it should be told. She narrated the dual processes of empowerment and suppression that took place within the LTTE movement, and spoke of the sense of empowerment felt by women being completely crushed as the war came to its brutal end. She writes, “I ask myself why I begin this chapter this way. Isn’t this the reality of today? We female fighters dreamed of bending the sky to a bow once. Now, all our dreams dissolved, and we lie fallen at the threshold of reality” (Thamizhini 2021, 75). She continues by explaining that although she mainly joined the LTTE due to the war waged on the Tamil population, “as a woman I also thought of it as an opportunity to rebel and shatter the stereotypes of womanhood held by my family and community around me” (Thamizhini 2021, 77). As a Tamil woman in the LTTE—with a weapon in her hand and wearing military fatigues—her state of mind was transformed. The gun and uniform gave Thamizhini a sense of independence and of having power to protect herself, of assuming responsibility and of carrying out her duty. But the changes were only temporary, not transformative. Thamizhini recounts (Thamizhini 2021, 78), “But the fact of the matter is . . . there was absolutely no change in the notions our society held regarding women.”20

          The failure of the militant Tamil movements to achieve any lasting emancipation of women has been documented over time—from Hoole et al.’s Broken Palmyra (1990), which records human rights abuses across the board, to Coomaraswamy’s critical analysis of the LTTE (1996) and more recent documentation of the fate of ex-cadres of the LTTE (e.g. Jeyasankar and Ganhewa 2018). Thamizhini’s own account adds to these analyses. Her story retells how a sense of empowerment over time was replaced by a sense of disappointment. She first reflects on how she was empowered during the war and recounts how she felt transformed as a result of the obligation that followed from being part of the militant struggle. But then Thamizhini also describes her disappointment when she realized that emancipation was only a passing state of mind that did not survive the war.

        
      
      
        Situating Narrative Agency in the Narrative Process

        The various forms of testimonies that come to light from the LLRC hearings, from the stories narrated in the Herstories project, and from the narratives produced by the three women more directly associated with the armed struggle (as a leader, as a combatant, and as the wife of a militant) all offer important insights about the narrative process and the factors shaping the content, production, and circulation of testimonies.

        
          Narrative Content: The Denial of One’s Own Suffering

          The narrative content emerging from the Sri Lankan testimonies is shaped by the women’s burdened agency and their audiences’ expectations. In the LLRC testimonies, the narrative agency was derived from the burden of the trauma that women suffered—arising from the missing and disappeared and the dire economic situation—which gave the women the authority to speak. The content is very similar across statements from the Tamil minority, as affirmed in other analyses of the LLRC testimonies (De Mel 2013; Thiranagama 2013). Even though the Sri Lankan state has low legitimacy among the Tamil minority, the state continues to be the actor with the power to alleviate the burden of war by having both economic resources and information about atrocities committed during the war. The importance of the Sinhalese-dominated state is compounded by the dynamics of a victor’s peace, in which the LTTE as a movement had been defeated, its structures destroyed, and its top leaders killed (Lonergan 2023).

          The narrative content in the testimonies from the Herstories archive, the women in Kandasamy’s book, and Thamizhini’s memoir is more multifaceted. The women in Herstories are all mothers, and their burdened narrative agency reflects how the purpose of the narrative project was to create a public archive and historical record documenting the women’s experiences of the war, their agency, and their continued struggles for survival and dignity in the postwar era (Hettiarachchi 2022, 12). The narrative content is therefore richer in themes than the testimonies at the LLRC, even if many of the burdens—the displacement, the search for the missing, and the economic hardship—reappear in this archive. In these personal testimonies from Herstories, the themes the women chose to speak of become more intertwined due to the less interrupted nature of storytelling. The traumatic experiences of war that the women describe—the death and injury of family members or neighbors sometimes witnessed by the narrator herself, as well as the fear of death of oneself and close family members—are closely related to experiences of displacement. Displacement and the traumatic experience of war, in turn, are spoken about in relation to economic hardship; the lack of basic means of subsistence and the lack of sufficient food, clothing, and shelter are issues during and following the war. The very graphic manner in which these Herstories are told suggests that the women who participated in the project were empowered to communicate their experiences in all their gruesome detail. The most terrifying experiences remained vivid in their memories and are described in depth.

          The testimonies in The Orders Were to Rape You and in Thamizhini’s memoirs also relate more intimate stories, and are told from the position of the oppressed. The women faced triple stigmas of being women, of belonging to the Tamil minority, and of being associated with what was in effect the losing side, the LTTE.

        
        
          Narrative Production: The Constraints of a Victor’s Peace

          The testimonies we read from Sri Lankan women, produced at different sites and at different times, help us see how narrative agency is shaped by certain spaces, moments in time, and social norms that can be seriously constraining or, on the contrary, highly empowering.

          There is a fundamental difference in how enabling, or disabling, space and time, respectively, were for the women’s narrative agency. The LLRC was a disabling space, with its setup in the form of an inquiry, and its hearings were also conducted during a constraining postwar moment. The commission was established very soon after the war had ended, about a year after the war, when areas where the conflict had been most intense were still heavily militarized. The LLRC was set up neither as a truth commission, where storytelling was encouraged, nor as a judicial entity, where legal consequences could follow. Structurally, it constrained the narrative agency of women who spoke during its public hearings. For this reason, LLRC was a particularly disabling space for women coming forward to testify about their own trauma, and even more so to speak of sexual abuse and rape. In contrast to, for example, South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, where the commissioner underwent gender-specific training and adopted a special protocol for questioning, no such action was taken for Sri Lanka’s LLRC.21 While the commissioners were very experienced and most of them had a background in the legal profession, the LLRC did not have any mandate to look at gender-based violence specifically, and there was no gender training for its members (De Mel 2013).

          Interestingly, the way the LLRC’s public hearings were conducted appears to have raised expectations among survivors of the war that they would get concrete help, and to have reinforced perceptions of likely redress. When witnesses testified about family members who had been killed or gone missing, or the injuries they or their relatives had suffered, the question that inevitably followed was “What shall we do to help?” Rather than encouraging the sharing of stories, this mode of enquiry oriented the answers to particular forms: certain stories are listened to, while others remain untold.

          Compared to the LLRC, which constrained the women’s narrative agency, the setting was more enabling in the Herstories project. The women were contacted through locally based organizations working with women at the grassroots level, and community meetings were held to explain the purpose of the project. After these meetings, the women participating in the project were visited at home, “where their life stories were recorded through videos, photos, visual expression in the form of trees of life, memory-capture timelines and hand-written letters” (Herstories n.d.). Allowing women to give their testimony in private, the Herstories project represented a safe and admissible space for sharing. Compared to the LLRC hearings, the Herstories project was set in motion at a slightly later point in time, when the women had already had more of an opportunity to make sense of what had happened during the war.

          Similarly, by writing her memoirs, Thamizhini retained control of the story produced (although not its circulation). At the same time, we see how certain themes are not voiced or emphasized in her account. For example, she does not engage closely with the Sri Lankan army’s responsibility for committing horrendous atrocities against the Tamil population in the last phase of the war. However, Thamizhini in the end surrendered and was placed in a camp; it is likely that those silences are explained by the experience of having been held in detention and rehabilitation camps for more than three years, together with the broader adverse context of the victor’s peace into which she was released (Geetha 2023, 249).

          For the women testifying in Kandasamy’s book, the site of production was different. Geographically, they found themselves outside of Sri Lanka, in another southeast Asian country, that is, in a diasporic space. This context was more permissible for narrating certain themes. While the metanarrative in Sri Lanka was still shaped above all by the victorious Sinhalese-dominated state, which had defeated the terrorist LTTE and brought peace to all communities of Sri Lanka, the diaspora provided an alternative narrative that was able to focus on the atrocities committed by the Sri Lanka Army against the Tamil minority. In particular, the Tamil diaspora has taken on “the role as post-LTTE advocates for Tamil rights, focusing on remembrance, accountability and genocide recognition” (Orjuela 2022, 174).

        
        
          Narrative Circulation: The Role of the Diaspora

          Sri Lanka is an interesting case from the perspective of narrative circulation. By “narrative circulation,” we mean how the testimonies assume meaning, and shape debates and knowledge, beyond the context in which the testimonies were originally given. The Sri Lankan case shows how testimonies of war became internationalized and influenced international debates, not least through diaspora activism; but it also shows how domestic forces can counter the impact of stories that have become part of the global circulation. While the testimonies are related to global processes, the testimonies from Sri Lanka have not established any interplay with the WPS agenda in the way that the women’s testimonies from Rwanda and Bosnia and Herzegovina have done. Their relationship to the global discourse on transitional justice and women’s rights has been more indirect and complicated.

          Internationally, critical postwar engagement with Sri Lanka has in a substantial part revolved around a series of resolutions by the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC), which to varying extents has voiced criticism of the Sri Lankan government’s failure and lack of commitment to addressing war-related atrocities or the continuing human rights abuses. In this context, women’s testimonies from within Sri Lanka seem to have mattered in exposing war-related crimes, but only to a limited extent. A report by the International Crisis Group noted that “at a time when authorities disallowed independent research, they [conflict-affected women] provided testimony to national and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs), despite surveillance and intimidation by the military and police. Their evidence informed key UN reports and advocacy at the UNHRC, showing that human rights violations continued despite the end of the war, and helped build a case for international investigation” (ICG 2017, 12). The government has refused to investigate and prosecute those responsible for war crimes, and has instead resorted to a series of what have been described as “half-measures” to satisfy international criticism (Cronin-Furham 2020). The LLRC can be seen as a response by the government that allowed it ostensibly to adhere to global transitional justice norms by allowing a commission of inquiry, while making sure that this commission was under the control of the victorious government.

          When bearing witness was dangerous in Sri Lanka, testimony in the diasporic space was an alternative forum where voice could be given to the victims and survivors of atrocities. Diaspora communities have become critical actors in the quest for postwar justice, and transitional justice has assumed a transnational dimension when many witnesses, victims, and perpetrators have escaped to live abroad (Höglund and Orjuela 2013; Orjuela 2022). Human rights reports such as An Unfinished War: Torture and Sexual Violence in Sri Lanka, 2009–2014, by Yasmin Sooka (2014), build on women’s testimonies (as well as those of men). They demonstrate how testimonies from diaspora populations can be critical in documenting atrocities against women and offer a vital window of opportunity to give voice to the victims (see also Orjuela 2018). Similarly, the documentary film Sri Lanka’s Killing Fields (Macraee 2011), produced and first screened by the British TV station Channel 4, was influential in shaping the international debate on war-related atrocities, including gendered dimensions, as it documented sexual abuse of women. This documentary also speaks to the commodification of witness statements about war crimes, as much of the evidence in the documentary is from video footage shot by civilians in the war zone, or by soldiers from the Sri Lankan army who engaged in filming dead bodies as a war trophy.

          Lobbying by the diaspora and individual testimonies given to the UNHRC by Tamil women, while their precise impact is difficult to assess, do appear to have been influential in raising issues concerning war-related atrocities, missing relatives, and continued insecurities. For instance, Ananthi Sasitharan, a Tamil activist, politician, and wife of a missing LTTE leader,22 testified during sessions of the UNHRC in Geneva (TamilNet 2014). She was the only woman to contest successfully in the 2013 election (on behalf of the Tamil National Alliance) for a seat in the Northern Provincial Council. In the UNHRC resolutions and UN documents, the position of women is quite strongly reflected in the critique launched against the Sri Lankan government, as, for example, in the main UN document documenting war-related atrocities, Report of the Secretary-General’s Panel of Experts on Accountability in Sri Lanka (UN 2011). This document refers to the UNSCR 1325 (the founding document for the WPS agenda) and highlights the suffering of women in particular. Notably, the document also underscores the responsibility of women as perpetrators of violence (at least women active in the LTTE).

          Sri Lanka only adopted its first National Action Plan (NAP) for WPS in February 2023 (UN Women 2023; see also Sri Lanka’s National Action Plan 2022). This means that any focus on UNSCR 1325, and its implementation in relation to peace efforts and the postwar period, in Sri Lanka has taken place outside a state-supported policy framework. Women’s organizations have been vocal in criticizing the Sri Lankan government for failing to commit to implementing UNSCR 1325. For instance, the LLRC, as we have noted previously, had no witness protection nor any provisions specifically related to gender in its remit; it therefore failed to promote a gender-sensitive approach in this reconciliation process.

          The WPS agenda has, however, helped shape grassroots initiatives and leverage the efforts of women’s organizations (Luna and Whetstone 2022); some of the testimonies compiled in the Herstories archive have clearly been created and shaped in an environment in which global norms are now embedded. That project was an NGO initiative supported by international funding, and the WPS agenda set the scene for justifying the project. However, as with other peacebuilding projects dependent on international funding, some projects that aim to consolidate women’s rights have been criticized for not being sufficiently homegrown and for consequently being hampered in their ability to effectively promote gender equality, peace, and justice.

          A final note on the circulation of witness statements in Sri Lanka. This case raises several issues relating to the ethics of telling and narrative analysis, where both the production and the circulation of testimonies may give rise to new hazards for women. Women witnesses in Sri Lanka encounter risks, including when previously private stories are told and circulated. This insight is not new, and has been raised in cases across the globe (Brounéus 2008; Franke 2006, 813; Mibenge 2013; Ross 2003). In the Sri Lankan case, Satkunanathan (2015) problematizes the silences surrounding sexual atrocities from the perspective of agency, where silence can be a result of the fear women have “of losing control of their stories once they are in the open. When a story of sexual violence becomes public numerous actors including the state, the diaspora, human rights activists, and political parties amongst others, capture the story, which is then portrayed and used in different ways to further varied agendas.” Along similar lines, Gowrinathan (2021, 41) recalls how a Tamil woman, whose story of wartime rape was widely circulated, perceived how her interactions with journalists and her retelling the story of rape were like a form of torture. Kandasamy (2020, 9) also asks why “women on the margins have to trade in trauma for a chance to be heard,” and remarks on how the LTTE militant’s wife did not appear to find relief in telling her story: “S. lack of interest, almost aversion to talking about the war, underlined the magnitude of what she must have endured. . . . When S. opened up, it appeared like an act of charity, as if she had taken pity on me. She was not doing it for herself, she was doing it for me” (2020, 44). As we shall see in the analysis, the Yazidi women, even prominent and high-profile individuals, such as Nobel Peace Prize laureate Nadia Murad, face challenges in their interactions with media and the world: As they try to have an influence through their testimony, they inevitably, it seems, lose control over how the story is retold and what is being centered within the story.

        
      
      
        Conclusion

        The analysis of narrative agency and the narrative process in the bricolage of testimonies produced by Sri Lankan women points us in the direction of several broader insights about the importance of narrative agency and the challenges involved in war-related testimony. Admittedly, if other testimonies had been selected and analyzed, they might have told a different story about narrative agency, but the diversity of our sample of testimonies from Sri Lanka does ensure that a multiplicity of voices is being heard.

        The women’s testimonies from Sri Lanka tell us about the gendered consequences of war in a most compelling way. They touch on a number of themes: how women are affected by displacement; the feminization of poverty that follows from the loss of the men in their lives when husbands and sons are killed or missing; and the stigma and shame associated with being a victim of sexual violence or being a widow. While previous research has used other methods to document the fate of Sri Lankan women, hearing the women tell their stories in their own words and in various narrative spaces centers the embodied experience of trauma and hardship.

        This analysis of the testimonies in Sri Lanka unfolds against a background of a victor’s peace, which as such has fundamentally shaped the narrative agency of the women. This postwar context has consequences for all dimensions of the narrative process: content, production, and circulation. For example, in disabling narrative spaces such as the formalized LLRC, the women’s narrative agency was further constrained as their witness statements were delivered in a heavily militarized context. There were reportedly threats made against witnesses. Further, the prevailing metanarrative built around the government’s recent victory over the LTTE largely denied the Tamil minority victim status. In this context the micronarratives of Sri Lankan women slipped through the cracks and were heard. These stories have challenged the metanarratives about the war, and show how women from all ethnic communities share common postwar challenges. They also illustrate how stigma is compounded at the intersection of being a woman, a widow, and someone associated with the LTTE.
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          Yazidi Women’s Testimonies
        

        Tracing Continuities of Violence

      
      
        Every time I tell my story, I feel that I am taking some power away from the terrorists.

        —Nadia Murad, 2017

      

      During one of the sweltering summer days of 2015, a five-year-old girl named Reda was dying of thirst in the back yard of a house in Fallujah, Iraq. She had been chained to some window bars by a man referred to as “Taha A.-J.,” who had bought her and her mother at a slave market where Yazidi prisoners were sold. He had left her in the back yard as a punishment for wetting herself. Some months earlier, Reda and her mother had been taken from the village of Kocho in northern Iraq. Their village had been attacked and almost eradicated by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Taha A.-J. and his wife, “Jennifer E.,” had enslaved the girl and her mother, keeping them as captives in their home and forcing them to work as slaves and practice Islam. They were constantly beaten and abused.

      We know this because although Reda died, her mother survived and testified in trials held in Frankfurt, Germany, under universal jurisdiction. In December 2021 the trial against Taha A.-J. concluded and he was sentenced to life imprisonment. This was a historic event, as it was the first conviction secured for genocide in connection with the crimes committed against the Yazidis by ISIS (Amnesty International 2021).1 Before that, in a separate trial, his German wife, Jennifer E., had been sentenced to ten years in prison. Reda’s mother had testified in both trials and sat listening in the courtroom as the historic judgment was handed down. Afterwards, her counsel, Amal Clooney, commented, “This is the moment Yazidis have been waiting for. To finally hear a judge, after seven years, declare that what they suffered was genocide. To watch a man face justice for killing a Yazidi girl—because she was Yazidi. There is no more denying it—ISIS is guilty of genocide. I am in awe of my client’s courage” (Clooney, von Wistinghausen, and Oesterle 2021).

      In this chapter, we focus on the testimonies and narrative agency of women who have testified about a recent conflict, as the traumatic history of the Yazidi community is still unfolding. While ISIS’s self-proclaimed caliphate has been largely dismantled, many thousands of women and young girls are still held in captivity, or are believed to have been forcibly disappeared. New mass graves continue to be discovered, and most Yazidis live insecure lives in refugee camps (Hosseini 2020). The events that the testimony by Reda’s mother refers to are not in the past, but are part of an ongoing, evolving, traumatic history (see also Otten 2017, 11). The world has been following the genocide and its aftermath in real time. In the relatively short time that has elapsed since the genocide, only a limited number of testimonies have been published. Nevertheless, the testimonies that have so far been released into the public domain have had an extraordinary global impact. In the introduction to this book we described how Nadia Murad, another survivor of the Kocho massacre, has been able to reach an expert audience by testifying at the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and other high-level United Nations (UN) meetings, as well as to reach a popular audience through her best-selling memoir. Murad and several other high-profile survivors also engage in a continuous dialogue with the Yazidi community in the diaspora and in Iraq. Regarding legal consequences, a new avenue has opened up, beginning with the testimony of Reda’s mother.

