
 
 

Event Speech – Memorial Week 2017 

Breaking the Silence: Gender and Genocide 

 

Thank you for attending this Srebrenica Memorial event/activity. This year marks the 22nd 

anniversary of the genocide in Srebrenica. When we talk about Srebrenica, we talk about the 8,372 

victims named at the Potocari cemetery, who are overwhelmingly Muslim men and boys. It is right 

and proper that we remember these lost lives each year on 11th of July.  

In remembering these victims, we must never forget that Srebrenica was the final act in a 

genocidal plan aimed at Bosnian Muslims across Bosnia-Herzegovina. Among the victims of this 

plan were the 20,000 to 50,000 women and girls who were subjected to sexual violence during the 

conflict.  We do not know the exact number of victims, because the majority of them have 

remained silent, through stigma, shame and fear. 

Silence is powerful. When we are silent in the face of hatred, we allow it to grow and flourish. When 

we are silent about the atrocities of the past, we allow ourselves to forget. When we are silent in 

the face of denial, we allow history to be re-written.  Silence benefits perpetrators, who are not 

brought to justice for their crimes. To stand up to hatred, we must first acknowledge it. We must 

break the silence.  

The  women of Bosnia broke the silence around sexual violence as a weapon of war. Through the 

courage of the women who dared to speak out about their experiences and fight for justice, rape 

was prosecuted for the first time under international criminal law. The trial of General Ratko 

Mladic, the verdict on which is due in November 2017, includes counts of genocidal rape and rape 

as a crime against humanity. Yet despite this undoubted progress shame, stigma, and denial of 

women’s suffering remains, and perpetrators walk free.  

This year we honour the courage of the women of Bosnia in the face of unimaginable suffering. 

When we talk about “learning the lessons” from Srebrenica, we talk about standing up to racism, 

Islamophobia and hateful forms of nationalism. We try and find ways which we can learn from the 

events that took place. However, we recognise that it is imperative that we also include misogyny 

in teaching the lessons from Srebrenica, as when we look to our own communities, we can see 

that it is a very persistent - and all too often invisible - form of hatred. 

 



 
 

When we pay attention to women’s testimony and place it into the wider context, we see clearly 

that hatred is gendered.  These women were not just targeted for sexual violence because they 

were Muslim, but also because they were women. At the root of this was discrimination and 

dehumanisation – the objectification of women and girls as they were bought and sold as sexual 

slaves, and their rapes filmed and distributed as pornography. This is just one example of how 

women’s bodies were dehumanised through objectification, and used as political tools by all sides 

during the war, with similar retaliatory war crimes committed in vengeance - and very 

problematically -  in the name of women’s honour and the restoration of nationalistic pride.    

This past year should have reminded us that we cannot afford to become complacent about 

cohesiveness in our communities here in the UK, with some sections of the media and certain 

political figures stirring up hatred in our communities and a 41% increase in reported hate crime 

in the aftermath of the EU Referendum. A disproportionate level of this hate crime has been 

targeted at women. At the same time, reported violence against women in the UK has reached an 

all time high. This relates to Bosnia in the sense that in order to commit crimes of hatred against 

each other, there has to first be the belief that the perpetrator is superior by reason of sex, or race, 

or nationality, and has the right to control, humiliate or hurt their victims.  

 

In terms of the next generation understanding this message, Remembering Srebrenica champions 

have worked immensely hard and have achieved a great deal on the education front, with more 

than 32,000 schoolchildren benefiting from our education initiatives and fantastic support for our 

education packs from the First Ministers of Scotland and Wales.  Yet there remains much work to 

be done. Less than 25% of children can name any genocide apart from the Holocaust, and even 

fewer know about the genocide in Srebrenica. Our children are not learning that the failures that 

led to the Holocaust have been repeated in recent history, and are still being repeated today. At 

the same time, hate speech and gender violence in schools is on the rise. 

If we want to build stronger, safer, more cohesive communities, we must name and address the 

issue of male violence against women and girls and recognise that hatred and dehumanisation 

are the root of this. We must include sexism and violence against women and girls in our fight 

against all forms of identity based hatred.  

 

 



 
So this evening  we come together to remember the 8,372 men and boys murdered in the of the 

Srebrenica genocide, the Bosniak men who were killed, tortured, and subjected to sexual violence 

and the Bosniak women killed, tortured, raped and forcibly impregnated through the genocidal 

plan of “ethnic cleansing” 

We are here in order to learn lessons from Srebrenica, with an understanding that misogyny as a 

form of hatred was a central dimension of the genocide, and that women’s strength and courage 

are critical to building peace. By being here together this evening we pledge to stand up to 

misogyny and gender-based violence and to act in support and solidarity with people from to all 

walks of life to challenge all forms of identity based hatred and oppression.  

The hope of Bosnia, and the hope of all our communities lies with the women who struggle to fight 

injustices. We look at the messages from the Bosnian survivors, and can’t but help have an 

immense sense of respect for them. I shall leave you with the words of the renowned President of 

the Victims of War Association Bakira Hasecic, a survivor of wartime rape. After addressing a 

delegation of women from Britain earlier this year, she said these words:  

 

“If tell you just one thing to learn from us, it is this:  

Fight. Don’t ever be afraid of standing up to anyone”. 

 

Thank you.  

 

 

 

 

 


