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FoReWoRD to tHe  
eNGlisH eDitioN

A
s a student of comparative literature at sarajevo university, i had 

an opportunity to attend lectures given by scholars focusing on lite-

rature, gender, and culture in the broadest sense. it astounded me 

how poor my knowledge and understanding were of the society i 

was about to drift into as an adult. i was completely unaware that 

literature is not only belle lettres in which we become immersed in order to 

improve our mood; that culture is not innocent at all, but has been shaped 

over centuries by various ideological and political tendencies; that human 

rights are breached often without any sanction. the new knowledge that i 

was encountering gradually opened a door to completely new, more critical 

and cautious views of the world and society, of the dynamic of interpersonal 

relationships, and of gender regimes and social hierarchies. My curiosity was 

aroused, now accompanied by an awareness that the world is not as just as 

i thought it was and that not everything starts and ends on my doorstep. 

This led me to new gardens of knowledge filled with entirely different hu-

man stories, experiences i had never encountered before, and knowledge of 

which i had not previously been aware. from the broad spectrum of human 

rights theory, practice and struggles, i was most captivated by the issue of 

gender-based violence, which is everywhere around us and which affects 

many women worldwide at this moment, as you read these lines. But, many 

men are also victims of violence, either physical or mental, especially those 

entrapped by the traditional ideology of masculinity. these are among the 

reasons why i started studying toxic masculinity – a topic that has been 
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spreading like wildfire over the past decade – first amongst the activists and 

then in academia. What is the meaning of the phrase ‘toxic masculinity’? 

What does ‘masculinity’ actually mean? Do we speak about masculinity as 

a single concept or about masculinities? is it adopted, learned or acquired? 

What are its impacts in the world? the literature that i was avidly consulting 

gave me the answers i was looking for but it also raised further questions. i 

was, nevertheless, trying to keep my focus on the topic that motivated me 

to start the research and to turn it into a publication for readers of south 

slavic languages. this is because i had the impression that the intellectual 

content concerning criticism towards traditional and toxic patterns of mas-

culinity was very poor. it is well known that the category of ‘true masculinity’ 

in the Balkans is a topic that few men there critically and openly discuss. 

Due to the CoViD19 pandemic, the launch of the publication was an online 

event during which it became obvious to me that i was on the right track: 

the feedback was fantastic, both men and women shared their impressions 

and conveyed congratulations for my engagement in this particular aspect 

of socially-responsible work. What followed after the book launch was a 

series of interviews for media in the region; i spoke about ‘a Critique of 

toxic Masculinity’ with twenty media outlets in the Western Balkans and 

received numerous messages on a daily basis from young men and women 

who showed an interest in reading the book or who had already read it and 

wanted to share their impressions. i also received many inquiries and su-

ggestions that I should translate the book into English. I first thought it was 

not necessary as there are many books on the subject of toxic masculinity 

already available in english, but after talking to a few international scho-

lars, i realised it would be useful to translate the book’s summary and help 

international readers to gain insight into how the concept of masculinity 

operates in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and in the Balkans in general. this is 

very important for several reasons: toxic masculinity in the Balkans is linked 

to violence, homophobia, nationalism, racism, and radicalism. i strongly 
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believe that none of these problematic phenomena can be comprehended 

fully without studying masculinity, and no change could be made without 

work on the ground. i often engage in talks with young men, trying to help 

them to free themselves of the burden of imposed patterns of masculinity, 

so as to be open to their own responsible and peaceful masculinity. While 

contemplating various forms of masculinity and their impact in society, it 

was a logical step for me to undertake further research into the history of 

the topic. if we look back several decades at the dynamic of gender relati-

ons, we can observe positive practices in former yugoslavia. However, we 

can hardly say it was an ideal framework. yet, what emerged after the fall 

of yugoslavia was frightening. Namely, the wars of the 1990s ushered in a 

dark era of re-patriarchization and re-traditionalization, which particularly 

affected women’s affairs and the role of women in family, society, and po-

litics. the years of devastating war in former yugoslavia not only resulted 

in the deaths of thousands of women and men; in the ruin of cultural and 

historic heritage and economic collapse, but it made a the ethnonationalist 

male warrior the embodiment and the metaphor of the subject’s value. 

such an embodiment would persist for decades as the normative model of 

manhood and as an image of a man ready to defend his homeland/father-

land. the male warrior (or more precisely, soldierly manhood) thus became 

the central figure and definition of the essence of men’s existence, while 

women – in accordance with the patriarchal logic – became a submissive 

factor, narrowed to the reproductive and maternal role, deprived of equal 

participation in making important family, social and political decisions. as a 

consequence, the turn towards re-traditionalization and re-patriarchisation 

not only degraded the role of women in society and established the full 

domination of phallus over vulva, but it laid firm foundations for the division 

of the gender roles of men and women, which made masculinity a unit of 

measure; heteronormativity as a definition of the regularity of relationships; 
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and femininity as an entirely marginalised concept, conveying derogatory 

and unstable associations.

Dear international reader, what you have before you is the result of sev-

eral years of research during which publications from the fields of human 

rights, gender studies, and masculinity studies have been consulted. this 

customised edition in english contains selected chapters and, hopefully, its 

content will help you gain an insight into gender relations in the Balkans. 

this publication not only draws on recent studies or engages with chal-

lenging theoretical thinking of scholars from all parts of the world; it also 

demonstrates a positive intention to re-examine the social patterns of the 

‘masculinity/femininity’ binary opposition in a critical manner. i would like to 

open up a new space for reinvigorated interpretation of male/female roles 

and relationships. further, i would like to open the door to an egalitarian 

approach as a prerequisite for the development of emancipation policies. 

However, primarily, i wish to deconstruct the concept of manhood and its 

associated toxic ideological implications.

I hope this English edition will encourage you to affirm a vast array of identi-

ties, to release the specificities of your identity that might have been beaten 

down by the hammer of dogma from which it should be liberated. Do not 

allow yourself to be trapped inside a normative cage. i am encouraging 

men and women to rise above the patriarchal, toxic understanding of the 

meaning of their existence. I am confident that the arguments I am making 

will loosen the grip of these toxic narratives. in this way, i the publication 

has the potential to open a door to freedom – and provide an incentive, 

primarily to young people, to desist from repressing those identities which, 

under the pressure of religious, ethnonationalist, and mythological con-

cepts, society has branded as unwanted and ill-fitting with its norms. Such 

narrow cultural frameworks, ideologically regressive and often oppressive, 
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do not give human beings an opportunity to live their lives fully, to rise 

above the expectations of patriarchal communities, and to achieve their 

full potential. the content of the publication you are about to read is based 

on recent studies of masculinity in the fields of cultural studies, philosophy, 

sociology, and psychology, which were originally published in a range of 

foreign languages, predominantly in english. i would like to thank my col-

league lejla Mujagić, who was an active collaborator in the translation of 

the study. i would particularly like to express my gratitude to Zilka spahić 

Šiljak, PhD, Dženana Husremović, PhD, Raewyn Connell, PhD, as well as 

Peter Hurrelbrink, PhD, who made it possible for the book to be published 

by the friedrich ebert stiftung BiH with the help of its research associate 

and editor Merima ejubović, whom i sincerely thank for her support during 

the work. My heartfelt thanks to all beloved ones, especially Vesna slišković, 

for the conversations in which the two of us tried to identify the pressure 

points of our simplified gender reality.

in your reading of this publication, i wish you all a pleasant, associative, 

encouraging, and fruitful experience.
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Multiple MasCuliNities