      We take a special interest in the temporal dimension of testifying, as we read the Yazidi women’s testimonies against a background of the stories already circulating of gender-based violence in conflict, and the well-established Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda that has shaped a metanarrative about the gendered consequences of war. We argue that the voices of Nadia Murad and others can be heard because of preceding decades of campaigns and the establishment of the WPS agenda, which has constructed a legal, political, and social pre-understanding of sexual violence as a crime. Women witnesses are understood to be credible narrative agents and global storytellers, who are producing crucial new knowledge about war.

      The Yazidi witnesses used this existing narrative space to come forward with their stories. We also show that they added new knowledge to the metanarrative and expanded the narrative space through multiple means of communication. Their advocacy has brought out new dimensions of the complexities and continuities of conflict-related sexual violence, especially regarding the particular dimension of enslavement and dehumanization that they have experienced (Björkdahl and Mannergren 2025b). They have done this partly by criticizing the global fascination with the trope of the “sex slave” that emerged in many media reports on the genocide against the Yazidis; it is a trope that speaks to popular fantasies, reinforcing binaries of good and evil as well as stereotypes of the “appropriate victim” (see also Ní Aoláin, Haynes, and Cahn 2011, 180). The Yazidi witnesses insist that while slavery and sexual abuse are central and horrific parts of their experience, these practices were embedded in continuations of other expressions of gendered violence.

      We seek to show the complexities that were uncovered by the women’s testimonies around the topic of enslavement—for example, how the experience of enslavement and collective dehumanization became part of ongoing, everyday life, with sexual abuse intermixed with household chores, and the slave market located in the center of town. While the testimonies analyzed in this chapter all contain descriptions of rapes, there were many other instances of other types of violence as well. The testimonies tell of extreme levels of violence and insecurity, emotional loss, and very painful bodily sensations. Corporeality is at the center of the testimonies, both directly and symbolically, as a means of transmitting the experience of being a sabaya (a slave). The women’s embodied testimonies about their everyday lives as enslaved persons shed light on how patriarchy in its most brutal form was at the core of the extreme fundamentalism of ISIS.

      In addition, the testimonies demonstrate how patriarchal violence continued beyond the women’s escape from their ISIS captors, as their own community’s patriarchal values made them feel dirty, ashamed, and very anxious about what their return home would entail. For those who escaped, a new chapter in their struggle began as they had to face ostracism and stigmatization in their home community—a struggle that also opened up space for resistance and transformative work. The testimonies analyzed here all describe aspects of how these women, through their agency as survivors, have come to (at least partially) question oppressive aspects of their own culture; their narratives balance a tendency to romanticize their community with a need to be critical. For these young women, the most important reason to give testimony was perhaps not first and foremost to educate a global audience but rather to renegotiate such discourses and practices within their own community, which doubled their burden. In so doing, they destabilized the notion of the “appropriate victim” who has to deserve pity by being “pure”—a notion that, far from being confined to the Yazidi community, is in universal circulation. The individual testimonies of Yazidi women thus question those existing global metanarratives that confine women victims to a delimited subject position.

      
        The Bricolage

        The contemporaneity of the conflict means that this chapter differs from the others, as the stories are still unfolding as we write. Several of the key voices are currently active on global and local platforms, and the collection and excavation of witness testimonies have only just begun. Our analysis is mainly based on three books that belong to the category of memoirs in a broad sense. We read closely Nadia Murad’s memoir The Last Girl (2017), as well as a similar memoir by another young woman using the pen name Farida Khalaf, entitled The Girl Who Beat Isis: My Story (2016). Although told in the first person, Farida Khalaf’s story was in fact transcribed from lengthy interviews with her by the German journalist Andrea C. Hoffmann while Farida Khalaf was living in a refugee camp near Dohuk, Iraq. The book With Ash on Their Faces: Yezidi Women and the Islamic State, by Cathy Otten (2017), draws on interviews with several women and lets their life histories evolve in the course of the narrative, with a woman referred to by the name Leila as the most central witness.

        These collections belong to a genre of testimony written for a wide market. They are easy to read, vivid, and detailed, and contain dialogues that are reconstructions from memory. They are driven by a purposive act of “letting the world know.” Hence the narrators’ agency is less scripted compared to, for example, women who give testimony in courtrooms or at other formal sites. At the same time, in all three books the women have collaborated to greater or lesser extents with Western writers and advocates; we critically note the role of coauthoring, which has implications for who actually controls the testimony when it comes to content as well as structure. While Farida Khalaf, “Leila,” and Nadia Murad clearly possess their own narrative agency and are capable of shaping their own lives and stories, it is remarkable that all three books follow a similar narrative structure and engage with similar themes, putting their courage at center stage and stressing the transformative power of storytelling. Further, they adhere to a chronological template, beginning with reminiscences of childhood and youth, then describing the forced removals, including the abductions, the period spent as sabayas, their escapes and eventual location of their families in refugee camps, and, finally, the period that followed: dealing with their experiences and trying to reintegrate with society and restart their lives. As a contrast, we also lean on the work by Hosseini (2020), which at the time of writing is the most extensive academic publication on Yazidi survivors. She analyzes the rehabilitation process for Yazidi women survivors in Germany, building on extensive interviews. Several longer excerpts from the women’s stories were published in Hosseini’s book, and the transcripts seem to stay very close to the way the women actually spoke, with little editing and smoothing out.

        Another source is derived from an arts-based initiative in a camp for internally displaced persons (IDPs) in northern Iraq, a project designed to help young Yazidi survivors articulate their experiences. The participants were trained in art techniques for six months and were then asked to reflect narratively on their lives, with their paintings and drawings as a point of departure. The method proved highly productive and generated testimonies of importance for our analysis here, although the study is more limited in scope than Hosseini’s work (Abdulah, Abdulla, and Liamputtong 2023).

        We also refer to other types of testimonies that have been delivered in the form of witness statements and speeches to high-level bodies such as the UN Security Council and other UN bodies, and, in the case of Nadia Murad’s speech, at the Nobel Peace Prize ceremony. Furthermore, testimonies collected in various human rights reports are included, but we do not use witness statements issued in legal contexts, such as the trial in Frankfurt referred to above, as they have not been made public. Nevertheless, we are able to note the agency of the women who have used such sites to produce more knowledge about the gendered violence of ISIS.

        Two documentary films have provided additional insights: On Her Shoulders (Bombach 2018) is a film about Nadia Murad and her advocacy work; and Sabaya (Hirori 2021) concerns the process of women being released from captivity. These two films are of particular interest due to their role in narrative circulation. Finally, we have also kept an eye on social media, following the hashtag #yazidigenocide, as well as accounts on Twitter (currenty known as X), one belonging to the Yazidi advocacy organization Yazda, and one that is Nadia Murad’s own account.2

      
      
        A Gendered Reading of the Genocide Against Yazidis

        The small ethnoreligious Yazidi community has attracted the world’s attention due to the genocide perpetrated against it by ISIS. ISIS, an extremist armed group, at the height of its power (from 2014 to 2017) controlled large areas of Syria and Iraq, including several cities and towns. The group proclaimed that it had established a caliphate in the areas it controlled, which proved to mean an authoritarian system of governance guided by ultraconservative religious norms and characterized by extreme violence (UCDP 2024). In the summer of 2014, the Yazidi community in northern Iraq came under attack. The Yazidis were a vulnerable community as they had experienced a long history of discrimination, persecution, and violence; the ISIS campaign against them was the most recent of multiple campaigns to convert or eliminate them as a group. It began with an armed assault on the Yazidi homelands in the Sinjar region of northern Iraq, followed by a move against the Yazidi communities of the Nineveh Plain. The attacks left thousands dead, and trapped survivors in the harsh terrain of the Sinjar mountains. In the initial attack on Sinjar, men and women were separated. There were forced conversions to Islam, and massacres of Yazidi men who refused to convert. The young boys were taken from their mothers, to be indoctrinated and trained to fight for the armed group. Women and girls were captured and enslaved by ISIS fighters, subjecting them to physical and psychological violence.3 Some women were killed. In November 2015, Iraqi authorities discovered two mass graves in the Sinjar region, one containing the bodies of one hundred women and the other, the remains of approximately eighty women (Dickson 2018, 1002). The fate of some twenty-eight hundred people who are still missing is unknown, and more than eighty mass graves have been identified in the Sinjar region. The Yazidi face a difficult return to their homes; the majority of Sinjar’s Yazidis fled the region and are now in refugee camps in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq and also in Turkey (Nadia’s Initiative 2024).

        
          The Enslavement of Yazidi Women and Girls

          It is estimated that ISIS kidnapped and enslaved between five and seven thousand women, many of them teenagers, with the intention of forcing them into sexual slavery. On being captured, the women and girls were considered to be the property of ISIS and were sold and bought through an organized slave trade system (UNITAD 2023, 16). They were often taken to one of several slave markets in locations including Tel Afar, Mosul, Raqqa, and Baaj, or to ISIS strongholds in Syria, including Al-Houl and Hasakah (HRC 2016; Otten 2017). Other women and girls were sold in online auctions. The price for a Yazidi woman was set at between two hundred and fifteen hundred US dollars equivalent. Once the transaction had been made, the owner held complete rights of ownership over the woman or the girl, and he could resell her at any time; upon the death of the owner, she reverted to being the collective property of ISIS, and was often resold (HRC 2016). There were rules and restrictions concerning buying and selling. For example, the Yazidi women and girls could not be sold to non-ISIS men, because they were considered spoils of war. One consequence of this restriction was that it made it difficult for Yazidis to “buy” them back (in effect paying a ransom).4 The rules surrounding the sale and purchase of sabayas were codified and detailed in texts such as the Slavery Q&A pamphlet (UNITAD 2023, 17).

          Many survivors testified that they were forced to live with their captors’ wives and children in their home (Amnesty International 2018). The vast majority of the perpetrators were Iraqi and Syrian men. Many of them were ISIS fighters, but more informal supporters of ISIS also committed crimes against Yazidi women and girls. The retaliation for insubordination by an enslaved woman or girl was severe. In Mosul in 2016, ISIS publicly executed nineteen Yazidi women by burning them to death in iron cages for having resisted ISIS fighters (The Independent 2016). All these practices demonstrate that ISIS’s violent project for the creation of a caliphate was deeply misogynist at its core. As Hosseini writes, the movement demonstrates how this form of Islamic fundamentalism “employs strategic use of religious discourse and institutions to promote views and actions that are absolutist and intolerant, anti-human, and anti–women’s rights, and at their roots, fundamentally patriarchal” (Hosseini 2020, 3).

          Many Yazidi women and girls who survived and escaped were doubly affected. According to Donatella Rovera, Amnesty International’s senior crisis response advisor, “The trauma of survivors of sexual violence is further exacerbated by the stigma surrounding rape. Survivors feel that their ‘honor’ and that of their families, has been tarnished and fear that their standing in society will be diminished as a result” (Amnesty International 2014b). Sharing her insights based on interviews with the Yazidi women, Rovera points out that “the physical and psychological toll of the horrifying sexual violence these women have endured is catastrophic. Many of them have been tortured and treated as chattel. Some held in captivity gave birth as a result of rape in captivity. Even those who have managed to escape remain deeply traumatized” (Amnesty International 2014b). Obtaining essential psychological and medical support has been challenging due to financial constraints and limited accessibility. Often, relatives had to pay thousands of dollars to secure the women’s release, and as a consequence, many indebted Yazidi women cannot afford to pay for the additional support they might need.

        
        
          The Aftermath of Enslavement

          When surviving women return to their families from ISIS imprisonment, it may not be a triumphant homecoming. The Yazidi society is highly patriarchal, and many aspects of daily life, especially gender relations, are regulated by strict norms that control women’s bodies. Yazidi women might become victims of so-called honor killings if they are believed to have had sexual relations outside of marriage (Graham-Harrison 2017). While rape and other sexual violence against abducted Yazidi women and girls have been discussed openly by Yazidi community leaders in the media, most Yazidi men and women interviewed by Amnesty International have been reluctant to accept that their own relatives have been subjected to such crimes, or indeed to give them public support—as corroborated by Hosseini’s findings (2020).

          The situation of the women victims of sexual violence and the children whom they gave birth to as a result of rape in captivity has highlighted existing internal divisions between traditionalists and modernizers within the Yazidi community, with the latter category mainly found in the diaspora. Both currents stress the necessity of their stance vis-à-vis the community’s customs in order to ensure the endurance and survival of the group’s religious identity. Disagreements have focused on exclusive endogamy, which in this case means the requirement that members of the Yazidi community only marry within the community. This is a traditional practice of central importance, as the Yazidi religion is only continued by children who have two Yazidi parents. Thus, the idea of making an exception to the endogamy rule with respect to the Yazidi women survivors of sexual violence by ISIS members, and their children, has so far constituted a fundamental point of contention between the two currents (Dickson 2018; Zagoritou 2019).5

          The issue of formerly enslaved Yazidi women and their children conceived as a result of rape is therefore seen as a major challenge for the community to address. In April 2019, a decision of the Yazidi Supreme Spiritual Council allowed women rescued from captivity to be accepted back into the community, implying that the same would apply to their children. The decision was received with relief by women survivors. Three days later, however, due to political pressure, the decision was retracted; a new statement was issued clarifying that the children were not accepted. As noted by the Office of the UN Special Representative, Christian, Shia, and Yazidi religious leaders have in fact endorsed a statement regarding the importance of supporting survivors of sexual violence, “including combating stigma and holding members of ISIL accountable for their crimes. Nevertheless, comprehensive legislation is lacking, as well as social support for their children” (UN 2021a, 19).

          Small steps have been taken to ameliorate the situation in Iraqi Kurdistan. For example, in March 2021 the Council of Representatives of Iraq enacted the Yazidi (Women) Survivors Law, which provides for assistance, reparations, and redress for survivors of atrocities committed by ISIS. Further, at the end of 2020, an agreement was made between Iraq’s federal government and the Kurdistan regional government to make it easier for Yazidis to return to Sinjar by providing security and services. But at the same time sixteen camps and informal sites for IDPs were closed or reclassified. Some 78 percent of the camp inmates were women and children, who are highly vulnerable to further violence, including sexual violence, as well as economic hardship. In addition, no criminal charges of sexual violence have at the time of writing been brought against any of the indicted members of ISIS (UN 2021a, 19).

        
      
      
        Narrative Agency in the Midst of Violence

        In the following, the narrative agency of Yazidi witnesses will be analyzed through the three lenses of burdened agency, scripted agency, and transformative agency, as outlined in chapter 1. We seek to understand how the Yazidi women’s narrative agency is burdened by the trauma of the past, how their narrative agency is constrained in ways that script what they can express, and finally, how they seek transformation through testifying. We are aware that the narrative context is dynamic and still unfolding, and that the narrative agency of the Yazidi women is under constant negotiation, so we take particular note of the importance of not closing any narrative meanings. As many hundreds of Yazidi women remain in slavery, the testimonies of those who managed to escape are driven by advocacy aimed at ending ongoing atrocities.

        
          Burdened Narrative Agency: The Double Burden

          The narrative agency of Yazidi women is burdened not only by their lived experiences of genocide, enslavement, and sexual and other forms of abuse but also by the deep feelings of shame and of feeling “destroyed,” due to cultural understandings that a woman’s value as a human being is linked to her virginity (Hosseini 2020, 147). Hence, the women who have undergone such experiences carry a double burden having to do with deep dehumanization—through having been enslaved and also due to the perception that they have lost their right to exist as members of their community. This double burden is at the core of the traumatic testimonies that are constructed by the narrative agency of the Yazidi women.

          Focusing first on the experience of being enslaved, we turn to the following excerpt from a testimony given by a young woman, Hana, who participated in the arts-based intervention program in a camp for IDPs in northern Iraq. She had made a painting, a stark image of women in chains, and explained in her verbal testimony that the image represented the moment of being sold as a slave. Her narrative about her experiences before, during, and after this defining moment at the auction lays out a condensed timeline that resonates with many other testimonies:

          
            After ISIS attacked us in Sinjar. We tried to escape from the situation, but we could not. The ISIS fighters caught me and my family members. I, my sisters, brothers, and my parent were abducted by the ISIS fighters. They separated the females and males from each other. They killed the old men and women. They killed my mother and father. My brothers were sent for military services among the ISIS fighters. I and my sisters and some other young girls and women were chained together as you can see in the painting. They brought us to the special market. It was a special market to sell the girls and women in Mosul. They presented us to the customers. They sold me and my sisters and other girls and women. It was like an auction. A man bought me for himself. He raped me several times. After several years, some of my relatives tried to give money to the ISIS fighters to release us. They accepted to receive a huge amount of money to release me. I was released from their hands. But, I have not seen my sisters and parents until now. (Hana, quoted in Abdulah, Abdulla, and Liamputtong 2023, 121–22)

          

          Her experience is validated by the words of Nadia Murad, who in her memoir too writes about the experience of being sold in a market:

          
            For the most part, we were all victims of the same violence. We would be bought at the market, or given as a gift to a new recruit or a high-ranking commander, and then taken back to his home, where we would be raped and humiliated, most of us beaten as well. Then we would be sold or given as a gift again, and again raped and beaten, then sold or given to another militant, and raped and beaten by him, and sold or given, and raped and beaten, and it went this way for as long as we were desirable enough and not yet dead. If we tried to escape, we would be punished severely. As Hajji Salman had warned me, ISIS hung our photos at checkpoints, and residents in Mosul were instructed to return slaves to the nearest Islamic State center. They were told there was a five-thousand-dollar reward if they did. (Murad 2017, 161)

          

          Part of the dehumanizing process entailed being part of everyday life under ISIS rule, yet curiously invisible. “Families in Iraq and Syria led normal lives while we were tortured and raped. They watched us walk through the streets with our captors and gathered on the streets to witness executions. I don’t know how each individual was feeling” (Murad 2017, 230). The violence against the Yazidi women and girls became normalized: “I had spent so many hours inside Islamic State centers, screaming as loud as I could with the other girls, knowing that the noise reached the people outside and yet none of them had helped. I’d been transported between cities in buses and cars, passing cars packed with families who didn’t even glance at us” (Murad 2017, 208).

          Nadia Murad’s testimony includes many glimpses of the ordinariness of the actions surrounding the violence. Small details are narrated in order to make visible how extreme levels of brutality were in fact enfolded in prosaic, everyday practices. For example, she remembered how one of the perpetrators took care to fold his clothes and put his glasses away: “I remember that before it was his turn to rape me, he took off his glasses and carefully put them down on a table. I guess he worried they would break” (Murad 2017, 175).

          Violence became an accepted norm, upheld not only by the male perpetrators of sexual violence but also by their wives and other female members of the household, as we can recall from the court case against “Jennifer E.” Murad continued, “I hear stories of women who are even crueler than the men. They beat and starve their husbands’ sabaya, out of jealousy or anger or because we are easy targets. Maybe they think of themselves as revolutionaries—even feminists—and they have told themselves, as people have throughout history, that violence toward a greater good is acceptable” (Murad 2017, 154). In vain they waited for acts of compassion from other women. “I fantasized about her waiting until Morteja left and then sitting beside me on the bed and taking my hand, calling me her daughter and whispering, ‘Don’t worry, I will help you escape. I’m a mother, I feel for you.’ Those words would have been like a piece of bread after I hadn’t eaten for weeks. But she said nothing. She left, and I was alone again in that little room” (Murad 2017, 156).

          Sexual violence was a crime that had a particularly devastating impact on the victims. Few were able to narrate the sexual violence, and the ones who did tried to distance themselves from the embodied, traumatic experience, as recounted in Farida Khalaf’s account. In this excerpt she places the reader next to her doppelgänger, who watches “from a distance”:

          
            I observed myself as if from a distance, calmly imagining that the girl enduring all of this only looked like me. She was my doppelgänger. I, the real Farida, was floating above her, where the men couldn’t reach me. I watched them haul us up the stairs and shut us into a room laid out with expensive rugs. There were also new clothes for us to put on: a red dress for Evin and one in two different shades of blue for me. We hurriedly got dressed. Trembling, we crept into a corner of the room, hoping that it was all over. Perhaps the men had just been having a bit of fun with us. But they came in after us. When we awoke the following morning on two shabby mattresses, our bodies were burning and aching. The smell of blood and sperm clung to the dresses that Evin and I were still wearing from the night before. (Khalaf 2016, 111–12)

          

          The change of clothes marks a significant turning point in the story. The new dresses are used as a narrative device to point to a moment of transition, from which there could be no return. She and Evin “felt such shame that we could barely look each other in the eye” (Khalaf 2016, 111). Their reaction reveals the second burden carried and narrated by Yazidi witnesses: They were harmed not only by the direct violence they suffered but also by being “culturally destroyed.” She recalls, “After being used by the men we felt dirty. Now we were sinful women, women everyone in the village would turn their nose up at. And both of us felt guilty too. Why couldn’t we have prevented it?” (Khalaf 2016, 121). The dehumanizing process thus continued far beyond the moment of the crime. Farida Khalaf explains how they viewed their responsibility for their honor and the honor of their family: “All we knew was that we mustn’t in any circumstances allow them to touch our bodies. If we failed to prevent them from doing that our entire families would be dishonored” (Khalaf 2016, 91).

          She and others have testified that they used self-injury to make themselves less attractive, “scratching and bloodying themselves” in hopes that potential buyers and rapists would avoid them.

          Many Yazidi women’s testimonies recount how they fought back against their attackers. Although they could never have overcome their captors, their fighting back allowed them to feel better afterwards and maybe lessened their internalized feelings of shame. “There’s not one time that we let them do it quietly” (Murad 2017, 162). The courage displayed by these young women is truly remarkable, and one can well understand the pride with which they cling to these stories as a means of empowering themselves. They seem to seek to persuade themselves and others that they are “appropriate victims,” on the premise that only the “good” and “pure” are innocent and deserve pity. In the face of such strong discursive tropes, their testimonies are inevitably about self-representation. Narrative agency is about meaning making: By giving her own account of an experience, the narrator re-creates who she is and how she would like to be seen by others. It seems that these young women needed time and again to insist on their resistance and shame in order to be accepted as victims.

          When these attempts to fight back did not succeed, one more weapon remained: suicide. The sexual violence and the honor culture they had grown up in thus morphed into violence against the self, with suicide as the ultimate recourse. There are numerous reports about Yazidi women and girls committing or attempting to commit suicide, either in captivity or following their escape (Amnesty International 2018; Hosseini 2020, 75; Otten 2017, 109). One of the most painful passages in the testimony of Farida Khalaf is when she recalls how her failure to hang herself led to even more rage on the part of her captor. It is hard to imagine a more vulnerable position. Yet, while suicide is the ultimate violence of obliteration, it is at the same time an agential act. Further, by narrating their suicide attempts, the witnesses demonstrated that they were in fact “appropriate victims” and that they were willing to do anything to protect their families’ honor. Farida Khalaf’s testimony demonstrates not only her vulnerability but also her agency. Her decision to commit suicide seems derived from her will to escape the two forms of violence: the structural, cultural violence, and the direct, brutal violence of ISIS.

          
            There was only one way to avoid being violated: death. That’s why I decided to put an end to my life. It was the only option left to me to save my honor and the honor of my family. I thought of my father, who’d always taught us children that moral and religious values were the most important things to defend. . . . If my family found out they’d surely be proud of me. And even if they never were to know, it was still the right decision as I would go to my death pure and unsullied. (Khalaf 2016, 95)

          

        
        
          Scripted Narrative Agency: Imprisoned by Patriarchy

          In the above analysis we have identified the double burden of enslavement by ISIS, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the patriarchal norms of the Yazidi women’s own community, which made the victims feel “destroyed” and “dirty.” Each element of this burden contributed to a dehumanization process in a different way. The fears of the Yazidi women and girls were often proven right when they managed to return to their home communities. Those women who became refugees in Europe and North America, meanwhile, had to face the fact that the threat of ISIS reaches across time and space, making them vulnerable and their lives precarious. Thus, the narrative agency of Yazidi women is scripted both by the refugee experience in countries of resettlement and by the patriarchal structures of the Yazidi community for those who returned. Yet, despite the restrictive confines of their patriarchal community, and the pervasive influence of ISIS violence in the countries in which they resettled, the Yazidi women have exhibited resilience and courage by challenging these structures of patriarchy, and have made their voices heard.

          In several women’s testimonies we find patterns revealing how their narrative agency is scripted by their persistent experiences of violence, their anxieties, and their sense of helplessness in faraway and unfamiliar countries. One Yazidi woman living in a shelter in the German town of Baden-Würtemberg articulated her feelings thus: “My head is in Kurdistan, my body is here. My son was a doctor and IS killed him,” and she feared that ISIS would attack Germany (quoted in Hosseini 2020, 126). “Germany is much better than Iraq, but Germany isn’t safe because of ISIS” (quoted in Hosseini 2020, 128). A nineteen-year-old Yazidi woman said, “My family is in Iraq. My daily life is shopping and cooking but we are worried because of IS in Germany, we are still very scared. There has been two explosions in Germany. Everything is fine here, just IS is a bad ideology” (quoted in Hosseini 2020, 128).

          The continuities of violence materialize across time and space. Melkeya had managed to resettle in Canada, thousands of miles from Syria, when the call came, but the voice on the line took her back in time and space. The caller addressed Melkeya by name, spoke in Arabic, and threatened her. “I know who you are. . . . Just you wait,” he said. “After I got that first phone call, it was like I was put back in that place.” Melkeya relived the trauma of having been enslaved through the voice messages and texts that referenced her time in captivity, messages from men who claimed to be ISIS militants. “All of those fears returned,” she said (quoted in Rauhala and Coletta 2019). Melkeya is not the only one. Other Yazidi women now residing in Canada testified that ISIS continued to persecute and harass them. The fears are further enhanced by the fact that some ISIS fighters have returned from the crumbled caliphate to their home countries without being brought to justice. Such fears put the women in a precarious situation, pervaded by a sense of disempowerment that silences their narrative agency.

          For many Yazidis displaced around the world, it has been hard to understand that ISIS fighters and their relatives have been able to return to, for example, Germany, Sweden, or Finland, often without even being brought to justice. A Yazidi woman now living in Sweden found it difficult to accept that some Yazidis were simultaneously threatened with deportation. “Many Yazidis are disappointed, sad, and angry at the same time that the ISIS fighters were able to return” (quoted in Sverker 2021). The returning ISIS fighters, and the lack of procedures to maintain principles of accountability, increase the precariousness of the lives of the Yazidi women, turning their new host countries into a disabling space where they may prefer to stay silent.

          The Yazidi women returning to their communities in Iraq, meanwhile, similarly came to experience that their troubling stories only could be told if they followed a particular script. Their narrative agency, employed in order to make sense of their experiences and order them into a coherent narrative, was strictly scripted by the community’s understandings of honor and dishonor. Thus, they had to follow the narrative script of “appropriate victimhood.” There is a lack of spaces for victims to voice their trauma and testify about the cruelties, which adds to the harm and prevents them from recounting their troubled memories. Some relatives condemned and denounced them because of what they had experienced, even though Yazidi religious authorities decreed that survivors were to be respected. Farida Khalaf tells how other women viewed them and how their malicious talk almost broke her spirit. “She looked straight through me, as if I weren’t there. ‘Our poor girls, defiled,’ she lamented. ‘They’ll never be able to marry. No man will take them as their wife now. Their lives are ruined forever’” (Khalaf 2016, 181). Traditional views certainly provided a fertile ground for reinforcing the social stigma felt by survivors. Nadia Murad reflects on how she felt that the entire refugee camp looked down on them, gossiping maliciously behind their backs, and condemning them for returning and bringing shame on their families. Hosseini’s findings from interviews with Yazidi refugees and aid organizations confirm such treatment (Hosseini 2020, 146–47). Nevertheless, others had the courage to accept and welcome their surviving daughters, wives, and mothers, thereby acknowledging the harms inflicted upon them and providing support in their healing process. Thus, some of the women survivors were met with acceptance and love. Such stories can be found in Otten’s book. When Leila returned to her family, her brother told her that she should “never think that you were married or were gone from us. For us you are still the same girl as before” (Leila, quoted in Otten 2017, 221).

          All in all, few women victims of ISIS have come forward to testify about the harm they suffered. In order for their families to accept them back into the community, they were forced to remain silent about their experiences. Witnesses always testify in relation to existing narrative frames and cultural norms. Patriarchal cultures generally come with social stigmas around victims of sexual violence, and thus many victims/survivors refrain from telling their unsettling stories. Disclosure can have devastating effects on the everyday lives of survivors. They may be subject to suspicion, derision, and shame and deprived of the possibility of marriage or inheritance, and they may be exiled from the community (Coulter 2009).

          Considering the social pressure, it is understandable that victims continually and intentionally keep their experiences hidden. With the passing in Iraq of the Yazidi (Women) Survivor Law in 2021, some women came forward to register publicly as survivors and thereby secure recognition and access to possible reparations.6 However, many did not want to break their silences, and we also have to be wary as possibly not all victims appreciated that the silence was broken for them by others—who disclosed that enslavement had entailed sexual violence. We can recall the observation by Dahl (2009, 395) that “female victims, to get recognized, must act in ways that preserve gender norms.” The innocence of the victim depends on her having been absolutely incapable of escaping the ordeal through any form of action or choice. The moral scale of “good victims” or “bad victims” has been devastating for the Yazidi victims, all of whom were very aware of this scale from their upbringing. As Farida Khalaf notes in passing, “We’d all been brought up to blame ourselves” (Khalaf 2016, 131).

          The burden of patriarchal norms thus deeply scripted their narrative agency, and this scripting is linked to the burden of their experiences in captivity, as they felt permanently marked by shame. The careful crafting of the abducted women and girls as “appropriate victims” can only be successfully established through an unambiguous subject position, which demands that the victim should fight back against the perpetrators. The testimonies thus tend to construct a subject position that may at least open up the possibility of the victims being accepted back by their families. This suggests that narrative agency that upholds prevailing power hierarchies may be rewarded by patriarchal structures. Furthermore, we can detect continuities of violence in time and space, as well as the gender-normative nature of violence, that is, the universality of violence against women, including the self-inflicted violence that women inflict on their own bodies in order to punish or purify themselves (Cockburn 2004, 43; Kelly 1988; Urban Walker 2009). There are a number of references in the material analyzed to attempts by women to “unmark their bodies” through various forms of “purifying” measures; for example, Murad (2017, 295–96) writes that  “women went to great length to try to purify themselves. Many survivors underwent ‘re-virginization’ surgery, meant to repair the hymen in the hope of erasing the memory and stigma of the rape.” The witness stories that Otten (2017) has collected confirm Murad’s claim.

          Otten reports that abortions were performed on some pregnant victims. This leads us to another painful and unresolved topic in the unfolding tragedy, concerning the children conceived through rape. In preceding chapters we have discussed the deep ambivalence expressed by Bosnian and Rwandan women on this topic. While among the Yazidis the space has grown for accepting the released women and girls back into the community, especially through the decree by the spiritual leader Baba Sheikh, there is no acceptance for children conceived in a context of slavery. Many mothers have had to leave their children behind in the camps in Syria (Hosseini 2020, 186) or have not come forward as Yazidi survivors themselves in order not to be forced to abandon their children.

          A moment in the documentary Sabaya gives an illustration of this particular scripting and how it can play out in practice. The film focuses on how the organization Home Center works to identify and locate enslaved Yazidi women who are still kept in captivity in the Al-Hol camp in northern Iraq. The freed women get to spend some time at the center’s house just outside the camp before they begin the journey back home. The camera registers the emotional ordeal of the young women, as they seem to slowly wake up from their frozen, panicked state, violently and desolately crying, and beginning to tell of some of their experiences in fragments. The most devastating moment comes when several of the girls are about to go back home. One of them has to leave behind her baby. “She’d better not take him, he will not be accepted,” the organization’s representative states, and the baby is torn from her arms as she sobs that he is just an innocent child. In the case of this woman, she seems to have become attached to her son as a mother, notwithstanding that he had been conceived through rape. The liberators are thus paradoxically scripting her agency, as she is not given the chance to try to bring her baby back with her. She is experiencing yet another loss, and it is a moment of extraordinary pain. The award-winning documentary has been criticized for manipulation and for painting too rosy a picture of the organization. Several of the women who were filmed for it have claimed that the organization in fact forced them to leave their children behind (Arraf and Khaleel 2021), which this moment in the film seems to corroborate.

          When it comes to erasure, the topic of suicide must be revisited. As we discussed in the preceding section, there are reports that Yazidi girls and women in captivity tried to commit suicide, and tragically sometimes succeeded. When Farida Khalaf wrote about her suicide attempt, she presented it as to some extent an act of agency in defiance of her captor, thinking of it as her weapon against him. Yet her longing for death was also a consequence of the dehumanizing idea that she as a victim had been somehow “dirtied.” The fact that a considerable number of women and girls committed suicide after returning home can only be understood as an extreme erasure and narrative scripting inflicted on them.

        
        
          Transformative Narrative Agency: Challenging Norms

          Given these restrictions, most women and girls have chosen to be silent about their pain and experiences, as the only way to avoid yet more suffering (Otten 2017). Yet in the midst of these silencing and shaming practices, some women have spoken out. It is in this context that we read the three memoir-style books that clearly are driven by the will not only to bear witness to the horrors of enslavement but also to question and seek to transform some of the patriarchal values and norms that continue to inflict pain. The women whose voices we hear in the three memoirs have both direct and indirect reasons for sharing their ordeals with a larger audience. They all made a crucial and central decision in the end: the decision not to kill themselves. The next step was to hold their heads high and not hide or run away. It may have been unexpected for them to find these windows of opportunity to do so. What drove their decision to start recounting their stories and turning to a larger audience? After all, most of the women who escaped remained silent about their ordeal (Murad 2017, 279). For some, it seems that testifying about suffering and loss can contribute to a restoration of one’s sense of self, in line with Baines and Stewart’s (2011, 258) argument that a narrator “renegotiates the meanings of her experiences of past violence in order to construct herself as a new subject.” It is through the telling of their experiences that a coherent narrative is formed. As snippets of memories and recollections are being transformed into a testimony, new subject positions are constructed, and the witness may be able to exercise narrative agency in unexpected ways.

          We find that the Yazidi witnesses whose testimonies form part of the bricolage express that they want to use their positionality and their testimony for three main purposes: to demand acknowledgment and accountability in order to see some form of justice for the crimes they have suffered; to advocate globally for support and protection of the Yazidi community; and to question cultural traditions that force them into silence. Similarly to the women who testified about the Bosnian and Rwandan tragedies, Yazidi women have used their testimony as a means of demanding justice, securing reparations, and getting acknowledgment of their own suffering. Murad’s testimony in particular has been a tool for the empowerment of women victims, and has also been used as a global call for justice for the Yazidi women victims specifically. Murad herself argues that “my story, told honestly and matter-of-factly, is the best weapon I have against terrorism, and I plan on using it until those terrorists are put on trial. There is still so much that needs to be done. World leaders and particularly Muslim religious leaders need to stand up and protect the oppressed” (Murad 2017, 306). Similar motives are expressed by several of the women whom Hosseini has interviewed, for example, by the woman referred to as Z.N.: “I am sad when I narrate this story but we want all the world to know what happened to us” (Hosseini 2020, 72).

          Nadia Murad sought to achieve transformation and to change the power relations between perpetrator and victim: “The terrorists didn’t think that Yazidi girls would be able to leave them, or that we would have the courage to tell the world every detail of what they did to us. We defy them by not letting their crimes go unanswered. Every time I tell my story, I feel that I am taking some power away from the terrorists” (Murad 2017, 142). Her words reflect the defining components of transformative narrative agency: Burdened by traumatic experiences, she produced a less scripted narrative by demanding justice and not covering up the crimes. It was a process with political implications that also empowered her as an individual witness.

          Since her memoir was published, several ISIS members have been convicted of crimes against Yazidis, both in Iraqi courts and under universal jurisdiction. Personal testimonies have been crucial for this process. One example is the testimony given by the mother of Reda, which led to the conviction for genocide and a life sentence for her tormentor. Nadia Murad has continued to stress the importance of punishment for the perpetrators. When senior ISIS leader Al-Qurayshi, who had issued orders to conduct genocide against the Yazidis, was killed in connection with a raid by US special forces, Murad resorted to social media to tweet that “while today’s action remind[s] my fellow survivors and I that our suffering has not been forgotten, there is more that must be done, including plans to support the recovery of the Yazidi community and efforts to bring other members of ISIS to justice, including in the court of law” (Murad 2022). She thus expressed support for the US military action while also emphasizing the need for further judicial processes, and for retributive justice to be accompanied by long-term support to help the community recover.