M
asCuliNity is defined as a pattern of social behaviour or practice, 

which is related in a given society to the status of men in gender 

relations. feminist writer, theorist, and professor Cynthia enloe 

explains masculinity through distinctively gendered ideas about 

how boys and men should think and behave (enloe, 2020: 3). 

raewyn Connell notes in her Change among the gatekeepers: men, mas-

culinities, and gender equality in the global arena (2005) that some authors 

speak about masculinity as a gender identity or ‘male identity’. studies con-

ducted by historians and sociologists imply that the ways in which masculi-

nity is defined or determined change over time. We can say that masculinity 

is socially defined i.e. it is not fixed by biology. The research results, accor-

ding to Connell, show that the patterns of masculinity differ from culture 

to culture and that there are often multiple patterns of masculinity found 

within one culture. Many researchers, therefore, use the term ‘masculinities’ 

to point at the variety of male identities, which can exist in any context. 

examination and critical analyses of the prevalent concept of masculinity, 

especially in a patriarchal society, can serve as an important strategy to 

achieve gender equality. Connell, as one of the leading authorities in the 

study of masculinity, argues that every society has its own account of gender, 

but not all of them have a concept of ‘masculinity’. in modern terms, it is 

assumed that someone’s behaviour is determined by the type of person they 

are. in other words, explains Connell, an unmasculine person would sooner 

act peacefully than violently; conciliatorily rather than dominantly; would 

be relatively uninterested in football, sexual conquest, etc. in an interview 

i conducted with her, Connell stressed the importance of recognising that 
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humans are ‘social animals’ and the most highly socialized species that has 

ever existed. Besides biological reproduction, our gender arrangements in-

volve economic processes, such as division of labour and levels of income; 

processes of power, such as law and violence; but they also involve cultural 

processes, such as identities and mass media images, as well as emotional 

connections and antagonisms – from falling in love to hating each other.1 

in her Masculinities (2005: 68), Connell explains that masculinity does not 

exist except in contrast with femininity. she argues that cultures, which do 

not see women and men as bearers of polarised character types, in principle 

at least, have no concept of masculinity as would be understood by modern 

european and american cultures. Connell notes that this was, according to 

historical research, true of european culture prior to the eighteenth centu-

ry, when women were regarded as different from men, as incomplete or 

inferior models of the same character (she spoke, by way of example, of 

attitudes which held that women were deemed to have a poorer faculty for 

reasoning). However, in the nineteenth century, women and men were not 

seen as bearers of qualitatively different characters. this conceptualization 

accompanied the bourgeois ideology of ‘separate spheres’. in both instan-

ces, our concept of masculinity seems like a product of the near past, a few 

centuries old at most. speaking of masculinity in general, we are ‘doing 

gender’ in a culturally specific way, explains Connell.

1 excerpts from the interview with r. Connell, November 2020; the entire interview is in the 
appendix of the publication.
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WHeN Does MasCuliNity  
beCoMe toxiC?

W
HeN we say that something is toxic, we instantly feel a strong 

aversion towards it. the expression is most often used in des-

cribing chemical substances. However, using adaptive logic, the 

term has gained traction in popular media, and academic and 

conversational discourse, mainly in discussions on behaviours, 

types of reactions, and communication among people. We often characte-

rise interpersonal relationships – either emotional or partnership – as toxic, 

when trying to imply that something is dysfunctional and, as such, is dama-

ging, poisonous, and destructive. so, if we are taught that ‘real manhood’ is 

a unit of measurement, what is it about masculinity that could be toxic, how 

come ‘real manhood’ has suddenly become a subject of social discourse? 

there is a range of arguments concerning the features of toxic masculinity. 

However, it is important to note that ‘masculinity’ and ‘man’ do not mean 

the same, i.e., they are not synonyms, and the critique of toxic masculinity 

should not be seen as a critique of men – a critique of biologically determi-

ned humans – because this cannot serve as a starting point for a better un-

derstanding of masculinity. a critique of toxic masculinity is a critique of an 

ideological construct of the social being of men, many would call it a critique 

of ideological masculinity or, in my opinion, (auto)aggressive masculinity. 

such an ideological construct is rooted in traditional logic: let them know 

who wears the trousers. unfortunately, this outlook is deeply rooted in the 

Balkan patriarchal stance and is often taken as justification for: men’s violent 

outbursts; for those moments of verbal or physical violence; for aggression 
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that is perceived, within such a toxic system of values, as a mere ‘wrongdo-

ing’, to which we are supposed to turn a blind eye. from a wide range of 

masculinities, some prominent theorists have singled out and named one of 

them as ‘hegemonic’. this will be further discussed in the following pages, 

because the term ‘hegemonic masculinity’ has a longer and deeply-rooted 

tradition in scientific research. Although masculinity is not single or fixed, 

because it is subject to social and contextual (de)construction, patriarchal 

authorities are often trying to define it as logical, natural, non-fluid and 

dominant. Nevertheless, this is not how the world around us works and, in 

this sense, reality needs to be described, not prescribed. it is particularly de-

trimental and unfair to prescribe our ‘gender reality’ in a way that reifies and 

makes dogmatic any regime of gender hierarchy. Notwithstanding various 

approaches and interpretations about its alleged (un)fairness, i will seek to 

justify the use of the term ‘toxic masculinity’. Primarily, as i clearly noted at 

the outset, this is not an unalterable category, i.e., some fixed masculinity; 

rather, we are dealing with specific social performative practices of mascu-

linity, which leave toxic traces and have toxic consequences.



19

etyMoloGy 
anD usaGe
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toxiC MasCuliNity

T
He usage and etymology of the concept of ‘toxic masculinity’ has 

evolved over time. on one hand, it is used as an analytical and ter-

minological tool for the critique of strict adherence to masculini-

sed gender norms, with the aim of overturning those very norms 

(Karner, 1996). interestingly, it was also used by groups such as the 

Mythopoetic men’s movement of the 1980s and 1990s (Messner, 1998) in 

their appeals to reject hypermasculine and warrior masculinity, both seen as 

detrimental to the spiritual life of communities. (ferber, 2000, p.36). instead, 

these groups advocated a return to an a priori ‘eternal masculine’, which 

was grounded in care and compassion, as well as ‘strength’ (both in terms of 

character and physicality). instead of seeking transformation, they adopted 

a strong anti-feminist politics and embraced openly reactionary notions of a 

return to gendered roles, by promoting a vision of the ‘benevolent patriarch’ 

as the family provider, both economic and spiritual (sam de Boise, 2019). 

However, understandings and semantic styles related to the concept of toxic 

masculinity had been in flux until one of the most popular scientific uses 

of this term emerged. We find this, for instance, in the article by Terry A. 