          It is also clear that Murad and other Yazidi women witnesses by speaking out are seeking to integrate their experiences into the Yazidi collective memory. Through the act of actually speaking of events that have been deemed unnameable and unsayable, political and societal transformation becomes possible. This entails not only speaking out about sexual violence but also questioning and negotiating the narrative frames available to the victim, with regard to constructions of “appropriate victimhood,” analyzed above. As discussed, testimonies that recount being subjected to sexual violence often encompass descriptions of how the narrator fought back. One of the women who used such narrative frames was Nadia Murad. However, in her memoir she decided to tell a different story:

          
            I have not admitted this to anyone, but I did not fight back when Hajji Salman or anyone else came to rape me. I just closed my eyes and wished for it to be over. People tell me all the time: “Oh you are so brave, you are so strong,” and I hold my tongue, but I want to correct them and tell them that, while other girls punched and bit her attackers, I only cried. “I am not brave like them,” I want to say, but I worry what people would think of me. . . . It took a long time before I accepted that just because I didn’t fight back the way some other girls did, it doesn’t mean I approved of what the men were doing. (Murad 2017, 162)

          

          The fact that Nadia Murad told of what might be deemed passivity in her case in reality makes her a norm breaker, as she used her own status to destabilize any notion of the “appropriate victim.” This is thus a moment of potentially transformative narrative agency. Her words help reshape the understanding of the victim of sexual violence, not only in her own community but globally, as she has spoken up in a number of public forums. In her memoirs, she further stresses how she uses the oral tradition of the Yazidi culture to reach her own community, arguing that Yazidism has always been transmitted orally through the holy storytellers (Murad 2017, 5). The Yazidis have a long and painful history of abuse, expulsion, and violent marginalization, but the gendered dimensions of suffering, and women’s and girls’ particular experiences, have not previously been given any attention. Nadia Murad sought to gender Yazidism by making the abduction of the thousands of girls and women a core theme in the collective story-in-the-making about the crimes committed by ISIS. The personal testimonies can thus be imagined as a multitude of threads that are now woven into the fabric of the common history (see also Wieviorka 2006, 40).

          There are other examples in the three books of attempts to address the lack of acknowledgment and empathy within their own community. Supported by allies in the refugee camp, Farida Khalaf managed to find ways to deal with the social stigmatization, and in doing so revised her own understanding of the patriarchal aspects of her upbringing. She recalls how her friend Evin told her, “‘Listen, we didn’t fight all these battles with the jihadis only to allow ourselves to be browbeaten by our relatives. . . . We mustn’t stick our heads in the sand.’” Farida responded, “‘But we’ll never be able to start a family. No one will want to have us.’ ‘That’s what they say. But we’ve no idea what life has in store for us,’ my friend corrected me” (Khalaf 2016, 181–83). The rather long extract from Farida Khalaf’s testimony that follows demonstrates how she managed to break with the past, effectively reestablishing her humanity, in a process that resonates with Baines and Stewart’s (2011, 258) conceptualizations of narrative renegotiation as a means to construct a new self.

          
            When I told Afrah about the gossip doing the rounds in the camp she flew off the handle. “Don’t listen to them,” she said. “If you give licence to such thoughts it’s like giving those ISIS criminals permission to abuse you again.” I didn’t know what she meant by that at first. But then I thought about it and it struck me how right she was in what she was trying to say: we mustn’t give our tormentors the power to destroy our lives after the event too. In captivity we’d defied these criminals. But we had to resist them now as well. I understood that the fight was far from over. Every day we’d have to defend ourselves anew against this destructive force, which even from the past threatened to swallow us into a black hole. Grasping this was a crucial step for me. No, I had refused to allow myself to be browbeaten in captivity. So I was not about to be browbeaten now by other people who thought I’d lost my “honour.” “Don’t allow yourselves to believe it,” Afrah told us. “You haven’t lost your honour. On the contrary, you were brave and have every reason to go through life with your heads held high.” My chest swelled with pride when she said things like that. Sometimes when I was strolling through the camp and heard people whispering, I would forget her words and feel utterly deflated. It was a constant battle. It is a constant battle. But I will win it, as I have all my battles up till now. (Khalaf 2016, 181–83)

          

          As a reader one experiences the emerging transformation in the narratives as both Farida Khalaf and the women in Otten’s book ponder the meaning of their shame and begin to discuss their community and culture in a more critical way. The books were written independently of each other, but to a large degree they follow a similar narrative strategy through which first a subject who is blameless is constructed, then come expressions of shame and guilt as a response to the rapes and sexual violence, followed by the subject’s emerging sense of her own worth, which leads to a partial criticism of some Yazidi norms and traditions. At the beginning of their stories they refer to life as it was before the genocide. It is a version of that life that is to a large degree romanticized, which is hardly surprising given the enormity of their loss. At the same time, some of their observations provide possibly unintentional windows into a strictly patriarchal society. They stress their shame and guilt at the beginning of their memoirs, then shift to an analysis of patriarchal values towards the end. The stories are constructed to show how through the telling, they are empowered and begin to be able to identify oppression. In a sense, then, these works of memoir can be read as examples of feminist awakenings.

          Likewise, hope is expressed in the narratives emerging from an arts-based intervention therapy program in the IDP camp at Sharya, northern Iraq. The young women participants were encouraged to express their lived experiences through art. As pointed out by the researchers who conducted the program, paintings and drawings can act as nonverbal means of accessing the emotions of survivors of atrocity (Abdulah, Abdulla, and Liamputtong 2023, 119). While they still suffered from severe anxiety, through their artwork, and through the verbal commentary they offered on it, the young women were able to articulate not only their traumatic experiences but also their hopes and their visualizations for a different future. Their stories bring to mind the transformative narrative agency discussed with regard to Rwandan women’s participation in sociotherapy groups. It seems that this initiative in Iraq similarly constituted an enabling space that was able to provide opportunities to formulate narrative coherence, as a first step out of “trauma time.” The project thus promoted a form of transformative narrative agency. One of the young women in the IDP camp who participated in it was Seve. She drew an image of a woman standing on a high cliff, opening a bird cage and letting birds fly out into the wide sky. Seve explains what the image symbolizes: “ISIS attack[ed] our town and destroyed our life and limited our freedom. I like the freedom and want to free these pigeons in cages. This painting shows that I like freedom and want to be free in our life” (Seve, quoted in Abdulah, Abdulla, and Liamputtong 2023, 127).

        
      
      
        Situating Narrative Agency in the Narrative Process

        We have identified and analyzed above the three dimensions of our conceptualization of narrative agency, noting how the narrative agency of Yazidi women victims is doubly burdened through the crimes committed against them, which dehumanized them in various ways. First and foremost there was the enslavement by ISIS; and secondly, there was the negative impact of cultural norms that had taught them that the harm they suffered had destroyed their value as human beings for what remained of their lives. Turning now to the narrative process, understood as including content, production, and circulation, we make visible how the narrative process is defined by the contemporary presence of the Yazidi trauma, both locally and globally. It is an ongoing trauma, as more than twenty-five hundred women and girls are still missing, the search for the missing continues, and the wheels of international justice are only just starting to turn very slowly (UNITAD 2023, 43). This analysis applies a historical perspective, as we link the narrative process of the Yazidi women to the testimonial work of women witnesses in other wars and conflicts. The testimonies of the Yazidi women witnesses resonate in a world that is already cognizant of gendered violence in war.

        
          Narrative Content: Enslavement and Dehumanization

          The Yazidi women’s testimonies provide insights into their gendered experience of ISIS ideology, which meant for them a collective dehumanization as the enslavement of women and girls was turned into a mundane aspect of everyday life. They have thus furthered understandings of how wartime rape can be conducted on a mass scale in the midst of everyday life. Rapes committed by one or multiple perpetrators happened in ordinary houses where the women and girls were kept for days, weeks, or months. Regularly, they were also transported from home to home. The full content of their experience will emerge over time. So far, though, the narrative content has provided rare insights into a normalization of violence that had some unique elements when compared with the other cases discussed in this book. It leads us to think about the role of sexual violence during violent conflict and war. As also discussed concerning the Rwandan and Bosnian witnesses, the use of sexual violence in conflict may have a number of functions and motives; it may be an explicitly expressed tactic enforced from the top down, or it may be a case of individual soldiers, or groups of soldiers, who are in fact breaking discipline by opportunistically committing these crimes (Eriksson Baaz and Stern 2013, 5). When it comes to ISIS, sexual violence was an organized part of their exercise of power and discipline that was encouraged by the leadership, as for example shown in the detailed instructions and exhortations for the use of such violence that ISIS published in their online magazine Dabiq (Reuters 2014). What is remarkable is how this tactic of war became integrated into the private sphere.

          Some parts of the enslavement process included suffering that was shared collectively, often during periods when the women and girls were held captive in camps and collection centers. The stories tell of the sense of collective support that they were able to find through sharing the same experience, and the strength they gathered from being with friends and relatives from home. Sometimes they were able to communicate when they were held in the same place for quite extended periods of time. They tried to find out information about relatives and friends, and they planned escapes together. At the same time, the utter loneliness that so many of the survivors expressed in relation to the fear of social stigmatization and ostracism is one of the strongest themes emerging from the surviving Yazidi women’s testimonies. They are witnesses who manage to describe how patriarchal norms are perpetuated both during and after captivity, and their stories reveal the dire consequences that resulted from women’s bodies being perceived as vessels for collective honor. The fact that the Yazidi women spoke about these consequences in their testimonials has deepened understandings of this particular type of gender violence, and how such norms carry over the violence of the genocide into the future.

          Overall, the testimonies confirm that the gender-based violence was an expression of structural, political, social, and cultural structures that predated the ISIS genocide and continued after it, and extended beyond the territory controlled by ISIS’s so-called caliphate. The women who came as refugees to Europe and North America have had to face the stark reality of living, in the societies where they have taken refuge, alongside ISIS fighters who have been able to return to their home countries; this further increases the women’s vulnerability as traumatized refugees who have escaped genocide and enslavement as well as many other human rights violations. Furthermore, coming home to another version of patriarchy was difficult for many Yazidi women, and the disciplining power of their community added one more burden. The testimonies reveal an embodied narrative constructed around guilt and shame, reinforced by brutal societal forces that silenced them and refused to acknowledge their victimhood.

        
        
          Narrative Production: Outside the Legal Realm

          The sites for delivering the testimonies reflect the contemporaneity of the conflict, and this has implications for the possibilities of expressing narrative agency. As the testimony is produced, the narrator makes decisions about form, ordering, style of representation, and means of housing the fragments of lives that are shared (Riessman 1993, 13). Moreover, the anticipated response to the story told inevitably shapes what gets included and excluded.

          At the beginning of the chapter, we noted how a testimony by a Yazidi woman, the mother of Reda, was instrumental in the first conviction of an individual for genocide in connection with his actions as an ISIS member. More trials under universal jurisdiction have followed, and there is hope that more trials will be held also locally in Iraq and Syria. Given the number of crimes committed, it is crucial that more trials should follow. In September 2017, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 2379, under which the United Nations Investigative Team to Promote Accountability for Crimes Committed by Da’esh/ISIL (UNITAD) was established to collect, preserve, and analyze evidence of serious crimes alleged to have been committed by ISIS and to initiate capacity-building projects with the Iraqi legal authorities. The UN had found at the time the resolution was passed that Iraq’s judicial system was critically flawed and failed to deliver tangible justice for victims of ISIS (UN 2017). As all ISIS human rights violations were lumped together under the heading of terrorism, particular crimes were erased from the legal narrative. The crime of sexual enslavement was often obscured, and the judicial record has not been able to provide any deepened understanding of the gendered patterns and contexts of the ISIS violence (El-Masri 2021). UNITAD has since then been conducting its own investigations, which have contributed to bringing to light the gendered nature of the crimes committed by ISIS (see also UNITAD 2023).

          Future testimonies by Yazidi women and others will undoubtedly play a crucial role in legal developments in Iraq and in trials elsewhere in the world under universal jurisdiction. However, at the time of writing, the narrative production has mainly taken place outside the legal realm. We have noted the attention accorded to Yazidi women survivors at sites such as the Nobel Peace Prize ceremony and in the speeches at the UN by Nadia Murad. Beyond such high-profile spaces, the narrative production has further developed in the space provided by cultural production aimed at a wide audience. In addition to the best-selling books by Khalaf, Murad, and Otten, documentaries such as the award-winning films Sabaya and On Her Shoulders have reached a wide audience, although they do not present any “full” stories but rather fragments that speak through haunting images as much as through speech. From the women’s stories, we have identified a number of reflections on the narrative production that shed some light on the reasons why these testimonies were given. As we have analyzed above, the women who decided to speak out were driven by a will to hold the perpetrators to account through retributive justice and the punishment of perpetrators, while also calling into question patriarchal practices in their own community.

          Do Yazidi witnesses also seek to heal themselves through storytelling? In our analysis of Rwanda, the transformative power of testimony was an explicitly expressed theme, as women argued that they had “become human again” through putting words to their experiences and sharing the burden with others who were in a similar situation. Such processes and motives for testifying are less commonly expressed by the Yazidi women. However, in the afterword of Farida Khalaf’s book, her coauthor, Andrea Hoffman, comments on the narrative process and notes how Farida began to change her interpretation of the violence she had experienced: “After a few days Farida’s mood improves. Although talking has churned her emotions, it has also triggered an inner process of clearing up. Now she starts trying to reorder and reassess her experiences. I attempt to help her in this—I keep saying that in my eyes she’s a heroine who has shown immense courage. Farida beams at this; she likes the idea. But in an environment where it’s constantly hinted that she ought to be ashamed at what was done to her, she finds it hard to acknowledge” (Khalaf 2016, 203).

          This passage can tell us something about the immense difficulties Yazidi women experience in producing a coherent narrative about their experiences. As the passage is written by the outsider, the coauthor, who obviously has been important in drawing out the testimony, it also makes us aware of the expectations there are on witnesses to perform a temporal ordering that brings some form of coherence, helping them “to move on” or achieve “closure,” as noted by critical reconciliation scholars (e.g., Hinton 2018; Rosoux 2018). As we pointed out above, the materials that we analyze are products of coauthoring or other forms of editorial processes that play a role in making the testimonies meaningful and coherent for an outside audience so that they can be circulated. The editing process is clearly in evidence if we compare the smooth and tidied testimonies to this unedited excerpt, from an interview by Hosseini with L.A., a refugee in Germany:

          
            IS man use drugs and when he get drugs feel angry, I gave to my small daughter one glass of petrol and to other children and myself, to die all together. I tried to die. He told me you should come to Sinjar Mountain for fighting we drunk petrol but nothing happen to us. I refused to go Sinjar, he told me “you have to fight and go to heaven if you do not kill how you will go to heaven?” I thought I can bring my children with me. He put my 2 years daughter in one box and closed it and put it in a room. And another child in another room and locked the door. I took me one week to Sinjar to fight and kill. I sit beside one stone, and cry about how I killed someone, and told my daughter that she is in danger, and he forced me to shoot and after that we went back to Raqqa and open the door and box when I back, my daughter could not move and recognize me, she lost some part of her body, when I hug her I felt her die, I wanted to wash her. (Hosseini 2020, 75)

          

          The memories of L.A. are seemingly directly published from the interview transcript, lending an immediacy to the testimony. It illustrates how trauma is beyond time in a sense, as “trauma time” does not follow the before and after of ordinary time (Edkins 2006). There are also several layers of stories in this short passage, concerning being forced to fight, trying to commit suicide, and losing a child. These few lines illustrate that testimonies may not come out polished and organized; researchers or cowriters will inevitably make editing decisions to produce a coherent written text from oral testimony.

          As analyzed in the other cases, the relationship between the production of testimonies and time is a troubled one. The testimonies given by the Rwandan witnesses refer not only to the genocide itself but also to the following decades of suffering and precarious living in communities that ignored their pain or shamed them into silence. During all that time they did not receive public recognition or material redress. This is also the case for most Bosnian victims of sexual violence. Hence the idea of achieving closure through giving testimony can be questioned. When it comes to the Yazidi witnesses, we have yet to see to what extent their experiences of giving testimony will be capable of helping to bring about change in their own lives.

        
        
          Narrative Circulation: Building Momentum

          Many key testimonies by Yazidi women have been widely circulated at local, national, and global levels. The Yazidi women’s testimonies have been heard against a backdrop of the already well-established WPS agenda and a legal, political, and social pre-understanding of sexual violence as a crime. The WPS agenda can thus serve as a vital instrument for Yazidi survivors to strengthen accountability for conflict-related sexual slavery committed by ISIS, and also to seek out services that may bring material and psychological relief and aid recovery. We see that universal jurisdiction has been used as a means of bringing perpetrators to justice in national contexts outside of Iraq. At the beginning of this chapter we recounted how such a trial led to one of the first convictions for sexual violence committed by ISIS; the testimonies delivered in the context of the trial were here clearly instrumental. Furthermore, the internationally renowned human rights lawyer Amal Clooney, quoted above in her role as legal counsel for the mother of the five-year-old Reda, has played a prominent role in helping certain public testimonies to gain global traction as she has advocated for the cause of the Yazidi women and girls in various forums.

          We find that the testimonies have been important not only at the global level but also in advocacy efforts regarding legal processes and transitional justice reparations. On the positive side, Iraq was the first country in the Middle East to adopt a National Action Plan (NAP) for UNSCR 1325; however, its NAP falls short of adequately addressing the specific needs of Yazidi survivors of sexual slavery. There is also Iraq’s Yazidi (Women) Survivor Law, which was introduced in 2021 after intensive lobbying by Yazidi activists and is seen as a key step for the implementation of the WPS agenda in that country. One of its suggestions has yet to materialize at the time of writing: a court in which crimes against the Yazidi by ISIS are to be tried. Such a court could develop into an important site for the systematic collection and dissemination of women’s testimonies.

          Locally, advocacy through testimony is likely to have played a key role in encouraging the Yazidi community to take some steps away from rejecting the victims of ISIS violence, although this limited progress has been made within a still-dominant patriarchal discourse (see also Graham-Harrison 2017). For example, at the request of the then holder of the title of Baba Sheikh, a title that designates the Yazidi’s spiritual leader, all Yazidi women who had escaped from ISIS went to the Yazidi temple at Lalish to be rebaptized. This second baptism implied that the women were welcomed back into the faith, and was aimed at preventing their being rejected by the community. The fact that the Baba Sheikh then decided to “forgive” the Yazidi women and girls who managed to escape from ISIS captivity prompts us to think more closely about women’s status in the Yazidi community: Why did victims need “forgiveness”?

          Beyond legal spaces, the circulation of Yazidi women’s testimonies has mostly taken place in more popular spaces, which makes it important to understand who the audience is and what it expects to hear; and following on from that, we need to ask, to what extent can the witness control her own story once it has become public? The transmission of testimonies at the time of the genocide was at first largely in the hands of the media, which imposed a particular narrative framing. One typical news headline read, “Former Yazidi Sex Slave Faints While Confronting Her IS Rapist.” This was just one of many such headlines worldwide that used the epithet “sex slave” in relation to women victims (Sarac 2020). It is a trope loaded with sexual and colonial meanings that seem to function as clickbait; it is a particularly charged narrative device that becomes even stronger when coupled with the image of the “appropriate victim.” The circulation of Yazidi women’s testimonies involves many such tropes designed to hype up media attention (Hilhorst and Douma 2018).

          Further, it seems that victims did not always make an active choice to share their experiences. There has been public pressure on women and girls surviving ISIS captivity to give interviews to national and international journalists (Amnesty International 2014a). For example, Amnesty International reports that two women related that a foreign man who had claimed to be a doctor turned out to be a journalist: “He said that to cure our depression we should get out of the house and go for walks in the fields and sit in the sun. He had a large video camera and filmed us but said that our faces would not be shown” (Amnesty International 2014a). Three other girls interviewed by an Amnesty International researcher said that they did not want to speak to journalists, but that they felt they could not refuse because the family who hosted them had brought the journalists to them (Amnesty International 2014a).

          There has also been a similar controversy around the documentary film Sabaya, which we referred to above. Several of the women who participated in it claim that they never gave their consent. Furthermore, even for those participants who agreed to the filming, once the documentary is put into global circulation the consequences for the participants may be negative in ways that they could not have grasped at the time of filming. The women were recorded in moments of deep distress, and in addition, the film does not provide any space for them to formulate and narrate their stories in their own chosen words. The film therefore raises some fundamental ethical questions. Even if the women gave their consent, did they realize that their pain would be circulated globally with audiences consuming their pain in cinemas time and time again, all over the world?

          Individuals with higher status who are able to exercise considerable narrative agency may still face immense difficulties when it comes to controlling the message and the framing of the story of the crimes committed. Nadia Murad points to the gap between outside expectations and her own experiences: “Sometimes it can feel like all that anyone is interested in when it comes to the genocide is the sexual abuse of Yazidi girls, and they want a story of a fight. I want to talk about everything—the murder of my brothers, the disappearance of my mother, the brainwashing of the boys—not just the rape” (Murad 2017, 162). Murad resisted the scripting of her narrative agency in line with the expectations of a global audience, and instead sought to put rape into a context of multilayered violence. Her mission becomes especially clear in the documentary On Her Shoulders, which follows her on her journeys around the world. A lot of the focus in this documentary is on the consumption of Murad’s story by Western media, as she moves from radio studios to TV sofas, all the time being asked the same questions regarding sexual abuse. The more she speaks, the more drained she becomes, and the more silent in situations outside the studios. The film both shows and criticizes the media logic around the Yazidi women, yet also adds to the silencing, as it seems that Nadia Murad was never given the chance to speak her own mind. Thus the very silence the film seeks to criticize is perpetuated. However, in other sections of the film, she is much more vocal, most notably when it comes to addressing the Yazidi diaspora in Canada, in Germany, and in a refugee camp in Greece. She is preoccupied with circulating the story among Yazidis and making an impression, as she said in her own words in her memoir, “Sometimes even the Yazda members who have listened to my story countless times weep when I tell it; it’s their story too” (Murad 2017, 305).

          Beyond the global media outlets, the Yazidi diaspora has its own platforms for circulating testimonies and advocating for the Yazidis. For example, the advocacy organization Yazda has a vocal social media presence in several languages. Women survivors have also increasingly been sharing their stories directly online by uploading them themselves, often in the form of online videos, as explored by Hosseini (2019). In her digital ethnography, Hosseini notes that the women use the Internet to share stories and provide mutual support. They use social media in an instrumental fashion, as information shared in this way is used to seek the release of those still held in captivity (Hosseini 2019, 182).

          In terms of more popular, global interest in the experience of Yazidi women under the reign of ISIS, we see that individual testimonies can be enlisted in a number of causes that both empower and marginalize the storytellers, in a complex interplay between advancement and backlash, as evidenced throughout this book. There may also well be a considerable gap between the witness’s reasons for testifying, the meaning of her story to herself and others in her immediate sphere, and the instrumentalization of the testimonies for fundraising, advocacy, or commercial reasons. The books analyzed here are certainly commodities on a global market. During certain times and in certain spaces, witnesses may be able to come out of the shadows in order to claim visibility and a voice, and in such times and spaces, these voices may be amplified as they resonate with particular audiences. The circulation of Yazidi women’s testimonies amply illustrates our argument: If audiences have been quite willing to listen, this is a consequence of the narrative agency exercised by the witnesses who have gone before the Yazidi women—women from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, and so many other conflict-affected societies. Nevertheless, it is an unfortunate fact, in whichever time and space, that once the story has been let out of the private sphere and connected to a global, mediatized, and partly marketized discourse, the victims retain scant control.

        
      
      
        Conclusion

        The narrative agency of Yazidi women has been considerable. Building on the narrative space opened up by women who preceded them, they have testified against the ISIS perpetrators who committed genocide and enslaved them, revealing their experiences of a gendered violence that had a deep misogyny at its core. While the world has eagerly devoured media stories of “sex slaves,” the women have challenged, destabilized, and transformed this narrative so as to relate a far more complex story. Their stated aim has been to make the world know, to get the perpetrators to face justice, and to provide information that will feed into the ongoing search for women and girls who are still held captive. They have also taken on the difficult task of challenging patriarchal structures in their own community, thereby making visible a second, very heavy burden of rejection and shame.

        Hence, we see that their narrative agency, although severely restricted, has opened up a difficult but important dialogue within the Yazidi community, in Iraq as well as in the diaspora. As for the global arena, crucial knowledge about gendered violence in violent conflict has been transmitted to key bodies such as the UN through the activities of several individuals, foremost among them Nadia Murad. Popular writings have made a larger audience cognizant of the relationship between gender and war, through the voices of witnesses. Although the multiplicity and plurality of the Yazidi women’s voices have been forced into certain relatable frames so as better to evoke empathy, their testimonies have nevertheless added complexity and important new knowledge about the gendered dimensions of enslavement and dehumanization.

        On a general note, the concept of narrative agency focuses on the agential capacity for the construction of narratives. We claimed that narrative agency is relational, unfolding in the intersubjective relations that emerge when a narrative is produced and circulated among people situated in time and space. Narratives and narrative agency are thus coconstituted as stories are told and heard, meaning that to exercise narrative agency is to engage in activities that form spaces of relationality. When it comes to the Yazidi women’s narrative agency, it develops in those spaces of relationality that have been produced as a result of the testimonies by women who went before them, women who were instrumental in creating the WPS agenda to begin with. Sarah Drews Lucas’s (2018, 126) claim that “narrative agency is the capacity to make one’s situation meaningful in a web of other narratives” is here of particular importance.

        Just as in the cases of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Rwanda, and Sri Lanka, we should always take into consideration that the Yazidi women have been unable to narrate many of their experiences, as they cannot speak of what has been deemed unspeakable. The ones who have been able and willing to speak out are constrained by strong patriarchal norms. Some have been silenced against their will, and some have chosen silence as the most advantageous strategy. Nevertheless, other witnesses have been very vocal in changing the patriarchal script, and we argue that it is the already existing spaces of relationality that have made it possible to break some silences and transform some narratives, both in the global arena and in their own communities.

        The WPS agenda has been further developed through the knowledge produced by Yazidi women witnesses, and this knowledge is only just beginning to be institutionalized and legalized through a number of different processes. In the coming years, we expect more trials to follow, more reparations to be made available to Yazidi women victims, and more stories to be shared.

      
    
  
    
      
        
          6
          Bringing the Cases Together
        

      
      The collection of women’s voices in this book spans four conflict settings and more than twenty-five years. The voices heard reveal how possibilities for women to testify about atrocities and trauma face gendered challenges, as women’s testimonies are often overshadowed by the loud, masculinized war narratives that have historically privileged stories told by men. At the same time, these voices show how victimhood can be a powerful platform for narrative agency, and women’s willingness to come forward demonstrates their courage and strength as well as the power of their testimony. Their testimonies have disrupted silences, challenged gender stereotypes, and confronted social stigmatization. Our connective reading across the various conflict settings finds that as women’s voices grow stronger, they have the potential to disrupt hegemonic war narratives and contribute to transformative change.

      This chapter discusses our conclusions from the analyses in the preceding chapters, and synthesizes key findings about narrative agency across the four contexts. The main insights regarding the dimensions of narrative agency and the narrative process are summarized in table 6.1, and are discussed in more detail under three key sections that revisit burdened, scripted, and transformative narrative agency. The chapter concludes by pointing to women’s narrative agency as a driving force in gendering knowledge of war.

      
        Revisiting Burdened Narrative Agency

        In order to capture the trauma inherent in the testimonies about war and its gendered consequences that women share, we have proposed the concept of burdened narrative agency as a key dimension of women’s witnessing. Building on Meyers (2016), we use the term “burden” to draw attention to the deep harm suffered by victims of atrocities, which constrains their agency in the storytelling moment. The burden is at the core of the power of the storyteller, giving her moral authority both as a victim and as a witness.

        
          
            Table 6.1: Narrative Agency and Key General Insights

          
          
            
              	
                Dimensions of Narrative Agency

              
              	
                CONTENT

              
              	
                PRODUCTION

              
              	
                CIRCULATION

              
            

          
          
            
              	
                BURDENED

              
              	
                The “impossibility of bearing witness” has to be acknowledged.

                The burden is expressed through corporeality, and the trauma is embodied.

                Postwar continuities of violence, insecurity, and vulnerability also mean continuities in trauma.

              
              	
                The meaning of the traumatic experience changes over time and space and in relation to the audience.

                There is risk of retraumatization when experiences and suffering are recalled.

              
              	
                The double burden generates interest and action beyond local contexts.

                Circulation brings risks of a “trade in trauma.”

                The witness loses control over her own testimony once it is put into circulation.

              
            

            
              	
                SCRIPTED

              
              	
                Patriarchal norms and gendered discourses of shame create silences, in particular regarding sexual violence.

                Self-discipline by narrative agents makes content conform with victim positionalities judged “appropriate,” e.g., “the mother,” “the virgin,” “the innocent girl.”

              
              	
                Disabling postwar spaces and times script the narrative agency of the witness.

                The testimony is affected by the time of witnessing in relation to the development of the WPS agenda.

                A postwar conservative backlash may shrink the space for women’s narrative agency.

                Judicial procedures search for evidence of crime and often fragment witnesses’ complex testimonies.

                Secondary witnessing can come at the cost of silencing the witnesses’ own experiences.

              
              	
                A selective hearing by audiences may uphold gender stereotypes in metanarratives.

                Women’s testimonies may become commodities in a global arena with certain demands of “sellability.”

                Circulation of testimonies in local contexts may lead to stigmatization and ostracism of witnesses.

              
            

            
              	
                TRANSFORMATIVE

              
              	
                The witness realizes the power of the personal experience to make “the world” listen, which in turn helps establish a sense of dignity.

                The witness may be empowered by being able to choose what to tell.

                In certain spaces and at certain times, chosen silence can be a form of narrative agency.

              
              	
                Enabling spaces and times may bring personal, political, and social transformation.

                The WPS agenda has opened up more space for women’s narrative agency.

                Some formal spaces such as courts and tribunals have power to bring about changes to legislation.

                Informal spaces with a focus on the victim/witness rather than the perpetrator may enable sociopolitical and personal transformation.

                Plural and diverse spaces that develop over time enable transformation.

              
              	
                Circulation of testimonies may challenge patriarchy through the transformation of metanarratives.

                Circulation of testimonies consolidates the WPS agenda.

                Testimonies circulated earlier may make later testimonies hearable.

                Plurality of spaces enables a diversity of stories to circulate.

                Popular culture, including memoirs and films, makes testimonies accessible to a broader audience.

                Global acknowledgment can rebuild a sense of dignity.

              
            

          
        

        We recognize that victims of war-related atrocities and human rights abuses are commonly portrayed as “traumatized individuals who are unfailingly psychologically scarred by their experiences, if not always physically” (Rudling 2019, 428). When engaging with horrific war-related experiences as a burden that gives women witnesses authority to speak, the intention is not to simplify the notion of trauma. While trauma is a complex psychological phenomenon that encompasses a range of distressing experiences that cause lasting emotional and, at times, physical effects, trauma is also a discourse that is used to construct “hierarchies of victimhood” (Rudling 2019, 431).

        We understand trauma as culturally and contextually dependent (Pain 2021), recognizing its subjective nature, as individual women may respond differently to similar traumatic events. Trauma can transverse time and resist any temporal ordering of before and after; as this study extends over time, it can demonstate how the impact of trauma reaches beyond the immediate aftermath of the event. Multiple temporalities are at work when women attempt to structure narratively their experiences of violence and their deep insecurities. The burden of the trauma entails “events that resist meaning” (Edkins 2003, 37), and simplistic attempts to have victims “move on” are insensitive and often counterproductive.

        The testimonies studied here all have in common that they are corporeal and are detailed regarding the embodied experience. They recount a range of experiences that are somehow “made real” to the listening audience. When a Sri Lankan mother, testifying about losing her son, tells us, “At that moment he hit my son’s neck with the knife. My son just collapsed to my shoulder like he fell asleep,” we feel the loss in our own bodies (Herstories, Tree of Life, Moneragala 1, 2012). When Nadia Murad recounts a small detail about the multiple rapes she suffered in captivity by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in northern Iraq, she brings us into that room facing the perpetrator: She recalls that “before it was his turn to rape me, he took off his glasses and carefully put them down on table” (Murad 2017, 175). In the Bosnian context, we hear, from an anonymous witness from the town of Sanski Most, how the violence left physical marks: they “bit parts of my body and in this way left traces in the shape of bruises and dark patches, I observed the largest numbers of dark patches and bruises in my neck area” (quoted in Vušković and Trifunović 2008, 87–88). And from Rwanda, Hildegarde Nyampinga, when testifying about the continuities of pain long after the actual atrocities had ended, captures in just a few words how pain and trauma is corporeally present: “I had back pain. I was living in loneliness and I had intense heartache. I was often feeling like a brainless person” (Nyampinga [2014] 2018, 22). We get a sense of the heavy weight of the burden these women carry when hearing testimony about their experiences.

        A strong theme across all cases is that the burden becomes a mark of shame and a basis for stigmatization. We identify a double burden, in that the experiences of trauma are not only extremely difficult to carry but also become stigmatizing. In many of the societies that we have studied, the burden is socially unacceptable due to prevailing gender norms and stereotypes. The most glaring stigma concerns women who have experienced sexual violence, which is stigmatizing across all our cases. A Bosnian woman testifying at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) expressed the sense of shame in embodied terms, saying she “felt very, very dirty, soiled” (ICTY 2000b, 1676). For the Yazidi and Sri Lankan women in particular, the shame spilled over to affect their families—which was so devastating for the women victims that for some suicide seemed the best option. Another stigma that emerges in the analysis concerns widowhood. Widowhood carries particular challenges in Sri Lanka. The stigma carried by war widows is present across ethnic groups in Sri Lanka, but is particularly severe for widows associated with the militant Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) movement, creating an intersecting stigma that continues beyond the war.

        The analysis of burdened narrative agency in the four cases says something important when it comes to temporality and testimony. Across the cases, we note postwar continuities of insecurity and vulnerability, with new layers of violence being added over time. The trauma from the war spills over into peacetime and becomes a continued source of vulnerability, insecurity, and ill health. In Sri Lanka, the postwar experience of many women who lost their husbands and sons in the war has been that they are forced to take on the role of the breadwinner and carry the burden of poverty that is part of the postwar reality. Trauma also has intergenerational dimensions carried over to the children. In Rwanda, some women testify as to how the postgenocide period brought new burdens in the form of human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infections, a disease that is a tragedy not only for the women but also for the many children who were conceived as a result of sexual violence during the genocide and who were born with the virus. Children are the hidden victims of sexual violence and in the longue dureé of postwar Bosnia and Herzegovina, intergenerational trauma is in evidence as children conceived as a result of rape reach adulthood and increasingly articulate the trauma they have inherited. Some of the children may have experienced rejection by their mothers, as well as stigmatization in their families and society. Now, decades after the war ended, they are mobilizing to get recognition for themselves and their mothers (Reliefweb 2022).

        Thinking about the burden in relation to narrative circulation, such individual testimonies, to the extent that they give insight into actual experiences, can bring about change and “make the world listen” as they are brought into circulation and begin to shape advocacy and policy responses. As we listen to the testimonies across the decades, we hear the voices of the witnesses speaking out in order to avoid oblivion. Yet we know little about what happens when experiences and narratives are transmitted. It is of key importance, therefore, to pay close attention to the processes whereby women’s narratives are framed, scripted, understood, circulated, and acted upon or not acted upon, as the witness may see her power over her own story slip away. Once the witness has told her story, and the testimony is put into circulation, she loses control over it.

        While the burden, the trauma, generates interest and action beyond local contexts, the process of circulation risks turning personal traumas into public hype. Women’s traumatic experiences can become commodified for various purposes. Sometimes sensationalism drives the commodification process, sometimes advocacy. The notion of a “trade in trauma” encompasses situations where narratives of trauma are leveraged and used for various forms of exploitation. In some contexts, media, literature, or even therapy sessions may inadvertently or intentionally sensationalize or commercialize traumatic stories, potentially perpetuating the retraumatization of the women involved.

        This dynamic was particularly pertinent in the analysis of those Yazidi women’s testimonies that have attracted media attention through the trope of the “sex slave”; the circulation of Yazidi women’s testimonies involves many such examples of escalating media hypes (Hilhorst and Douma 2018). It seems that the combination of women, slavery, and sexual violence functions as clickbait, amply loaded as it is with sexual and colonial meaning. It also reiterates images of women as passive victims (Minwalla, Foster, and McGrail 2022). Likewise, at the time of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the notion of a “rape camp” struck a similar chord among consumers of news worldwide. Some observers suggest that there has been a fetishization of sexual violence in the discourse around the Bosnian war as propagated in the global media, and that this has spilled over into many of the contemporary discourses relating to women’s experiences of war (Meger 2016). One result of such discourse is that it enhances the invisibility of women and denies them their agency. In Sri Lanka, the women who tell their stories recount how testifying is retraumatizing. Gowrinathan (2021, 41) reminds us how a Tamil woman, whose story of wartime rape was widely circulated in the news media, perceived being interviewed about the rape as another kind of torture. Similarly, Yazidi women have testified about intrusive journalistic practices in which women who had escaped from ISIS captivity felt forced to retell their stories under great emotional distress (Foster and Minwalla 2018). Thus, women who share their testimony may encounter constraints when their witness statements are relayed through a host of different spaces (Schaffer and Smith 2004).

        In sum, the burden is a crucial aspect of women’s narrative agency and reveals the trauma that is at the foundation of the agency, power, and moral authority of women witnesses. It is also the traumatic experiences that attract global attention and at times create media hypes. The burden, stemming from deep harm, underscores the corporeal and stigmatizing nature of the experience—which extends beyond immediate postwar periods and often manifests itself as intergenerational trauma—as well as the challenges of returning to live in patriarchal societies.

      
      
        Revisiting Scripted Narrative Agency

        A second important feature of women’s narrative agency is its scripted nature, as is evidenced in the testimonies. Spaces and times that are disabling for the witnesses clearly script their narrative agency in various ways across the cases studied, and patriarchal norms and gendered discourses of shame create absences and silences in testimonies, particularly when it comes to testifying about sexual violence.