Kupers published by The Journal of Clinical Psychology in 2005, ‘toxic mas-

culinity as a barrier to mental health treatment in prison’. Kupers explains 

that toxic masculinity first and foremost poses a psycho-social barrier for the 

psychotherapy treatment of prisoners, and defines it as “the constellation 

of socially regressive male traits that serve to foster domination, 

the devaluation of women, homophobia, and wanton violence”. the 

term is, nevertheless, being used for other purposes and – as explained by 

Bryant W. sculos (2017) – it is generally used when speaking about a loosely 
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interrelated collection of norms, beliefs, and behaviours associated with 

masculinity that are harmful to women, men, children, and society broadly. 

if we put aside the discussion about the biologically or socially constructed 

character of these norms, beliefs and behaviours, which is by no means 

unimportant, sculos argues, this early use of the term ‘toxic’ expresses the 

harmfulness of the practices and discourses which incorporate this notion 

of masculinity. Norms, beliefs, and behaviours that are often linked to toxic 

masculinity, according to sculos, include: hyper-competitiveness, individu-

alistic self-sufficiency (often to the point of isolation nowadays, but still, 

and more commonly in the pre-internet days, in a parochial patriarchal 

sense of the male role as breadwinner and autocrat of the family), tendency 

towards or glorification of violence (real or digital, directed at people or 

any living or non-living things), chauvinism (paternalism towards women), 

sexism (male superiority), misogyny (hatred of women), rigid conceptions of 

sexual/gender identity and roles, heteronormativity (belief in the naturalness 

and superiority of heterosexuality and cisgenderness), entitlement to (sexual) 

attention from women, (sexual) objectification of women, and the infanti-

lisation of women (treating women as immature and lacking awareness or 

agency and desiring meekness and “youthful” appearance).

although this list is by no means exhaustive and not every instance of 

toxic masculinity includes all of these elements, these are some of the 

common traits when we study toxic masculinity.

 y HYPER-COMPETITIVENESS – refers to behaviour that ove-

remphasises the tendency for standing out or competing, as 

well as the feeling of superiority or uncontrolled intrusiveness.

 y INDIVIDUALISTIC SELF-SUFFICIENCY – when a person does 

not even consider the possibility of asking for other opinions 
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on important topics, for example, refusal to consult workplace 

colleagues in relation to a business idea. When making impor-

tant decisions, the nature of individualistic self-sufficiency rules 

out the idea of exchange of opinions, relying solely on its own 

judgement and beliefs.

 y CHAUVINISM – a term that is widely present in the Balkan criti-

cal political discourse, which describes the feeling of intolerance 

towards those who belong to different ethnic groups or nations, 

while favouring and having no critical attitude towards one’s 

own group. in the context of the war and post-war periods, cha-

uvinism was often exercised as a toxic general attitude towards 

different nations. When it comes to gender-based relations, the 

term chauvinism is often accompanied by the prefix ‘male’, so 

we frequently hear phrases such as: that’s male chauvinism or 

a typical male chauvinist. the term ‘male chauvinism’ is associa-

ted with the women liberation movement and it describes the 

underestimation of women, as well as biases towards natural 

male superiority.

 y SEXISM – a term that was borrowed from english and adjusted 

to local languages. it dominantly refers to stereotypical and dis-

criminatory sex-related attitudes. the sociologist of gender Zilka 

spahić Šiljak (2005: 107) notes that our everyday lives “show 

that women are exposed to sexism, both the aggressive kind, 

which is filled with tasteless and vulgar words, and the benevo-

lent kind, which is deeply hidden and sophisticated in ways that 

mean the majority are not conscious of its existence. as much 

as we try to regulate issues of discrimination and sexism throu-

gh legislation, it is hard to alter deeply-embedded and learned 
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cultural patterns of behaviour and the mentality of people, who 

often take cognitive shortcuts when making judgements about 

others, or when they wish put someone in their place.”

 y MISOGYNY – in simple terms, misogyny signifies hatred of and 

intolerance towards women. according to sociologist allan G. 

Johnson, “misogyny is a cultural attitude of hatred for females 

because they are female.” since even aristotle himself claimed 

that women exist as a natural deformation of or incomplete 

men, it is not surprising that history is deeply steeped in mi-

sogyny. there are multiple ways in which misogyny is manife-

sted. sociologists detected the presence of misogynous patterns 

in various forms – from jokes, pornography and violence – to 

teaching women to feel contempt for their own bodies.

 y OBJECTIFICATION – this term is based on the comparison of a 

woman, or female body, with an object that can or should be 

obtained, conquered, and possessed. the reduction of a human 

to the status of an object means depriving it of its fullness as 

a human being. When sexually objectified, women may be re-

duced to their sexualised body parts, the destiny of which is to 

satisfy others’ needs and desires (Bartky, 1990). Objectification 

is present in various forms of relations among sexes: from tho-

se among colleagues and acquaintances, through friendships, 

to those that are seen in the media landscape – for example, 

advertisements, magazines, etc.

 y INFANTILISATION – this term describes the disempowerment 

of an adult who is treated as an immature human being. in a 

broader discussion on toxic masculinity, we can speak about 
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the infantilisation of women as a strategic means of creating 

and promoting images of immature women whose thoughts 

are necessarily childish and cannot be taken seriously. the in-

fantilisation of women, as the poet and the literary critic asja 

Bakić writes in her text on the silencing of women and women’s 

silence2, serves a clear purpose: if a woman is made to believe 

she is childish, throughout her life she will accept to be led by 

an authority – who will speak on her behalf.

the term ‘toxic masculinity’ rapidly spread in the Western media during the 

second decade of the 21st century, particularly in ‘digital reality’, to provide 

a description and, potentially, an explanation for men’s violence and sex-

ism. its use and prevalence in the media and popular discourse, attempted 

to make a distinction between ‘toxic’ attributes, such as aggression, and 

so-called ‘healthy’ masculinity. ‘Gillette’ even used this distinction in its ad-

vertisement against bullying and sexual harassment.3 the term was recently 

used in the south-slavic academic region by the slovenian researcher rok 

Čigon in his diploma paper entitled Toxic Masculinity at the University of 

Ljubljana, which might lead to further new research based on critical stud-

ies of masculinity. Čigon also writes about the term ‘toxic masculinity’ as 

a concept that, throughout history, particularly modern history, became 

popular although used in various ways. the author explains that the term 

“is not used to demonise men, but to emphasise detrimental ef-

fects brought about by some traditional masculine attributes, such 

as dominance, self-sufficiency, and competitiveness” (2019: 11). some 

2 see more at http://muf.com.hr/2015/12/03/o-presucivanju/ (published in 2015)

3 around the same time, the american Psychological association (aPa) published The Guide-
lines for Psychological Practice with Boys and Men, warning that extreme forms of some 
‘traditional’ masculine qualities are associated with aggression, misogyny, and negative 
health-related outcomes. this will be discussed in the following pages.
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of these traits may cause harmful effects, such as violence, promiscuity, or 

risky and irresponsible social behaviour (Hess, 2016). in psycho-analytical 

terms, toxic masculinity can be described as aggressive rivalry or dominance 

demonstrated against others. all these attributes serve to demonstrate the 

dominance and devaluation of women, and they also reflect homophobia 

(Hess, 2016). other authors (Johnson, 2020) use the term toxic masculinity, 

with reference to sources that confirm its use – such as the Journal of School 

Psychology – which describes the term as “the constellation of socially re-

gressive [masculine] traits that serve to foster domination, the devaluation 

of women, homophobia, and wanton violence” (2019).

This harmful concept of masculinity also places significant impor-

tance on ‘manliness’ based on strength; lack of emotion; self-suffi-

ciency; dominance; sexual virility.

(Johnson, 2020)
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HeGeMoNiC MasCuliNity

I
N the interview i had with raewyn Connell for the purpose of this rese-

arch on normative masculinity, i wanted to know whether ‘hegemonic 

masculinity’ could be regarded as an equivalent to ‘toxic masculinity’. 

the term ‘hegemonic masculinity’ was introduced by her in 1982 in her 

critical-theoretical reflection on masculinity. This term was related to the 

theory of cultural hegemony developed by the Marxist philosopher antonio 

Gramsci, which analyses the balance of power among social classes. Connell 

developed the term while she worked on a research school project, during 

which she interviewed students, teachers, and parents, and discovered a 

hierarchy of masculinity within the school structure. Namely, the term ‘hege-

monic’ in ‘hegemonic masculinity’ refers to a cultural dynamic which helps 

a social group to aspire to and maintain a leading and dominant status in 

the social hierarchy.

in the overall pattern of gender relations, in patriarchal societies 

where men are generally privileged in terms of authority, power, in-

come and wealth, it is characteristic that one pattern of masculinity 

is socially central and associated with authority, and provides some 

legitimacy to the privileges of men. such a pattern i call “hegemo-

nic”. it is not necessarily violent or abusive. therefore, we cannot 

regard hegemonic masculinity as equivalent to “toxic masculinity”. 

authority and privilege may be asserted without direct violence. 