        The postwar era can also be a disabling time for women’s narrative agency in a more general way. This period often sees enhanced (ethno)nationalism and religiosity, and a conservative backlash for women. A central challenge for the women testifying is the patriarchal structures that have been reinforced once the war or mass violence has concluded. In Rwanda, for example, in the postgenocide era, gender equality has been the core aim of the government, in public declarations at least. Yet there is a gap between the discourse and legislation, on the one hand, and the lived realities of the victims on the other. Through the years Rwandan women witnesses have encountered harsh discrimination and ostracism, which has also brought extreme poverty for many of them as they struggle to survive on their own. The prevalence of HIV among the survivors of sexual violence only deepens the stigma that society attaches to them, undermining their narrative agency.

        For the Yazidi women and girls who survived the brutality of ISIS captivity, returning to their community brought new challenges and restrictions linked to traditional religious values and norms. At first, the religious leaders rejected them, and they were often treated as outcasts. Eventually, and due to extensive lobbying by Yazidi women advocates such as Nadia Murad, who continued to speak out and gain the attention of international audiences, their situation improved somewhat. However, many women who had given birth to children in captivity faced a new trauma, as their children were not welcome in their community. While there was extensive knowledge within UN bodies of the crimes committed against the Yazidi women, partly due to testimonies by Nadia Murad and others, at the local level the women faced harsh rejection. There, they were generally regarded as permanently damaged,  and this in turn generated feelings of guilt among the victims, who perceived that their return had disgraced their families. In essence, there was little space in the lives of the returnees to speak freely about the crimes committed against them.

        Many witnesses therefore had to convey their stories in writing or speech within certain accepted frames. In many testimonies the content conforms to “appropriate victim” frames such as “the mother,” “the faithful wife,” “the virgin,” or “the innocent girl,” and it emerges that the narrators are often actively silenced when they attempt to go beyond these frames. The Yazidi women, for example, took care to portray themselves as “perfect victims” in their testimonies and told of their attempts at suicide as examples of how much they were willing to do in order to bring back their families’ honor, which they believed they had somehow soiled by being abducted, enslaved, and sexually tortured.

        One of the most important spaces for women’s testimony is the setting of judicial courts and tribunals, and we find that these settings in various ways have a strong influence in scripting the narrative agency of the witness. To qualify as legal evidence, the testimony must comply with norms of what is considered credible and reliable information, and has to become “a piece of positivist evidence” (Schaffer and Smith 2004, 37). Accordingly, testimonies can become important legal evidence only by following judicial procedures that provide a certain legal script. The effort to build a credible case against the perpetrators makes the individual woman’s story less important than the accumulation of the many stories of violation. Furthermore, as is evident in the preceding chapters, spaces where global justice is enacted tend to uphold lines of questioning that re-entrench gendered hierarchies. In Rwanda and Bosnia and Herzegovina, women witnesses had their credibility questioned, or were blamed for the very crimes that had been carried out against them and that they were testifying about. For example, a judge at the ICTY asked a witness whether she had been taking medication before taking the stand, and whether it would affect her ability to testify (ICTY 2000a). Such questioning of the witness’s mental state undermines her narrative agency and perpetuates stereotypical perceptions of women victims. The same will apply to truth and reconciliation commissions and similar initiatives, unless certain measures are put in place to allow space for uninterrupted storytelling. The Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC) in Sri Lanka provided very little space for unscripted narrative agency. Furthermore, that commission had no specific mandate to look at gender-based violence, and there was no gender training for commission members (De Mel 2013). In Rwanda’s Gacaca hearings, the women testifying about sexual violence were heard in private settings. While this setup was ostensibly to protect women witnesses, the practice simultaneously marked women’s experiences as shameful.

        Women often engage in secondary witnessing, meaning that they testify about other people’s experiences. Secondary witnessing has been politically influential in societies transitioning from war, and narrative agency can thus be expressed through such secondary witnessing. Yet this practice sometimes comes at the cost of silencing the experiences of the witness herself, which is a form of scripting. When women testify on behalf of their husbands or sons, they place the men center stage and themselves as secondary figures. This predicament is most obvious in the Sri Lankan testimonies. In the majority of the witness statements by women in the LLRC, the accounts of trauma that the women chose to talk about are of a secondary nature and revolve around the violence, forceful abduction, and death of their husbands or sons. Likewise, many Bosnian women testified about their loss of husbands and sons in the Srebrenica genocide and about the long-term suffering of not knowing what actually happened to their loved ones. The Bosnian women have used their narrative agency as an important platform for advocacy, and one of the most powerful victim organizations in Bosnia and Herzegovina is the Mothers of Srebrenica, comprised of women who lost male relatives in the Srebrenica genocide.

        Furthermore, we find that the local community where the witness resides may be fraught with insecurity, and that the circulation of testimonies in local contexts makes witnesses vulnerable to threats and stigmatization, turning this local context into a disabling space that discourages the breaking of silences or speaking out. Although some of the women have testified in international courts, some have been main characters in documentaries, and a handful even have had access to elite spaces such as the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), in the local context they often have low status, lack material support, and are extremely vulnerable. For women testifying in Rwanda’s Gacaca courts, security was minimal, with neighbors reportedly listening in on the formal sessions. Some Rwandan women who testified have since then been living alone, as outcasts. In a report from 2004 about witnesses at the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), all witnesses interviewed reported that they had been threatened when they returned home after giving testimony. In many cases, perpetrators still lived in close proximity to their victims: as one witness noted, “Six of the rapists . . . still live in the community” (Clare, in Survivors Fund n.d, 46). It does not come as a surprise that many women subsequently regretted giving testimonies.

        We thus find that women’s scripted narrative agency emerges as a complex phenomenon, shaped and reshaped by spaces and times that have a disabling effect; it is a phenomenon that is intricately woven into the fabric of their narratives. Many testimonies reveal a clear negative influence of disabling spaces and times on the expression of narrative agency, and more generally reflect how women navigate societal expectations, judicial procedures, and community norms in the aftermath of war. We note the overarching impact of the conservative postwar environment comprised of patriarchal norms and gendered discourses of shame. This impact is seen in women’s narrative agency in how these norms and discourses script their narratives and contribute to absences and silences within the testimonies, particularly in relation to experiences of sexual violence. The interplay of these procedures, norms, and discourses engenders a constrained form of narrative agency, highlighting the challenges women face in narrating their experiences within the prevailing frameworks.

      
      
        Revisiting Transformative Narrative Agency

        A third and equally important characteristic of narrative agency is transformative agency. In the face of severe restrictions on women’s narrative agency, some women have nevertheless found opportunities to speak up. Testimonies by women witnesses tell us how they have realized the power of personal experience, how it is the foundation for gaining the world’s attention, which in turn helps establish a sense of dignity. As discussed above, the burden holds a certain power that can become transformative through narrative agency.

        In the cases studied, the women’s willingness to transform comes across with great strength, and this willingness translates into a powerful transformative narrative agency. The aims of the witnesses are multilayered. They range from a personal desire to heal to hopes of restoring dignity and a desire to contribute to global justice. The women come forward to testify about traumatic experiences for the sake of their children, and as a moral duty to those who were killed. They do it for future generations, so that the world will know about the atrocities they have experienced and will not let it happen again. And they do it to combat impunity and have the perpetrators punished.

        Most witnesses in the preceding analyses, to some degree at least, chose what to tell. The testimonies we have analyzed are not forced testimonies; the decision of what to convey was made by the narrator herself. The women testifying may have been bound by certain scripts, as discussed above, or have been subjected to efforts to persuade them; but in the end, they have had a choice over whether or not to tell of their experiences, and what to tell, and what to withhold. Many women emphasize that, as they were subjected to violence both during and after the conflict, the fact that it was made possible for them to speak up has helped restore their sense of personal dignity. Having said this, it is equally important to recognize that choosing silence can also be an agential act. Silence can be used as an effective strategy by survivors to get on with their lives, to cope in their everyday lives, and to avoid stigmatization. Many witnesses may embrace (partial) silence as a more viable path toward restoring dignity and a sense of narrative control (Eastmond and Mannergren Selimovic 2012; Mannergren Selimovic 2020).

        Likewise, while spaces and times can be disabling, as discussed above, our findings show that they can also be enabling and may bring about personal, political, and social transformation. For example, while we have discussed how formal spaces constrain witness testimonies, those very same spaces have the power to bring about legal change. Notably, the ICTY and the ICTR war crimes tribunals exemplify the great impact that some of the testimonies had. A case in point is the trial that concerned rape camps in the small town of Foča in Bosnia and Herzegovina; this case resulted in rape during wartime being recognized as a war crime and a crime against humanity. After hearing the testimonies of more than twenty women (including some analyzed in this book) regarding repeated acts of rape and other kinds of sexual assault and intimidation, three perpetrators were sentenced to a total of sixty years in prison for crimes against humanity. The judgment is regarded as a landmark in international law, as it was the first time a court had found rape to be a form of torture (ICTY 2000b; 2000c; 2001). In Rwanda, a trial in the ICTR led to the world’s first conviction for genocidal rape (ICTR 1998). So far, there has only been a trickle of court cases regarding the Yazidi genocide, although increasingly members of the Yazidi diaspora, in cooperation with high-profile lawyers, have developed a strategy of using universal jurisdiction to bring perpetrators to justice. In the analyzis of Yazidi women’s testimonies we highlight the court case in Germany regarding the death of the girl Reda, who was kidnapped by ISIS, and note that it was her mother’s testimony among others that led to a genocide conviction for the killer (Amnesty International 2021; Clooney, von Wistinghausen, and Oesterle 2021).

        Sri Lanka stands out as a glaring example of a lack of legal justice for survivors of war, including women. The government has refused to investigate and prosecute those responsible for war crimes and has instead resorted to a series of “half-measures” to satisfy international criticisms (Cronin-Furham 2020). This approach by the government is part of the reason why the public hearings held as part of the LLRC have failed to generate any broader transformation in society.

        The Sri Lankan and Yazidi cases further indicate that their respective diasporas represent a crucial transnational space for bringing out the voices and testimonies of women, although the process is far from straightforward. When the official, national space was largely closed for transitional justice advocacy work in Sri Lanka, testimonies from the diaspora helped document human rights abuses (e.g., Sooka 2014), and there was lobbying for witness testimony in international bodies such as the UN Human Rights Council (Orjuela 2018). But Sri Lankan women also testify to how the harassment and stigma persisted even after they left the country, as noted by one of the witnesses: “I suffered there, I suffer here” (Kandasamy 2020, 46).

        In addition to legal and formal spaces, there are also informal spaces for giving testimony, and these may facilitate transformation. Over time, a diversity of spaces for women to come forward and testify has been developed in the cases we have studied, and such plural spaces are important for making it possible for transformation to happen. They include alternative justice mechanisms, psychosocial initiatives, creative spaces, and advocacy spaces. Alternative justice mechanisms can foster transformation by having a more prominent focus on the witness rather than the perpetrator. The Women’s Court in Bosnia and Herzegovina is the most visible example of what such informal spaces can do. It was a safe and empowering space, where women survivors could express and give voice to the emotional and psychological consequences of their war-related experiences and trauma (Campbell 2022).

        Psychosocial spaces come across as important for personal transformation, as in the case of the testimonies from the civil society project Solace Ministries, which organizes sociotherapy groups in Rwanda. Such projects are able to create spaces for victims to share their stories with fellow victims, so as to break out of their isolation in a supportive, safe space that also becomes a platform for documenting women’s stories. Likewise, the creative space of the Herstories project in Sri Lanka had a similar empowering ambition. In this case, the format for giving testimony, for example through letter writing, offered the women control; the stories were documented at home, in the women’s private space (Hettiarachchi 2022, 12).

        Advocacy spaces have the explicit purpose of political and social transformation. Exhibitions can be used as a space for advocacy through claims making and sharing life stories reflecting women’s experiences of war. The exhibition Peace with Women’s Face is an undertaking to incorporate a distinctly female perspective into the processes of historical reckoning and peacebuilding within the context of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This exhibition serves as a platform for articulating the narratives of women, elucidating their experiences, and recounting their resilience in the aftermath of war. The life stories presented are distinguished by their unique emphasis on the female perspective and personal experiences. They thus are in contrast to the prevailing metanarrative, which prioritizes nationhood and collective identity and marginalizes the experiences and accomplishments of women as individuals.

        Some of the material analyzed in this book, such as documentary films, memoirs, and exhibitions, has been produced for a wide audience. Popular culture, such as best-selling and coauthored memoirs and films, amplify women’s voices, circulate their stories, and make them accessible to a broader audience. This material has the potential to transform the metanarrative of war, and certainly amplifies the voices of the witnesses. At the same time, such means of communication involve a risk for women’s narrative agency, as their narratives will be (re)interpreted in a number of settings. The documentary about Rwandan witnesses—The Uncondemned—narrates the role of witnesses as transformative, and the film affords the key witnesses significant narrative agency. Furthermore, the audience gets to listen to women who were junior professionals working with human rights organizations or for the ICTR at the time, and who now get to tell their largely unheard stories about how they fought to bring gender-based crimes into focus as an apppropriate subject for legal justice. At the same time, creative spaces can come with their own scripting, as indicated by the controversies around one of the documentaries about enslaved Yazidi women, where the filmmakers have been accused of manipulation and false portrayal.

        Popular culture tends to disseminate existing societal perceptions, norms, and narratives surrounding violent conflicts. Representations of war in popular culture often depict gendered hierarchies, portraying men as active combatants and women as passive victims, and thus contribute to the construction of hegemonic masculinity norms associated with heroism and aggression, and femininity norms linked to vulnerability and dependence. Popular culture thus becomes a site where dominant discourses about gender and war are both reflected and perpetuated, but it can also be a site for questioning metanarratives around the conflict. For example, while the Bosnian film In the Land of Blood and Honey helped to reinterpret to some extent the ethnicized metanarrative of the Bosnian war as based on ethnic hatred, it simultaneously reinforced the stereotype of women as victims in need of male protection. On the other hand, popular culture can be an agential site used to challenge patriarchal values and gender hierarchies.

        A genre that has attracted less attention in the transitional justice literature concerns life stories told in the form of popular memoirs. These books are directed at a broad public and are marketed in dramatic terms. They emerge as an interesting platform through which victims can tell a richer story compared to, for example, testifying in courts or producing the snippets of narratives demanded by advocacy platforms. Memoirs form a creative space of their own: Through one testimony, the memoir often mixes individual and collective storytelling, amplifying a particular, personal experience through broader societal issues linked to the war experience. They are literary accomplishments that also serve as sites for advocacy.

        Witnessing in the form of memoirs has helped to identify and formulate direct criticism of the patriarchal hierarchies that are universally upheld and experienced, and in extension have helped challenge patriarchy through the transformation of metanarratives. When these themes emerge in personal memoirs, it indicates that once women are freer to tell their own stories, they do want to bring out these dimensions of their narratives. For example, Rwandan Yolanda Mukagasana writes poetically in her memoir that she is “aware of the loneliness of women in my country” (Mukagasana 2019, 168). Nadia Murad challenged the scripted stereotype of the “appropriate victim” when she stated that she was too afraid to fight back when being raped—which was a bold stand against the idea of the “appropriate victim” (Murad 2017, 162). Likewise, Farida Khalaf found ways to protest against the social stigmatization and ostracism she had experienced in the Yazidi community, and in fact succeeded in reestablishing her humanity. In doing so, she also revised her own understanding of the patriarchal aspects of her upbringing (Khalaf 2016, 181–83). The Yazidi women’s memoirs, written for a broad audience, were key in creating awareness of the genocide against the Yazidis and of the brutal yet normalized abuse women held prisoner in household settings suffered in the everyday life of ISIS rule. This helped break silences about gendered and stigmatized forms of violence in this particular conflict. In Sri Lanka, senior LTTE member Thamizhini justified her decision to join the militant movement by reasoning that “as a woman I also thought of it as an opportunity to rebel and shatter the stereotypes of womanhood held by my family and community around me” (Thamizhini 2021, 77). In the end, however, her hopes were shattered as she confesses that “the fact of the matter is . . . there was absolutely no change in the notions our society held regarding women” (Thamizhini 2021, 78).

        These examples illustrate how over time the disabling politics of the postwar period can be transformed, at least in part. Even deeply entrenched values can be challenged. But as in the case of Thamizhini, we also recognize how hard it is to truly transform societies’ patriarchal gender norms.

        Importantly, the transformative narrative agency exercised by women testifying about atrocity has overall been strengthened over time. The Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda, as it has gradually gained traction with funders of human rights nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), for example, and with judicial institutions, has created an enabling time and space in which to share testimonies and accumulate knowledge, so that women coming forward today can stand on the shoulders of those who came before them. Notably, the testimonies we have read and listened to are shaped by the moment in time of witnessing in relation to the development of the WPS agenda. The Rwandan and Bosnian women who testified broke collective silences about sexual violence as a systematic weapon of war. They testified in a world where sexual violence was not deemed to be a war crime. In a sense, they spoke into a void and had to break several barriers to get to speak and then be listened to. When testimonies about sexual violence during the Bosnian war began to emerge in interviews with human rights workers who had spoken with refugee and displaced women, it took time before these stories were taken into consideration. Two decades later, there is no longer any doubt that sexual violence is a prevalent type of war crime.

        Almost thirty years on, the Yazidi women have been able to speak up about the crimes committed against them against a background of transformed and more embracing international norms, which have lessened constraints on their narrative agency. The Yazidi witnesses used this existing narrative space to come forward with their stories of experiencing brutal violence, enslavement, and mass atrocities. There was also by then an international market receptive to books about their experiences, written for a popular readership. Testimonies from the Sri Lankan case showcase a less direct and more complicated relationship to the WPS agenda. While women’s testimonies helped shape international debates on peace and justice in Sri Lanka, especially via diaspora activism, the testimonies have not in any fundamental manner changed the domestic discourse—where the regime has at best paid lip service to international demands for justice and accountability. Yet when looking across our four cases, we see that women’s narratives of war have collectively contributed to gendering knowledge of war. In essence, the circulation of testimonies has brought the WPS agenda into existence and consolidated it.

        Transformative narrative agency, a key concept in our framework, thus underscores the dynamic and empowering role of bearing witness, influencing the reshaping of gendered structures, discourses, and self-identities. Our connective analysis demonstrates that testimonies possess the potential to instigate change and that women, particularly marginalized or silenced women, can be empowered by narrating their traumatic experiences. Through the act of bearing witness and sharing personal experiences, transformative narrative agency becomes a driver for social, political, judicial, and cultural transformation, offering an avenue for redefining metanarratives of war, and fostering a gender-just peace.