(see appendix, Connell, 2020)
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since the concept of toxic masculinity is “based on practice that permits 

men’s collective dominance over women to continue, it is not surprising 

that in some contexts, hegemonic masculinity actually does refer to men’s 

engaging in toxic practices including physical violence that stabilise gender 

dominance in a particular setting. However, violence and other noxious 

practices are not always the defining characteristics, since hegemony has 

numerous configurations” (Connell/Messerschmidt, 2005: 840). The con-

cept of hegemonic masculinity was originally formulated along with the 

concept of hegemonic femininity, with the latter soon being renamed ‘em-

phasised femininity’ in order to acknowledge asymmetries between mascu-

linity and femininity in a patriarchal gender order. such asymmetries were 

left out of the picture during the development of research about men and 

masculinities.

(…) patterns of masculinity are socially defined in contradistinction 

from some model (whether real or imaginary) of femininity. Perhaps 

more important, focusing only on the activities of men occludes the 

practices of women in the construction of gender among men. as 

is well shown by life-history research, women are central in many 

of the processes constructing masculinities as mothers; as school-

mates; as girlfriends, sexual partners, and wives; as workers (...) 

We consider that research on hegemonic masculinity now needs to 

give much closer attention to the practices of women and to the 

historical interplay of femininities and masculinities. 

(Connell/Messerschmidt, 2005: 848)

Normative definitions among various types of masculinities recognise 

these differences and offer a standard: masculine is what men ought to be 

(Connell, 2005: 70). in the semiotic opposition of the masculine and the 

feminine, i.e. masculinity and femininity, masculinity is an unmarked term, 
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the place of symbolic authority, where the phallus is the main signifier and 

femininity symbolically defined by a lack. Miloš Jovanović also notes (2016: 

162) credits the term ‘hegemonic masculinity’ as having been introduced 

in sociology by this australian sociologist.

she placed the stylised ideal types of masculinity and femininity in 

the gender hierarchy that she constructed, with hegemonic mascu-

linity at the helm of the hierarchy. it dominates without using brutal 

force, through the cultural dynamics that pervade private life and 

various social exchanges.
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T
He crucial studies on masculinity in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the 

Balkans have been carried out by anne eckman et al. (2007), Mirna 

Dabić (2011), Srđan Dušanić (2012), Jozo Blažević, Feđa Bobić, Saša 

Gavrić and Jasmina Čaušević (2013), Gary Barker and Piotr Pawlak 

(2014), srđan Puhalo and Jelena Milinović (2016); in serbia by Marina 

Hughson (2017, 2018); and in Croatia by Nataša Bijelić (2011). in this chap-

ter I will present some of the most significant findings from these publicati-

ons as well as the key problems that dominant forms of masculinity import 

into society: What is their nature in Bosnia and Herzegovina? What do men 

think about gender equality? Did the war and post-war nationalist periods 

contribute to the construction of masculinity?

the 20074 study of dimensions of masculinity and violence, which used 

the Participatory learning and action (Pla)5 methodology, resulted in a set 

of conclusions describing a specific construction of hegemonic masculinity 

(Connell), which was being experienced by young men6 in the Balkans. the 

4 study conducted within the Western Balkan initiative for the prevention of gender/
sex-based violence.

5 according to robert Chambers, the Pla method entails a suite of approaches, methods, 
attitudes and behaviours aimed at enabling and empowering people to share, analyse and 
enhance their knowledge of life and conditions, and to plan, act, monitor, evaluate and 
reflect. Participatory methodologies emerged as a product of a long interaction between 
researchers, scholars, authorities, the non-governmental sector, and local populations. the 
development of participatory methodologies is linked to the 1970s and to the incentiviza-
tion of the NGo sector in the third-world countries.

6 According to the study, the data was collected from groups of nine to fifteen young men, 
from five different towns in BiH, Croatia, Montenegro and Serbia. The participants of the 
five-day PLA study were high-school students aged between 15 and 19. Most of them 
were urban youth who live in the towns where the study was conducted.
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conclusions further addressed how such masculinity was impacting on their 

relationships with women and how it was shaping gender-based violence. it 

showed that the young men in most of the Balkan towns (where the study 

was conducted) emphasised their homes and schools as two social environ-

ments which most predominantly influenced the construction of masculinity 

in the Balkans: “in these places, parents and siblings are firmly connected 

to their homes, while groups of peers find a strong connection to school, 

where young men learn about the social rules of behaviour” (2007: 22). a 

study by anna eckman and others showed that young men, in their assess-

ment of an ‘ideal man’ and in their definition of masculinity, found it crucial 

not to behave as a woman or be seen as being womanly.7

On several occasions during the course of five-day exercises, the 

young men were asked about their views of the same sex. about 

half of them, in each group, expressed negative opinions: from 

being uncomfortable, to a strong feeling of disgust and violence. 

a few of those who showed negative reactions said a man could 

not be both male and homosexual. a few others openly expre-

ssed support for the rights of individuals to identify as homosexual, 

saying, among other things, that “to me this is a regular person, 

only with a different sexual orientation” (Banja luka). Most of the 

young men, among those who expressed support for the same-

gender relationships, said they would stay friends with those who 

would “come out as homosexual.” 

(2007: 19-20)

7 in different towns the young men were engaged in creating 3D models of typical men in 
their communities in order to define masculinity. These models contained little reference to 
social interaction or relationships with women, with the exception of models that depicted 
penises as a sign of men’s readiness to have sexual intercourse at any moment. in Zagreb, 
when they asked the young men where they would place the girls in relation to models of 
typical men placed in front of their tV sets, they replied that the girls were “in kitchen” (19).
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from this 2007 study, i would like to single out a detail that the young men 

emphasised. they reported that it would be “very important for their friends 

to exhibit no signs of femininity or that they ‘do not come onto’ them. these 

young men also showed concern about hanging out with someone who is 

obviously homosexual (who is displaying traits of femininity) as this could 

lead to them also being perceived as homosexual and they considered it 

very important to avoid that” (20). researchers determined, however, that 

the opinion among some of those young men was in the process of change 

during the study: “those who initially expressed a strongly negative reaction 

about (…) minorities said that, towards the end of this participatory study 

and activities, they were feeling ‘a bit more’ tolerant.” the young men were 

asked to describe how their female peers spent time and to name some dif-

ferences between them. Based on their answers, the study concluded that 

“in their observations, especially those most frequently cited regarding the 

24-hour schedule of a girl, the description of activities and priorities mostly 

emphasised stereotypical views of a woman... The young men from the five 

towns uniformly identified two main activities among girls: gossiping and 

the use of make-up” (25).

The young men in all five towns also emphasised activities related to 

stereotypical views of the habits of women concerning gossip and 

the use of make-up, including phone conversations and spending 

lengthy periods of time in the bathroom, which they perceive as 

quintessentially female habits. the habits of spending too much 

time talking on the phone with their girlfriends they see as a qu-

intessential trait of girls, contrary to boys, who “make phone calls 

only because they need to do something. Not because they enjoy 

it.” (Banja luka). the bathroom was also described as a girls’ place 

of somewhat mysterious power, of which the boys said they “don’t 
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know what they (girls) do there,” except that this is the place where 

girls usually go together and spend a great deal of time there. (ibid)

a 2012 study titled ‘Men and gender relations in BiH’ was published by 

the psychologist srđan Dušanić. in the study, he outlines his research on key 

topics in the field of gender relations in BiH. The aim of the study was to con-

tribute to an understanding of the process of socialisation of men in BiH and 

to seek answers on how the construction of masculinity affects the life and 

behaviour of men and also of entire families. this comprehensive research was 

conducted drawing on a representative and random sample of people from 

56 municipalities and cities across BiH, and i will now summarize Dušanić’s 

findings. The key findings demonstrate that men are only partly engaged 

in the process of care for their partner’s pregnancy and childbirth. When it 

comes to attitudes on gender equality among Bosnian men, they are mostly 

shaped by stereotypes and convictions about the dominant role and position 

of men, but also display a tendency towards violence against women. the 

results show that “some 52% of men think a woman’s most important roles 

include housework and taking care of children, while 49% of them believe 

that men should play a dominant role in making the most important decisions. 

about 23% of them think that there are situations where women deserve 

to be physically punished (beaten). Displaying the results through the GeM 

(Gender-equitable Men) scale, some 23% of the men falls into the bracket of 

those with extremely low support for gender equality, 41% are in the bracket 

that exhibits moderate support, and 36% in the bracket that supports gender 

equality” (2012: 8-9). the author concludes that a great majority of these 

men demonstrate the features of hegemonic masculinity:

some 73% of them believe that a man should be solid/strong/ste-

ady, and 68% are of the opinion that honour should be protected, 

even if it means the use of force. this indicates that violence is 
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likely to be determined by perception of masculinity and by the 

willingness to preserve and protect men’s honour and the image of 

the strong man. results concerning sexuality showed that sexuality 

and potency are strong qualities in the lives of men and could also 

be important factors in the construction of the self-image of men. 

This is confirmed by the study results which show that some 45% 

of men find that sex is more important for men than women, while 

50% believe that men are always ready to have sex. 57% of these 

men exhibited homophobia and over 30% of men think that con-

traception is solely women’s responsibility. 

(Dušanić, 2012: 64-65)

in terms of region, when comparing Bosnia and Herzegovina with Croatia, 

Dušanić observes that “men here are more gender-conservative in all as-

pects; they are less supportive of gender equality; they are more loyal to 

hegemonic masculinity and to seeing the world through the prism of gen-

der stereotypes” (2007: 67). the author explains that all available data 

shows that the stances and beliefs among the surveyed men are traditional 

and patriarchal, concerning the dominant role of men, which is displayed 

through gender inequality, homophobia, and to a certain extent, through 

their support for gender-based violence and sex without protection. this 

study also indicates that dominant opinion among Bosnian men towards 

homosexuality is opposed to civilised thought and relations. Namely, more 

than “80% of those who took part in the survey said they did not support 

child adoption by homosexual persons and that they would be ashamed if 

they had a son who was a homosexual. some 71-75% said homosexuality 

was not natural and that they felt uncomfortable in the company of ho-

mosexual men” (69). opinions about homosexual marriages are somewhat 

positive, claims Dušanić, noting that nearly 44% of men who took part in 

the survey said they would approve of it.
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as for the women participants, their stances towards homosexual 

persons and their rights were mostly negative. they share similar 

stances to those of men, although, generally, they are a bit more 

positive. a lower percentage of women (59.4%) feel uncomfortable 

in the company of men. Women are slightly more open than men 

towards homosexual marriages and would feel less embarrassed if 

their son was homosexual. 

(69)

Dušanić also finds that “patriarchal norms, in general, are widely and deeply 

rooted in BiH, so that other factors become less crucial and important, 

overshadowed by the effect of such norms” (95). However, relevant data 

about violence against women in Bosnia and Herzegovina, warns the au-

thor, is the most alarming in the entire study, as it shows that “practically 

every third or fourth woman (…) has been exposed to some sort of physical 

violence. the data also gives evidence of the most brutal forms of physi-

cal violence, such as punching, kicking with feet, etc. Bearing in mind the 

perceived stigma attached to this problem, this percentage is likely to be 

higher. Violence against women is a complex issue that is linked to multiple 

factors, including psychological, social, and contextual. Violence against 

women can be exacerbated by various habits of life and experiences; by 

fixed attitudes concerning gender relations; by the environment we live in; 

by education; as well as by certain personality traits” (ibid: 95). the author, 

Dr srđan Dušanić, concludes his study with the observation that it is neces-

sary to work with boys and young men from an early age in order to develop 

healthy lifestyles with them.

to engage all relevant institutions, such as those in the education 

and healthcare sectors, it is necessary constantly to organise as many 

trainings and campaigns as possible, to affirm prosocial stances and 
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behaviours. What needs to be done will require a redefinition of cer-

tain laws and improved implementation of positive legislation that is 

already in place. a general goal should be to create a more just and 

prosperous society, because, as we see, improvements in social life 

promote stability, harmony, and better relationships among people. 

(99)

a study carried out in republika srpska by srđan Puhalo and Jelena Milinović, 

titled ‘Being a man in Republika Srpska: towards solidarity and gen-

der equality’ (2016) shows, among other things, that men’s role in mar-

riage, family, and parenthood is influenced by patriarchal beliefs: “i.e. men 

take over the duties they find ‘appropriate for men’, and are insufficiently 

engaged in everyday household chores and care for children, elderly, and 

other family members” (2016: 108). the authors contend that the private 

sphere of the family and the household is still perceived as dominantly 

“women’s work” and that, due to the lack of opportunities in the public 

sphere and on the labour market, this remains the only context wherein 

men can exercise a part of their patriarchal privileges. Puhalo and Milinović 

describe that “there is still (…) a strong influence of patriarchal ideology in 

the lives of men in republika srpska and in the shaping of their beliefs, more 

so amongst the older ones than the young, more so amongst less educated 

men than those with higher degrees of education, and more so amongst 

men from rural areas than amongst those who live in urban areas” (107).

Just as Dušanić claims:

Men mostly find that they are “more powerful” as a group than 

women, and they believe that “a real man” is one who is strong and 

fair; a leader; brave and consistent; a pillar and head of the family; 
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a support to women, family and friends; the one who provides for 

the family and keeps it safe.

the authors conclude that there are generational shifts perceived in a gradu-

al acceptance of “the employment and economic independence of women, 

as well as their stronger engagement and influence in the decision-making 

in households,” which are leading to an increase in equality.

in her book ‘Women, religion and politics’, author Zilka spahić Šiljak pro-

vides a list of nicknames that illustrate how the division of labour between 

men and women in households in our society is perceived. We also have 

to bear in mind that this division of labour reflects the culture of the whole 

nation, yet these norms also define the status of every individual and prevent 

behaviour which strays outside of these standard categories. Many men, 

notes spahić Šiljak (2007: 206), admitted they would like to help women 

more often, but that they would prefer not to be seen by neighbours, es-

pecially not by friends and family, providing such help: “(…) mothers play 

a significant role in this phenomenon –not only do they fail to teach their 

sons to engage in any housework and thus encourage in their sons the skills 

that would make it easier for themselves and their future daughters-in-law, 

but they support this division. Mothers often believe their sons should not 

be doing any housework alongside their wives; partly because their sons 

did not do any chores when they lived in their parents’ home, and partly 

for the sake of preserving “the authority” owed to the head of family and 

his dignity.” among the nicknames for men who help women (206) are: 

henpecked husband, sissy, aunty, errand boy, fag, faggot, etc. therefore, it is 

evident from the results of spahić Šiljak’s study that any attempt to get out 

of the gender straightjacket will lead to cultural punishment, which mirrors 
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gender surveillance8: it serves to discourage, undermine, and delegitimise 

gender expressions that deviate from normative gender conceptions, which 

then, in its turn, strengthens gender dichotomy.

the publication ‘18+. The book about some different men’ published in 

2013 is an important contribution towards an understanding of a range of 

masculinities, especially those found in Bosnia and Herzegovina. the book 

was published by the sarajevo open Centre and its editors include Jasmina 

Čaušević, Jozo Blažević, Feđa Bobić, and Saša Gavrić. In the book’s introduc-

tion, the then executive director saša Gavrić says that the lGBt+ activists 

became convinced, throughout their work with local communities, that 

gay, bisexual and trans* men were discriminated in various ways within the 

heteronormative society. However, discrimination is also present within this 

community, which is reflected in inter-group confrontations among certain 

groups of men with prejudices. Gavrić notes (7) that bisexuality is often 

deemed to be non-existent and is a mere transition phase to homosexuality, 

while transgender identity, transsexuality and transvestites are sometimes 

referred to with contempt and ridicule, even in the lGBt+ community.