      
      
        Conclusion

        Women’s narrative agency is a powerful, dynamic force capable of challenging gender discourses and stereotypes, dismantling oppressive patriarchal structures, and promoting a more equitable society and a just peace. Yet, women’s narrative agency is often constrained and silenced—by societal expectations, by internalized beliefs about gender roles and worth, and by feelings of shame. Thus, to come forward and testify about war and atrocities requires immense courage. Giving testimony involves opening up about deeply personal traumatic experiences while navigating a legal system that can feel daunting, and a social context that may be unsympathetic or even hostile. Nevertheless, we find that women’s voices have the potential to bring about change, holding perpetrators to account and raising awareness about gender-based violence in war and its aftermath. Women’s narrative agency is thus about the assertion of rights, a refusal to remain silent in the face of injustice, and a demand for accountability.

        This chapter also highlights the book’s contribution to narrative theory. As others have noted before us, theoretical and conceptual discussions about the agency of the narrator are often underdeveloped in narrative theory (Lucas 2018). We have therefore read narrative theory with an eye to agency, bringing narrative and agency together into the concept of narrative agency in order to capture the powerful work that women are engaged in when they narrate their experiences of war and bear witness. Traumatic experiences like rape, displacement, starvation, and the loss of a child do really happen, but they can be narratively constructed in numerous ways. They become linguistic events, and as such do not happen outside of established meanings. This is not to say that all experiences are context bound, but it means that neither experience nor context is a given. The construction and sharing of narratives are expressions of agency, and this agency is found in the narrator and in the witness giving testimonies. Narrative agency is, however, not merely about recounting experiences but rather an agency embedded in a dynamic process through which women trouble the metanarrative of war and disrupt patriarchal structures, revealing the spatial and temporal complexities of speaking out within spaces and times that may be either disabling or enabling. The concept of narrative agency elucidates the multiple ways in which women resist being silenced and assert themselves, thus contributing to broader processes of transitions from war to peace and societal transformation.

        As this chapter draws to a close, it is imperative to recognize how the narratives we have encountered are deeply personal and embodied accounts of lived experiences. For this reason, it has been immensely important to approach this work with sensitivity, recognizing the inherent vulnerabilities of those whose stories we seek to amplify. In the final chapter we will expand on the details of our ethical stance, given the inherent sensitivity of research on trauma and the circulation of testimonies, and we will then draw out broader conclusions about women’s testimonies at this point in time, against a historical backdrop that is rapidly changing.

      
    
  
    
      
        Conclusion

        Troubling Testimonies in Changing Times

      
      
        There is really no such thing as the “voiceless.” There are only the deliberately silenced, or the preferably unheard.

        —Arundhati Roy (2006, 330)

      

      A great deal of water has passed under the bridge since Svetlana Alexievich, with War’s Unwomanly Face ([1985] 2017), first put a face on Russian women’s experiences during World War II. Groundbreaking at the time, the book consisted of a collage of testimonies from the front lines of war that gave firsthand accounts of women’s personal and emotional experiences in a way that had rarely been done before. Today, the gendered effects of war and the multifaceted challenges confronting women who have lived through conflict are better understood.

      Our book’s analysis of testimonies by women—from the wars in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Sri Lanka, the genocide in Rwanda, and the atrocities carried out against the Yazidi minority in Iraq—sheds further light on the face of war. In the preceding chapter, we brought together the insights gained from applying the concepts of burdened, scripted, and transformative narrative agency to understand the power of women witnesses in these four case studies. Here we revisit the three research questions that were asked in the introduction: What do women’s testimonies tell us about the gendered experience of war? How do women narrate their wartime experiences? How do women’s testimonies shape peace and justice?

      This book adds to the body of feminist studies that have shown the ways in which gendered knowledge is produced and circulated, and how this knowledge has helped to construct the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda (Krook and True 2012; True and Mintrom 2001). We advance the discussion further about the value of women’s narrative agency, and how women’s testimonies add to an understanding of gender, war, and peacebuilding. This chapter also takes stock of the state of play for the WPS agenda today, at a time when women’s rights globally are experiencing a conservative backlash.

      
        Women’s Testimonies Produce Gendered Knowledge of War

        Existing knowledge of war and peace has predominantly been shaped by men’s perspectives, experiences, and memories; the distinct ways in which women’s experiences and narratives contribute to understandings of war and peace have been sidelined. Women’s experiential and embodied knowledge has for a long time been overlooked and their experiences relegated to the periphery of knowledge production. In essence, knowledge production of war often ignores and marginalizes women’s experiences and gendered ways of knowing.

        Nevertheless, silenced, marginalized, and unheard women have been able to claim both visibility and a voice, leading to a wave of new expertise and knowledge (Hutchings 2023). Key to this new knowledge has been the courageous decisions taken by individuals to come forward and testify, and the urge to understand the complex role their testimonies have played in knowledge production about women’s war-related sufferings. Read together, the testimonies selected for analysis have deepened insights into how women have broken silences around gendered suffering and death, and in so doing have troubled the prevailing macronarratives around war and war crimes. The testimonies destabilize, disrupt, challenge, or at times confirm metanarratives around the dynamics of conflict and processes of peace and justice. They have revealed gender gaps in transitional justice and peacebuilding efforts and have generated new perspectives on what a gender-just peace should entail.

        The analyses undertaken in this book have aimed both to give access to the varied, detailed, and embodied insights from war that women express through their narrative agency, and also to reflect critically on the circumstances under which women testify and how their knowledge is often scripted. We have looked at, for example, how a narrative may be broken up by the modes of testifying in the witness stand in a courtroom, or how storytelling is curated into condensed segments for empathetic consumption by fundraisers. Knowledge production about the gendered nature of war is certainly a contingent terrain, with ongoing contestations around what is heard and what is silenced (Stevick and Groos 2010). Far from women’s testimonies being smoothly inserted into the episteme of war, the development of new knowledge is a frictional undertaking in which some testimonies are acknowledged and others are not (Björkdahl and Mannergren 2025a). We find that women’s testimonies are powerful and are a means to gender knowledge of war by diversifying modes of knowing, challenging dominant narratives, and promoting a more inclusive understanding of narrated experiences as a source of knowledge.

        The WPS agenda is both a consequence of, and has become an important site for, the ever-increasing knowledge production on women’s experiences of war and the gendering of the knowledge of war and peace. Women witnesses and their testimonies, together with women’s rights organizations, were central to the adoption of UNSCR 1325 and the shaping of the WPS agenda. Since the WPS agenda has been in place, it has become a narrative space into which new life stories, testimonies, and narrated experiences of war have been told and listened to. Our analysis reveals how women’s testimonies from the Rwandan genocide and from the wars in Bosnia and Herzegovina were vital for establishing the WPS agenda. It also shows how the Sri Lankan and Yazidi women’s testimonies, in efforts to gain global attention, could speak into this narrative space, which had already begun to be constructed by the WPS agenda.

      
      
        Women Knowing War

        Women know war, and their lived experience of war informs knowledge production as they document their stories through memoirs, testimonies, and personal narratives. Accessing the gendered predicaments of war through women’s testimonies unveils the individuality of experiences and vulnerabilities that may be obscured in a broader analysis of war; a more comprehensive understanding of the impacts of political victimization then emerges. There is thus a concern that when women’s testimonies become embedded in the knowledge system, complexity will be sacrificed, and knowledge will be interpreted and reproduced in ways that are difficult to predict.

        The exposure of gendered crimes constructs a particular victim position—one with connotations of innocence and passivity that may be damaging to women’s position as knowledge producers. The multilayered, multifaceted, and complex experiences of women during war do not fit into the palatable, simplified narrative of victimhood that to a large extent prevails in peace and conflict studies and transitional justice research, as well as in the knowledge system of the WPS agenda itself. In working on this book, we have been struck by the complexity of the women’s voices we have listened to. We have shared excerpts of their stories here, trying to convey the richness, the ambivalence, and the courage that resonate in their words. While many women witnesses recount the disempowerment they have experienced during war, they have also demonstrated agency by coming forward to tell their stories. The power of storytelling can make “the unsayable” sayable, helping victims to reorder their shattered lives and move on from “trauma time” to rebuild a sense of self. Additionally, some are stories of acts of courage, kindness, and resourcefulness in the midst of violence and dehumanization, destabilizing the dominant perception of women as passive victims. Women witnesses are not only victims but also hold other positionalities. Women perpetrators of violence, for example, challenge the trope of women as equated with passive victims of violence (Sjoberg and Gentry 2007), and indeed, scholars have recently started to pay attention to perpetrators as witnesses (Brown 2018; Schmidt 2017, 85–104).

        While recognizing that women’s knowledge of war is embedded in feelings of anxiety and antagonism, along with sorrow and suffering, sharing this knowledge can, under certain conducive circumstances, be a means of taking ownership of the experience. And whereas the agential act of speaking up can have disastrous consequences for some women through retraumatization, stigmatization, or new threats in the postwar era, we learn from the testimonies that many of the women also find personal healing in telling their stories, in addition to taking comfort from the idea that they are contributing to new knowledge and a transformation in global norms and legal practices.

      
      
        Knowing Trauma

        Through multiple and parallel readings of testimonies from the various contexts and times, we have become aware of the multiple traumas that women survivors of mass atrocity face—traumas that have a gendered dimension. The challenges women face in war are staggering. Their testimonies tell us about the feminization of poverty brought about by multiple displacements, and a harsh postwar environment in which widowhood carries a social stigma; they tell us about how displacement itself is a gendered experience where women are forced to give birth to children in the most stressful settings; they tell us about the physical pain and humiliating atrocities, including rape and enslavement, that women have had to face during war, but also about the gendered legacies of war, including giving birth to a child conceived from rape, contracting human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), and living with enduring shame and stigma.

        These gendered forms of violence show the continuities of violence in time and space, as well as the universality of violence against women, including the self-inflicted violence women do to their own bodies in order to punish or “purify” themselves. The historical contexts, power structures, and systemic inequalities that contribute to gendered trauma and coping become visible, and facilitate the identification of specific challenges faced by marginalized survivors within the context of conflict, peacebuilding, and transitional justice.

        While this book is about what the women actually spoke of in their testimonies, we recognize that silence always exists as an alternative option. Silence is the sounding board against which the voices that do speak up become even more pronounced and loud. We acknowledge that many women have deliberately chosen silence. Individuals deal with trauma in various ways, and for all humans who have experienced trauma, it can be hard to tell others about it, or even to admit to oneself what has happened. The urge to forget and move on can be strong. Women have not always been encouraged to share their experiences of war. Collectively upheld silences are an effective tool for denial of women’s voices and experiences, and the making and breaking of silences are key processes that impact the content, production, and circulation of women’s testimonies, intersecting in important ways with gendered and multilayered power hierarchies. Narrative silence, such as the collective denial of gender-based crimes, is derived from hegemonic, masculinized, often ethnonationalist narratives. The analysis across cases shows how disabling spaces and gendered scripts, as well as past and ongoing trauma, create narrative silences both for individuals and for the collective.

      
      
        The Testimony as a Source of Knowledge

        The analysis of testimonies across time and space prompts a reflection on the testimony as a source of knowledge. Our epistemology acknowledges narratives as part of meaning-making processes. Stories hold knowledge. Our ontology helps us to treat narratives as a phenomenon that is relational and intersubjective, constructed through entangled and layered connections among the narrator, the narrative, and the listener. Our narrative analysis helps us to unpack this complex relationship and read the narratives to understand the expressions of narrative agency, the content, their audience, and the importance of the narrative. And our bricolage methodology helps us to collect a broad range of testimonies. The testimonies have been deliberately collected from various conflict environments, and from diverse times within each conflict setting, and have been performed in various different spaces. Pieced together, they reveal a puzzle of women’s experience of war, and when put into dialogue with each other, they allow us to discern gendered patterns across the individual testimonies, spaces, and times.

        By reading and analyzing already-documented and publicly available testimonies, we can study women’s war-related and traumatic experiences without retraumatizing the women by asking them to retell their experiences. From our previous experience of collecting testimonies and carrying out interviews in conflict zones, we also know that such data-collection efforts and the documentation of atrocities and hardship raise very valid expectations of redress among those women who over and over again offer their time and share their experiences with researchers, civil society organizations, and government agencies.

        The approach also imposes limitations. Our positionality as female scholars writing from the northern margins has impacted the collection, reading, and analysis of the archive. Limited language skills have directed us to select transcribed and translated testimonies, which always comes with limitations. The selected testimonies are readily available in English, a choice also made with a view to focusing on testimonies that have been put into global circulation. Selecting testimonies in this way did inevitably mean privileging certain testimonies over others; important perspectives may have been lost or distorted while other testimonies risk being exploited and turned into a commodity once they have entered into global circulation. Thus, the ethical dimensions of studying testimonies about trauma have to be taken seriously.

        Importantly, we have been cognizant of the fact that giving testimony is a productive, but not unproblematic, form of hybrid storytelling and history production. Some stories have been curated to fit a certain format or script, while other testimonies have challenged the official interpretations of the past and the conventional history of war. For this reason the women whose testimonies we have analyzed in this book are regarded not only as sources of information but as agents of change and interpreters of history, each with her own unique positionality in a given time and space. Narrative analysis in practice has required us to engage in a series of “listenings,” which has helped us to identify conflicting voices in hierarchical power relations (Harel-Shalev and Daphna-Tekoah 2016), as well as to situate the testimony in the context in which it was produced.

        We find that bricolage as a methodology encourages such multilayered readings. Nevertheless, we also recognize the ethical dilemma that the writing of this book has posed, that is, being acutely aware of the witness’s loss of control over her own story once her testimony has been put into circulation, and at the same time deciding to republish the testimonies in this book. The decision to publish them was taken with the intention of safeguarding, accumulating, reading, and rereading women’s testimonies in order to amplify their voices across time and space.

      
      
        An Archive of Gendered Testimonies of War

        Bricolage as a qualitative methodology for collecting testimonies from a wide range of sources and settings has generated this archive of gendered testimonies of war. The selection of testimonies is motivated by the theoretical framework and justified by our desire to demonstrate the narrative agency of the women themselves. This compilation is not intended to form an exhaustive archive for our cases, but rather to enable us to probe the relevant dynamics of narrative agency.

        The archive accumulated through the bricolage methodology applied in this book can constructively be developed as an important practice for safeguarding women’s testimonies of war. The bricolage methodology thus speaks to the notion of feminist archiving, which is concerned with the collection, preservation, and interpretation of historical and contemporary testimonies with a specific focus on women’s experiences and contributions. To “gender the archive” in this way is an attempt to rectify gender imbalances in historical records, and ensures that women’s voices, achievements, and struggles are authentically represented and remembered. As a practice, archiving helps us to address historical silences, omissions, and biases related to women’s experiences of suffering, violence, and war. The archive assists in producing knowledge by documenting and valuing the diverse stories and perspectives of women.

        The archive accumulated in this book is a living archive. There is a great deal of potential for further analysis through applying the methodology to other past, present, and future conflicts. At the time of writing, testimonies about gendered violence are reaching us from the war in Ukraine and from the Israel-Hamas conflict. We see the need for a gendered archive that specifically holds knowledge about women’s experiences of war that goes beyond legal transcripts, and employs bricolage as a means of embracing the rich variety of ways in which women express their narrative agency. The archival turn in social sciences is an important inspiration for promoting feminist archiving practices, contributing to gendering the knowledge production of war.

        We live in a time of technological advances that are speeding up the production and circulation of knowledge. Digital spaces and practices are recent additions to the witnessing and knowledge production of women’s experiences of war. They serve as repositories of evidence that transitional justice processes may draw on, and have become alternatives for archiving knowledge and making the testimonies widely accessible. Digital spaces also provide an opportunity to visualize violence and loss and may be used to generate emotions, and to protest ongoing violence and destruction (Björkdahl and Mannergren 2025b). They have an affective impact that other archives do not.

        Future research on women’s narrative agency could explore whether and how virtual reality can offer a space for testimonies and be used to provide evidence and convey emotions expressed. A case in point is the Yazidi virtual-reality film Nobody’s Listening: The Forgotten Voices of Sinjar. As described on the website Nobody’s Listening, this uses 360-degree filmmaking to convey the genocide carried out against Yazidi by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). The virtual-reality techniques used make violence visible in novel ways, which has political and aesthetic implications for transitional justice processes (Yazda 2016). Similarly, an emerging field of witness and testimony research pertains to the visual image of the witness and the testimony. Recent violent conflicts demonstrate an increased proliferation and circulation of image testimonies that are shared in the digital space, making almost everyone a potential witness at any given time and significantly transforming practices of witnessing. The Syrian conflict, for example, has been described as the first YouTube war, as digital documentation by ordinary citizens shaped knowledge of the conflict, blurring the lines among witness, activist, and journalist (Al Ghazzi 2014). As a consequence, there have been calls for new theorization of image testimony and research into how the affective economies of image testimony are circulated in real time (Schankweiler, Straube, and Wendl 2019).

      
      
        Women’s Testimonies and the Backlash Against the WPS Agenda

        Women speak across time and space. Women speak to produce new knowledge about war and conflict. Women’s knowledge of war, their testimonies, and their will to testify have contributed to shaping the WPS agenda. With this platform, a narrative space was constructed within which new testimonies found a sounding board. The most recent narratives articulated by the Yazidi women resonate with the earlier narratives from Bosnian and Rwandan women in a narrative space into which the latest one produced are inserted. The WPS agenda has been an episteme for women knowing war.

        Yet, in recent years there has been a backlash against women’s rights globally. Around the world antigenderism, illiberal governments, and autocratic rulers have been pushing back against women’s rights and feminist activism (Chenoweth and Marks 2022; Zetterberg and Bjarnegård 2022), including in postwar societies. Those very advances made in gender norms and practices that the WPS agenda stands for are now under attack. Reference to a backlash mostly refers to reactionary and adverse responses to the advancement of gender equality and gains made in the recognition of women’s rights (Faludi 1991; Kováts 2017). The backlash manifests itself in various ways and on various levels, from the individual to the global. It is fueled by individuals, groups, or societies. A backlash often stems from a perceived threat and a fear among certain groups that women’s empowerment may lead to the loss of their own privileges (Corredor 2021). Such actors and movements seek to attack, undermine, roll back, and hurt women’s rights, particularly in postwar and complex security contexts. From Rwanda to Colombia, women’s advocacy groups and the rights they promote are under attack. At times women’s rights are “weaponized” by political players who do not in fact have women’s rights as their central concern, and at times processes of “genderwashing” create contexts that systematically undermine gender equality and other rights (Zetterberg and Bjarnegård 2022; see also Berry and Lake 2021). At the international level, the backlash has included attacks on liberal values, women’s rights, and gender equality, and a pushback on the existing normative frameworks that support women’s inclusion and rights, such as the WPS agenda.