Gay, bisexual and trans* men are most frequently visible in BiH in the 

context of violence and discrimination. the sarajevo open Centre 

wants to make visible the specificities of each of these groups of 

men, to empower them, and to provide them with opportunities to 

be able to tell their stories about identities, diversities, acceptance or 

rejection, stories about their inner worlds, imagination, desires, fe-

ars, shame, passion, freedom, caution, courage and, finally, coming 

8 Gender surveillance, in its simplest terms, is the act of the enforcement of gender roles, 
based on an individual’s perceived sex (feliciano, 2015). as pointed out in the american 
Journal of Men’s Health, gender surveillance during childhood and adolescence may have 
long-lasting effects into adulthood (Nov 29, 2016)
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out. this is motivation for the creation of this publication. ‘18+. The 

Book about some different men’ is a continuation of our efforts 

to document, display, and make the everyday life of the lGBt+ 

community available to a wider audience. the publication ‘More 

than a Label: On Women who Love Women’, that we published 

at the beginning of 2013, presented women’s perspective, and now 

this is its male counterpart.
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be a MaN Club

I
N the context of debates on masculinity in Bosnia and Herzegovina, it is 

worth mentioning the contribution of the non-governmental organisation, 

the association xy, which carried out a study in 2006 in cooperation with 

Care Balkans, analysing beliefs, behaviours, and knowledge among yo-

ung men across Bosnia and Herzegovina, with special focus on identifying 

the social factors that either impact or have a tendency to impact on the 

young men’s beliefs and behaviour. the study has given the two cooperating 

organisations an insight into the complex contexts in which the young men 

were being raised. risky behaviours, consumption of psychoactive substan-

ces, violence, loss of confidence and self-respect, and mental health issues 

were only some of the consequences of the rigid gender norms to which 

they were exposed. interviewed for this publication, feđa Mehmedović9 

explains that the 2007 study detected a link between gender stereotypes, 

rigid gender norms, and unhealthy and violent patterns of behaviour. also, 

the findings of the study showed that as a result of these norms the youth 

are more tolerant towards certain sorts of violence, i.e. they find certain 

forms of violence acceptable; victims do not report violence due to gender 

norms; and victims are often seen as having provoked the violence to which 

they were exposed. all this combined, says Mehmedović, catalysed the de-

velopment of a programme that would confront negative social norms, but 

would also encourage young people to recognise detrimental norms and 

9 the leader of Health and Healthy lifestyle Programme, responsible for development, 
planning and implementation of educational programmes in the field of health and he-
althy lifestyle. He is author and co-author of many educative programmes at association 
xy designed for healthcare workers, education staff, parents and psychologists. He has 
been pa member of association xy since 2002.
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change them: “this is what we call a gender transformative approach. But 

besides the aforementioned reasons, our personal experiences of growing 

up are also a strong motivator, with gender stereotypes influencing, in va-

rious ways, our success, our desires, and what we are today, but also what 

some of us could have become. Gender stereotypes are chains that bind 

people, preventing them from fully realising their potential, hampering them 

from becoming what they want, from following their dreams, from achie-

ving equality with others.” (see the Appendix for the full interview)

Mehmedović explains that, in addition to the educational component, i.e. 

the implementation of this transformative programme in schools, another 

important aspect of the association’s work is the ‘Be a Man’ campaign, 

which is aimed at emphasising the crucial messages of the young Men 

initiative and inspiring these changes within schools and communities.

this campaign is accompanied by substantial educational materials, social 

media presence, and activities that are designed and carried out by stu-

dents, who are members of the ‘Be a Man’ clubs. 

“the ‘Be a Man’ clubs serve as supplements to the educational process 

based on the Programme y methodology. similar to school clubs, youth are 

engaged in various activities in the clubs, and are provided with an oppor-

tunity, in a safe and supportive environment, to practice their skills, positive 

attitudes, values and behaviours, whilst being encouraged to eliminate risky 

habits with the support of their peers who are also members of the same 

club(s). While applying the technique of positive peer pressure, it is easier 

for young people to adopt healthy lifestyles and reject risky and potentially 

detrimental habits and beliefs. Within the ‘Be a Man’ club project, the youth 

carry out campaigns in schools and local communities, based on their direct 

involvement in the campaigns’ design and implementation. studies show 
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that the youth participating in this project and in the campaigns adopt more 

easily the positive beliefs and values that are promoted, and that the impact 

on their behaviour is a lot stronger than among those who have not actively 

taken part in the project”. (Mehmedović)
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conclusion
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T
His publication rejects as unfounded and unscientific the idea that 

masculinity is one-dimensional and that there is an unachievable ideal 

that could be embodied only by the few. in line with the studies on 

which ‘a Critique of toxic Masculinity’ draws, it has been established 

that the dominant social beliefs about masculinity are not grounded 

on scientific or objective criteria, because different societies perceive mas-

culinity in different ways. Portraying normative masculinity as highly valued 

and thus reifying it is a trait of patriarchal social functioning and culture. 

As for Bosnia and Herzegovina – which is under the influence of different 

mythological concepts and models of gender relations – there is a need con-

stantly to remind the public of healthy methods of critical reconsideration of 

acquired models of behaviour and challenging identity frameworks in order 

to change such a culture. in the context of the current systemic failure to 

implement necessary social reforms, individual contributions to such soci-

al reforms are immensely importance. to claim that a change starts from 

within and from every individual may sound like a trite ‘self-help’ method. 

indeed, when a system shows no capacity or inclination to rise above the 

patriarchal logic of the world, the only thing that seems purposive to do is 

to convey a message and advise others to adopt a different understanding of 

masculinity, femininity, gender relations and roles. that would comprise the 

unforced instigation of revolutionary change. it is more than revolutionary to 

unburden ourselves of the weight of patriarchal habits and turn to others, 

telling them about our own experience of being released, about how we 

forget – as we carry that weight – how to live without it. the patriarchal 

system and ideology teach men and women – sometimes in a subtle and 
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sometimes in a radical way – about masculinity, boyhood, manhood and 

what it means to be a man. this is a subject of works by J. J. Bola, whose 

publications might arouse the curiosity of those who wish to dig deeper 

into this topic. Bola notes that this is, however, only a system – an ideology 

that humans create and keep alive, so they can also change it, transform 

it, or root it out. However, such a change needs people who are aware of 

the problem and are conscientious and passionate enough to be able to do 

something about it – not only for themselves but also for others.

The specificities of toxic masculinity presented in this publication ultimately 

need to be rejected because they are socially destructive for both men and 

women. therefore, it could be a challenge for men – even now – to release 

themselves from this dangerous prison of toxic masculinity and to engage 

with the world with openness, kindness and responsibility.
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aPPenDix
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RaeWyN CoNNell – iNteRVieW

Let’s start from the beginning. How would you define masculinity - as 

a natural or learned, adopted category?

CoNNell: “Masculinity” is a social term. it means the pattern of actions 

that a given society associates with the position of men, in the gender ar-

rangements of that society. When we speak of “gender” we are certainly 

speaking of biological capacities, since the human species reproduces itself 

through sexuality: hence we speak of males and females. But we are also 

recognizing that humans are social animals, indeed we are the most social 

animals that have ever existed! our gender arrangements involve, as well 

as biological reproduction, economic processes such as divisions of labour 

and levels of income; processes of power, such as law and violence; cultural 

processes such as identities and mass media images; and emotional connec-

tions and antagonisms, from falling in love to hating another group.  it’s not 

surprising, then, that there are multiple patterns of masculinity; so, i usually 

talk about “masculinities” in the plural.

Who can claim the right to declare a certain category of masculinity 

desirable or more valuable than other masculinities?

CoNNell: that is likely to be a matter of common belief within any given 

culture. fathers may tell sons to “stand up and be a man”. Politicians tell us 

that soldiers, killed in some military catastrophe a hundred years ago, were 

models to admire and follow. teachers and priests may tell boys who to 

admire and who to despise. the mass media celebrate men who are expert 
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in combative sports. And so it goes on. These messages may conflict with 

each other, that is quite common; and most boys experience some distance 

between their own lives, and the models of manliness they are given. so, 

there is also some resistance to these messages.

How does your theory of hegemonic masculinity relate to Gramsci’s 

idea of cultural hegemony and capitalism? Does the dominant pat-

tern of masculinity rest on the capitalist system?

CoNNell: i have never advanced a theory of hegemonic masculinity on its 

own. this is my argument, in brief. in the overall pattern of gender rela-

tions, in patriarchal societies where men are generally privileged in terms 

of authority, power, income and wealth, it is characteristic that one pattern 

of masculinity is socially central and associated with authority, and provides 

some legitimacy to the privileges of men. such a pattern i call “hegemonic”. 

it is not necessarily violent or abusive. therefore, we cannot regard hegem-

onic masculinity as equivalent to “toxic masculinity”. authority and privi-

lege may be asserted without direct violence. other patterns of masculinity 

exist in the same society; they are, by contrast, marginalized. so, there is 

often a hierarchy of forms of masculinity, or ways of being a man. antonio 

Gramsci’s account of hegemony concerned class relations, not gender rela-

tions. Gramsci was trying to understand how a highly unequal society, like 

that of southern italy a hundred years ago, was stabilized. i borrowed the 

term ‘hegemony’ to help understand the parallel problem in gender rela-

tions: how patriarchal gender arrangements could gain legitimacy. Part of 

the explanation, i suggested, lay in the hierarchy of forms of masculinity. 

that could be true in capitalist societies, but it could also be true under 

communist regimes, which were also patriarchal, though they claimed not 

to be, just as capitalist regimes claim to be gender-equal.
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When does masculinity become problematic for society and when 

does it have to be curbed?

CoNNell: in all gender orders that we know, there are forms of masculin-

ity, usually multiple forms. it is not problematic that there should be socially 

recognized ways for men to conduct their lives. What is problematic is if 

those recognized ways lead to exploitation, violence, destruction or hatred. 

in that case, we have reasons to look for other ways of being a man, which 

are more just, more peaceful, more constructive, and more orientated to 

human solidarity.

Conservative critics accuse gender theorists and human rights activ-

ists and sexual and other minorities of “trampling on masculinity.” 

One of the loudest among them is Jordan Peterson. How tenable are 

his remarks and, in your opinion, why do young men gather around 

his ideas?

CoNNell: this kind of complaint has been made by angry men ever since 

women first claimed equality! The same kind of complaint has been made 

by the wealthy ever since workers claimed rights for labour. When any op-

pressed group revolts, it is accused of trampling on culture, on religion, on 

nature, and on the rights of the privileged. so, there is nothing new in this 

rhetoric. and there is nothing new in some of the privileged group being 

enthusiastic towards a media figure who supports their privileges and pre-

tends that the privileged are now the oppressed group.

You wrote about ‘patriarchal dividends’ in your scientific work. This 

is an interesting and important phenomenon for the Balkans, there-

fore for Bosnia and Herzegovina. On what do you base the phrase 

the ‘patriarchal dividend’ and is this part of our reality?
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CoNNell: in any patriarchal society, where men hold predominant power 

and authority, we can ask what do men as a group gain from this pattern of 

gender relations. this is what i mean by “patriarchal dividend”. in a simple 

sense, the dividend is economic: do men generally have higher wages than 

women, better pensions, more wealth, own more land, etc? But we can 

look for gains in other areas too. Do men generally have more organizational 

privileges, have better access to promotions, to political office; do they have 

more respect in everyday life, do they control religious organizations? Do 

men generally have more sexual freedom, are they more entitled to pleas-

ures such as drinking, travelling freely where they wish, etc.? and do they 

have more presence in the mass media; among university professors, do 

they have more access to scientific knowledge and technology? I think we 

can ask such questions of all societies!

Is it possible to establish mindful masculinity as a social norm? When 

I talk to my friends, many disagree and tell me that is a utopian vi-

sion of society.

CoNNell: it is important to recognize that there are many possibilities for 

men’s lives beyond the narrow, power-orientated ones. Many men do con-

struct respectful relationships with women, in families and in workplaces. 

More men today are becoming involved directly in the care of children – i 

think this is very important. Patterns of masculinity which define care of 

babies and children as “women’s work” are emotionally impoverished, and 

men who deny themselves this engagement are missing out on wonderful 

human experiences. it is important to recognize that alternative masculini-

ties are also multiple. We will have a great diversity of men and masculinities 

in a more equal and just society. So, we need to find ways of respecting 

contributions to society that take many different forms.



57

Bosnia and Herzegovina is a country where the majority of the popu-

lation profess a religious belief (Muslims, Catholics and Orthodox 

Christian). But there is a paradox that believers choose politicians 

who are maintaining nationalism as the dominant ideology. How 

is that possible? In your opinion, what is the relationship between 

nationalism, religion, and patriarchy?

CoNNell: i don’t have the same experience, since i was brought up in a 

Protestant tradition. But i remember that when i was a child, we were taught 

to pray for the queen every week in church. it is familiar that powerful reli-

gions, almost all of which are patriarchal, make compromises with the state. 

Many actually become state religions, enforcing a religious monopoly with 

fire and sword. But it is also the case that kings and presidents often want 

the approval of religion, and so try to construct an alliance from their side. 

even president trump, a completely irreligious man, has tried to do that! in 

theological terms it makes no sense to expect God to favour a given nation 

in its rivalry with other nations; indeed, it seems to me almost blasphemous. 

But nationalistic emotions are strong and it’s not surprising that religion is 

often recruited to a nationalist cause.

Speaking of nationalism, let me ask you the following question: 

Would you say that nationalism is destructive for both women and 

men? Unfortunately, many women still participate today in spread-

ing nationalist rhetoric around the world, including the Balkans.