        Women’s testimonies thus emerge as more important than ever in women’s fight for their rights. More research is needed to assess how these new and morphing threats to women’s and feminist organizations can be met with strategies to fight the patriarchal backlash, support the WPS agenda, and overcome elements that are blocking the path to enjoying a gender-just peace. Clearly, it is not only war that has negative effects on women’s rights. Peacebuilding and transitional justice processes can be empowering for women, but as the current backlash demonstrates, postconflict contexts often entail a conservative backlash for women when gender identities are renegotiated in a dialogue between reigning peacebuilding discourses and dominant nationalistic, cultural, and religious frames (Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2014). Securing spaces that enable women to come forward and testify about their experiences in their own words remains critical to ensuring women’s rights. Women’s testimonies will continue to trouble gendered hierarchies, and therefore represent an important site for resistance against present and future misogynist threats.

      
      
        Moving Forward: The Forgotten Stories

        This book has mapped, theorized, and analyzed women’s troubling testimonies from war zones and conflict-affected societies. It has demonstrated the importance of taking seriously and problematizing women’s lived experiences of war, as narrated by themselves, to enable a gendered understanding of war and its social, legal, and political ramifications. At a moment in time when the number of armed conflicts has been on the rise for more than a decade (Davies, Pettersson, and Öberg 2023), and globally the number of countries that are autocratic is now larger than the number classified as democratic (Papada et al. 2023), women’s rights are under serious threat. In this context, safeguarding women’s narrative agency by documenting their experiences and the crimes committed against them during war, through firsthand accounts and various other forms of testimony, is clearly an essential task.

        When casting our gaze broadly across a range of contexts, we observe how the uneven attention accorded to different conflict settings and parts of the world enables important experiences of women in some war zones to be voiced, while women’s voices from other war zones are barely heard. With strong media and public interest in the aftermath of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, and Israel’s indiscriminate attacks on the Gaza Strip in response to Hamas’s brutal onslaught on Israel in October 2023, there are already notable initiatives underway to document women’s testimonies about atrocities in those war zones; one of the reasons for doing so is to collect evidence of what may later be formally investigated as war crimes, including gendered crimes.

        From other ongoing wars and recent conflict zones our knowledge of women’s experiences and the atrocities and harms they have suffered remains limited, or has failed to reach a broader public. Ethiopia’s war in Tigray is a case in point. It is a war that after two years of fighting came to an uneasy peace in November 2022. The brutality of the conflict in terms of ethnic cleansing, massacres, forced displacement, and civilian casualties has been staggering, and even according to conservative measures the number of deaths stands at over one hundred thousand (Davies, Pettersson, and Öberg 2023, 692). The impact of the war on women has been excruciating, but information has been clouded by limited access for journalists, humanitarian workers, and researchers. Yet, one community-based survey documents higher rates of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) in the Tigray conflict than in other conflict zones where SGBV has been documented as prevalent, including in Ukraine, northern Uganda, and Sierra Leone (Fisseha et al. 2023). Gang rape was a particularly common atrocity, with catastrophic psychological, social, and physical consequences for women in Tigray (HRW 2021). There are meanwhile ongoing conflicts in Yemen and Sudan where the atrocities and abuse women are subjected to go largely unnoticed, and where the testimonies are so far scattered; few attempts have yet been made to collate them systematically. Our living archive reflects our intention of continuing to document and archive women’s experiences of war so as to further advance gendered understanding of war.

        Women’s testimonies are troubling previously accepted ways of knowing war. The potential of testimonies to fill in the gaps in our knowledge and to engender transformation impels us to engage in documentation, reading, and listening when women do choose to speak up. The theoretical framework developed in this book has made possible an analysis of the intricate interplay between individual storytelling and broader sociocultural contexts. This framework enables the systematic reading of personal narratives that are often based on the burden of trauma and shaped in response to oppressive or marginalizing forces. It emphasizes the transformative potential of these narratives in challenging established normative frameworks, patriarchal structures, and gendered discourses. The concept of narrative agency demonstrates how women wield the power of narrative to share their traumatic experiences, to bring about justice and to build a gender-just peace.
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        Notes

      
      
        Introduction

        
          	          
            1 Murad’s speech comes twenty-three minutes into the video of the meeting, which is almost 150 minutes in duration and is available in the UN Audiovisual Library (2015).

                  

          	          
            2 The NGO Working Group on Women, Peace, and Security was formed in 2000 to advocate for a Security Council resolution. The six founding members were the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, Amnesty International, International Alert, the Hague Appeal for Peace, the Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children, and the Women’s Caucus for Gender Justice.

                  

          	          
            3 There is considerable research on the transnational circulation of wider discourses around gender, peace, and security, recognizing UNSC 1325 as a landmark victory in strengthening the protection and participation of women in relation to peace and security. Critical research has also analyzed UNSCR 1325 as a site of politics and the construction of particular ways of knowing (e.g. Björkdahl and Mannergren Selimovic 2015a; Shepherd 2011, 2012, 2017, 2021).

                  

          	          
            4 Sjoberg and Gentry (2007) and Sjoberg (2011) analyze women as perpetrators and bring nuance to perceptions of women’s roles during war. To problematize gender and identity in the legal system, Steflja and Trisko Darden (2020) present the legal cases in which four women were accused, namely, the president (Biljana Plavsic), the minister (Pauline Nyiramasuhuko), the soldier (Lynndie England), and the student (Hoda Muthana).

                  

        

      
      
        Chapter 2. Women’s Tesimonies and the Pursuit of Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina

        
          	          
            1 See ICC (1998). The Bosnian War Crimes Chamber (BWCC) took over after the ICTY and tried forty-eight cases. The BWCC has processed cases much more quickly than the ICTY. However, we are not analyzing testimonies from the BWCC.

                  

          	          
            2 The translation of the testimonies, and the power associated with such processes in terms of shaping the narrative with words and meanings that may be altered to fit, for example, the context of the courtroom is an issue we admittedly have not been able to circumvent. The versions here are as published, that is, in English translation.

                  

          	          
            3 Reliable figures are hard to ascertain: The estimate of twenty thousand was made by investigators sent by the European Community in 1993, and fifty thousand is an estimate by the Bosnian government (Goldstein 2001, 363).

                  

          	          
            4 According to the ICTY’s website (n.d.), seventy-eight individuals were charged with some form of sexual violence, representing nearly half of all cases heard. In the ICTY, rape and other forms of sexual violence have been indicted as genocide; as the crime against humanity of rape, torture, persecution, inhumane acts, and enslavement; and as the war crimes of torture or inhuman treatment, willfully causing great suffering, and outrages upon personal dignity. Notably, the only place where the 1993 ICTY statute establishing the court explicitly includes sexual violence of rape is under the crime against humanity.

                  

          	          
            5 “Balija” is a derogatory slang term applied to Bosniaks, usually by Croats or Serbs. Of Persian origin, the word conveys the opposite of respect.

                  

          	          
            6 Witness A’s testimony was withdrawn from the transcript of the trial because it could potentially lead to her identification. It is instead recounted by the Trial Chamber in its judgment (ICTY 1998b; 1998c).

                  

          	          
            7 “Chetnik” is a derogatory slang term originally meaning an adherent of the nationalist revival advocated by the historical Serbian Chetnik movement.

                  

          	          
            8 Ajna Jusić, president of Forgotten Children of the War (Reliefweb 2022).

                  

          	          
            9 “Bula,” a derogatory slang term for Bosniak women used by Croats and Serbs, originally meant a Muslim woman prayer leader.

                  

          	          
            10 Here “Turkish” is used as a slang word referring to Bosniaks, and is a reference to the time when the area was part of the Ottoman Empire, which centered on today’s Turkey. The word was used by some Bosniaks,  to show their historical connection with Turkey, but was adopted by Croats and Serbs as a derogatory term for Bosniaks.

                  

          	          
            11 In 2003, former prison camp commander Zdravko Mucić was convicted by the ICTY of murder, torture, rape, and other inhumane acts against Serb civilian detainees and was sentenced to nine years. Mucić’s deputy, Hazim Delić, was sentenced to eighteen years in prison, and one of the guards, Esad Landžo, to fifteen years.

                  

          	          
            12 ICTY 2000c.

                  

        

      
      
        Chapter 3. Rwandan Women’s Testimonies

        
          	          
            1 In 1998, in the first ever judgment by an international court on the crime of genocide, the former mayor Jean-Paul Akayesu was convicted of nine counts of genocide and crimes against humanity. It was the first judgment to conclude that rape and sexual assault constituted acts of genocide. Court records and transcripts can be found at the United Nations Residual Mechanism for International Tribunals (n.d.). At the website of the Outreach Programme on the 1994 Genocide Against the Tutsi in Rwanda and the United Nations (n.d.), it is possible to access audio recordings of witness testimonies, listen to interviews, and find comprehensive backgrounds.

                  

          	          
            2 According to news reports, the public will be able to access the digitized Gacaca archives in 2026 (Nsengiyumva 2025).

                  

          	          
            3 This is the only collection, as far as we know, that has been published in Kinyarwanda (personal communication with Richters, February 2017).

                  

          	          
            4 The stories were collected by the Israeli-born photojournalist Jonathan Torgovnik, who is also the founder of the NGO Foundation Rwanda. The testimonies are available on the Foundation Rwanda website (n.d.). In 2019, Torgovnik completed a follow-up project called Disclosure, when he interviewed some of these women’s sons and daughters who had been conceived through rapes during the genocide.

                  

          	          
            5 A note on methodology used for these compilations, which we as secondary analytical readers should also pay close attention to: De Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu, editors of the collection The Men Who Killed Me, met with each survivor three or four times, each time ensuring consent. The finished texts were then read to the women, and all the published testimonies have been approved by them (De Brouwer and Ka Hon Chu 2009). In the case of the work by Richters and Kagoyire, groups started off as mixed, consisting of both male and female survivors and ex-prisoners, and women with relatives in prison. The stories were collected through interviews with the women by Richters and/or Kagoyire, who met with each woman between one and four times. The women’s names and any details that might lead to their identification were changed. It is unclear how the Survivors Fund and the Intended Consequences project gathered the stories, and what influence the narrators had on approving the final text.

                  

          	          
            6 The number is under debate. Academic studies estimate the number to be around half a million, while the Rwandan government estimates about one million.

                  

          	          
            7 As was also referenced in the prosecutor’s final brief, Dallaire’s statement is corroborated by many other statements, see ICTR (2007, 51–79).

                  

          	          
            8 The Gacaca courts were set up to answer to the need “to achieve reconciliation and justice in Rwanda, to eradicate for good the culture of impunity and to adopt provisions enabling to ensure prosecutions and trials of perpetrators and accomplices without only aiming for simple punishment, but also for the reconstitution of the Rwandese society made decaying by bad leaders who prompted the population to exterminate one part of that society,” as spelled out in the Organic Law No 40/2000 of 26/01/2000, 2 (Refworld 2001).

                  

          	          
            9 The Gacaca system finished its work in 2012 and the ICTR in 2014. The judicial process continues in Rwanda’s national courts, as well as in other countries, following international jurisdiction.

                  

          	          
            10 The International Criminal Court (ICC), created following the work of the two ad hoc tribunals, the ICTY and the ICTR, has since its inception made substantial provisions for the pursuit of gender justice. Its constitutive Rome Statute in Article 7(g) grants it jurisdiction to prosecute rape and other forms of sexual violence as crimes against humanity when such crimes are “committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian population” (ICC 1998).

                  

          	          
            11 See the website of the Outreach Programme on the Rwanda Genocide and the United Nations (n.d).

                  

        

      
      
        Chapter 4. Women’s Testimonies and the Victor’s Peace in Sri Lanka

        
          	          
            1 In this chapter, the analysis of the LLRC and its testimonies builds partly on Höglund (2019).

                  

          	          
            2 Transcripts are also available from hearings conducted in the capital, Colombo, and in some districts in other parts of the country (Galle, Matara, Kandy, and Puttalam). All available documents were downloaded from the currently unavailable official LLRC website by a research assistant in September 2014, and are available from the authors on request.

                  

          	          
            3 The testimonies are available in the National Archives of Sri Lanka as well as in an online archive, Herstories (n.d.), where more information on the project is available. The project was initiated by Radhika Hettiarachchi and carried out collaboratively between Viluthu, the Centre for Human Resources Development; the Federation Institution for Rural Management; the Women’s Development Centre in Vavuniya; Praja Sampath Surakeemay Madyasthanaya in Moneragala; and the Deva Sarana Centre in Kurunegala. It was funded by the Commonwealth Foundation and the Prince Claus Fund, and some of the dissemination (in the form of exhibitions) was supported by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office of UK, the World Bank, and UN Women. The testimonies from Herstories are also available in a book edited by Hettiarachchi (2022), alongside women’s narratives from similar oral history projects, and with brief commentry from activists and scholars on the role of storytelling in Sri Lanka’s postwar environment and beyond.

                  

          	          
            4 For example, the project Bearing Witness documented war-related narratives of more than fifty women in 2003–2004 (De Mel 2007, 249–255), and the Community Memorialization Project documents the history of individuals and communities and includes an online Memory Map (http://memorymap.lk).

                  

          	          
            5 Thamizhini passed away from cancer before the book was published. Another important memoir-like book about the Tamil struggle in Sri Lanka and the war experience is by Adele Balasingham (2001), the Australian-born wife of Anton Balasingham, chief ideologue of the LTTE.

                  

          	          
            6 It has not been possible to establish with certainty why some statements are missing, which makes it difficult to assess how the material might be biased. While there were sessions held in camera, which were completely off the record and therefore not accessible, lack of resources needed to document could also be a reason why some transcripts are missing.

                  

          	          
            7 In the 2012 census, the overall population of Sri Lanka was 74.9 percent Sinhala, 11.2 percent Tamil, 9.3 percent Muslim, and 4.1 percent Up-Country Tamil (descended from Indian Tamil laborers). Population data is from the Sri Lanka Department of Census and Statistics (2012).

                  

          	          
            8 The figure includes IDPs from the earlier phases of the war and the final stages (IDMC 2014).

                  

          	          
            9 Tamil womanhood is also influenced by caste; see for example Rajasingham-Senanayake (2004) and Jeeweshwara Räsänen (2015).

                  

          	          
            10 The complex relationship between Tamil militancy and gender identity in Sri Lanka is problematized in several studies, including Coomaraswamy (1996), Gowrinathan (2021), Herath (2012), and Hoole et al. (1990).

                  

          	          
            11 See also de Mel, Peiris, and Gomez (2013, 34) on men’s self-reported use of violence against women across four districts in Sri Lanka, where one fifth of the men report having used violence against an intimate partner.

                  

          	          
            12 It should be noted that the term “trauma” can carry diverse meanings in different cultural contexts, including in the Sri Lankan setting, and that the same war-related experiences may have different effects on victims, depending on the victims’ adaptive functions. See for example Jayawickreme, Jayawickreme, and Lacasse (2013) and O’Neill et al. (2021).

                  

          	          
            13 The ICRC (2016, 3) places the figure for missing people in 2016 at sixteen thousand.

                  

          	          
            14 Such narratives recounting hardships are much less frequent in the LLRC statements. When they do occur, they are also less detailed and surface primarily as a background to other stories that are being related.

                  

          	          
            15 For instance, already in 1990 human rights activists in Jaffna documented testimonies of the rape of Tamil women by the Indian Peacekeeping Force. It was operating in Sri Lanka at the time, under the Indo-Lanka accord, with the intended purpose of disarming the armed Tamil movements (Hoole et al. 1990, 310–17).

                  

          	          
            16 See also Thiranagama (2013) on the conduct of the commission.

                  

          	          
            17 Caste also influences Tamil women’s position in society. See for example Rajasingham-Senanayake (2004) and Jeeweshwara Räsänen (2015).

                  

          	          
            18 One challenge specific to the relatives of the disappeared is the issuing of death certificates (de Mel and Kodikara 2018). These are often crucial as they regulate access to family assets.

                  

          	          
            19 Thamizhini also relates how she pondered whether to commit suicide, and how on realizing the war would soon be lost, “I began to wonder what kind of safety I could expect, as a female fighter. . . . My mind told me it would require greater resolve to keep myself alive” (Thamazini 2021, 153).

                  

          	          
            20 During the war Thamizhini was noted to be denying that violence against women was a problem in areas under LTTE control; this prompted activists to document independently cases of such violence (Satkunanathan 2013, 634).

                  

          	          
            21 There was only one woman commission member in the LLRC, Manohari Ramanathan, and observers have noted that Ramanathan appeared marginalized in the workings of that body (see Amarathungar 2014). Notably, a Consultation Task Force appointed in 2016, which held public consultations across Sri Lanka on the government’s transitional justice policies, had a dedicated section on gender and had a more gender-sensitive approach generally. It was headed by a woman, Manori Muttetuwegama, and its recommendations included a number of specific provisions concerning women, such as gender-sensitivity training for public servants.

                  

          	          
            22 Ananthi Sasitharan’s husband, Velayutham Sasitharan (aka Elilan), who was the political head of the LTTE in Trincomalee, is still missing. Ananthi has become a controversial figure, partly for her association with the former insurgents but also because she has been an advocate for women’s issues and for demanding accountability and truth about those who went missing during the war.

                  

        

      
      
        Chapter 5. Yazidi Women’s Testimonies

        
          	          
            1 The acronym ISIS refers to the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, a Sunni Muslim jihadist group sometimes referred to colloquially in Arabic as Da’esh. “ISIS,” “ISIL,” and “Da’esh” are used interchangeably in this chapter, depending on which term is used in the testimonies we analyze.

                  

          	          
            2 See @yazdaorg and @nadiamuradbasee.

                  

          	          
            3 In the sixth report of the special advisor and head of the United Nations Investigative Team to Promote Accountability for Crimes Committed by Da’esh and Islamic State in Iraq and in the Levant (UNITAD), the UN stated that ISIS actions against the Yazidis amount to war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide (UN 2021a, and HRC 2016).

                  

          	          
            4 According to Hosseini’s research among refugees in Germany, there are at least four different ways that women have left ISIS: some returned with the help of a nongovernmental organization (NGO); some were “bought” back by their families; some were rescued and placed in rehabilitation shelters in Iraq or Germany; and others escaped from captivity (Hosseini 2020, 78).

                  

          	          
            5 Honor culture is in this chapter understood as a cultural pattern that controls the lives of individuals. This pattern is connected to patriarchal structures that subordinate women to men and in which an individual can bring loss of honor on the whole group. In the Yazidi community the male is the custodian of that honor, as is the case in many other patriarchal societies in which female sexual purity is still linked to familial and community dignity and social status (Gill 2009).

                  

          	          
            6 The passing of the Yazidi (Women) Survivor Law (YSL) No. 08 of 2021 marks a significant milestone for recognizing and addressing the suffering of Yazidis and other former captives of ISIS in Iraq. It represents a rare occasion in which states have taken deliberate action to address the rights and needs of survivors of conflict-related sexual violence. However, the effectiveness of this law depends on its implementation. It provides for assistance, reparations, and redress and was adopted by the Council of Representatives of Iraq. However, as yet the law has not delivered many concrete, material results for the victims (Travers 2023).
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