CoNNell: the direct costs of nationalism to women can be different from 

the direct costs to men. Most of the deaths and mutilations in combat are 

injuries to men. it’s very common for women to suffer rape and other forms 

of abuse in war. usually, women suffer costs from combat indirectly, in death 

and injuries to men in their communities, in economic resources directed to 
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building military power rather than to health, education, housing or nutri-

tion. But women too may have their housing destroyed, their livelihoods 

lost. even without combat, nationalism diverts people’s attention from the 

task of constructing better ways of living. Because nationalist movements 

usually exalt men and treat women as merely the mothers of the next gen-

eration of soldiers, they are often retrograde in their policies about women’s 

rights and authority.

Professor Connell, violence is a huge problem in my country. The 

most common victims of violence are women, with men as the most 

common perpetrators. This is, unfortunately, a topic that is not dis-

cussed as openly in public as in Western countries. What is the key 

to eliminating violence?

CoNNell: it is important to get a full picture of violence. in some forms of 

violence, men are more commonly victims than women - including assault, 

homicide, military conflict, and brawls in public places. In most of these 

cases men commit the violence too. Women are more commonly victims in 

domestic violence, rape, and sexual harassment. again, men are mainly the 

perpetrators. i believe those patterns are, broadly speaking, connected, but 

the connections can be complicated. ending violence is a vast and complex 

problem. it requires a reduction in economic inequality, for a start. it requires 

a sustained critique and rejection of models of masculinity that make vio-

lence the proof of honour, or bravery, or prestige. it requires negotiation to 

make family relations work with more tolerance and cooperation. and it 

requires a shift away from organized violence in the form of armies, police 

forces and prisons. there is no single “key” to this - but there are many 

points where we can make practical changes that start to reduce violence.
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ADDITIONAL NOTE: asked if she would agree with the theory that both 

gender and sex were socially constructed, as suggested by some scholars, 

Connell said she did not support this idea. “Sexuality is embodied and 

includes bodily arousal, pregnancy and other processes that can be called 

‘biological’. Gender, as a social structure, relates to families and children, re-

productive sexuality, and so forth; even in their most abstracted forms, gen-

der relations connect directly and indirectly with biological reproduction. At 

the same time, biology is affected by social relations, e.g. marriage customs, 

nutrition, etc. If you need a formula, you can say there is a co-production of 

the social and the biological, in what we call gender dynamics in history.” 

elaborating on the part of the interview where she said that when we speak 

of ‘gender’ we are certainly speaking about biological capacities, Connell 

said she referred to “a whole terrain that we have in mind when we use 

gender terms, such as masculinity, femininity, patriarchy, gender division of 

labour, wife, heterosexual, intersex, father, sisterhood, bachelor, and so on.”

“I meant it in an expansive, not a narrow, sense,” she said and added: “In 

this passage I am pointing out that it is fallacious to separate “natural”, 

“biological”, “bodily” from “social”, “cultural” or “learned” as if there were 

two sharply distinct spheres of reality. In all the cases referred to by the 

gender terms I have just listed, there is a complex interplay of processes 

in human life. If we happen to focus for the moment on one kind (for in-

stance, for purposes of research), we must also recognize that in reality this 

is interacting with other kinds of process. That is why I insist that gendered 

humans are embodied beings AND social beings, and they are both at the 

same time.”
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Feđa MeHMeDoVić – iNteRVieW

When did you become involved in the emancipation of young men 

and girls? What motivated you to start this gender transformative 

work?

MeHMeDoViĆ: the association xy has been working actively since 2001 

on the protection and improvement of the health of all citizens of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, with special focus on youth and marginalised groups. it 

is important to note that the association xy is a full member of the iPPf eN 

(the international Planned Parenthood federation european Network), and 

we obtained this status by fulfilling international standards and principles, 

which ensure quality, scope, availability, and the appropriateness of the ser-

vices that we provide as well as the programmes we are implementing. Why 

am i saying all this? our motivation to focus on this gender transformative 

work is a positive consequence of the analysis we carried out in 2006, which 

helped us to understand better the impact of social factors on the stances, 

values and behaviour of young people. 

the projects implemented by the association xy are developed in coopera-

tion with those who are the target groups; i.e., our projects reflect the true 

needs of those with whom the projects are being undertaken. in cooperation 

with Care Balkans, we carried out a study in 2007, analysing the stances, 

behaviours, and knowledge of young men across Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

with special focus on identifying the social factors that impact or have a ten-

dency to impact on their stances and behaviour. in this way, the association 

xy and Care gained an insight into the complex circumstances in which 
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young men grow up. risky behaviours, use of psychoactive substances, 

violence, loss of confidence and self-respect, and poor mental health, are 

only some of the consequences of the rigid norms to which the youth are 

exposed. this is a crucial motivation both personally for me and for the 

association. this study unveiled a link between gender stereotypes, rigid 

gender norms, and the appearance of unhealthy and violent behaviour pat-

terns. At the same time, the findings have shown that, due to these norms, 

youth had a greater tolerance for certain types of violence – i.e., they find 

some types of violence acceptable; victims of violence do not report their 

experience due to gender norms; victims are often seen as responsible for 

the violence which they suffer. all this has led us to develop a programme 

that would confront negative social norms, but would also empower young 

people to recognise harmful norms and change them. this is what we call a 

gender transformative approach. But besides the aforementioned reasons, 

our personal experiences of growing up are also a strong motivator, with 

gender stereotypes influencing, in various ways, our success, our desires, 

and what we are today, but also what some of us could have become. 

Gender stereotypes are chains that bind people, preventing them from fully 

realising their potential, hampering them from becoming what they want, 

from following their dreams, from achieving equality with others. We live 

in a country where every second woman experiences violence after the 

age of 15, in a country where a woman feels safer in the street than in her 

own home – given the fact that women are mostly exposed to violence 

from their partners and that the sphere of domestic relations is actually the 

most frequent site of violence. We live in a country where everyone keeps 

silent about violence, a country where people see violence as an individual, 

personal matter of those involved in it. and most importantly, we live in a 

country where a significant majority of the population blame the victim for 

the violence s/he has suffered and where the majority see reporting violence 

as something inappropriate, something that defies the social expectations 
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that are imposed on women – i.e., to put up with violence because their role 

is to preserve those social expectations, no matter what form they take. this 

has led our organisation to immerse itself in developing the programme that 

we have been implementing for the past 14 years, which addresses all the 

previously mentioned issues of violence in our country. and the strongest 

motivating factor may also be the most personal and the most selfish – that 

is, the society we want for our children and for future generations. Not this 

world, but a better and more equal one.

How would you explain the ‘Be a Man’ club? How did the idea 

emerge, how did it spread and did it meet resistance or acceptance? 

Who were the main actors of this project and who implemented it 

in the field?

MeHMeDoViĆ: in addition to its educational component i.e., the implemen-

tation of the gender transformative programme in schools, another impor-

tant aspect of the yMi (young Men initiative) programme is the ‘Be a Man’ 

campaign, which aims at emphasising the crucial messages of the young 

Men initiative and promotes the changes for which it is advocating within 

schools and communities. this campaign is accompanied by substantial 

educational materials, social media presence, and activities that are designed 

and carried out by students, who are members of the ‘Be a Man’ clubs. the 

‘Be a Man’ clubs serve as supplements to the educational process based on 

the Programme y methodology. similar to school clubs, youth are engaged 

in various activities in the clubs, and are provided with an opportunity, in a 

safe and supportive environment, to practice their skills, positive attitudes, 

values and behaviours, whilst being encouraged to eliminate risky habits 

with the support of their peers who are also members of the same club(s). 

While applying the technique of positive peer pressure, it is easier for young 

people to adopt healthy lifestyles and reject risky and potentially detrimental 
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habits and beliefs. Within the ‘Be a Man’ club project, the youth carry out 

campaigns in schools and local communities, based on their direct involve-

ment in the campaigns’ design and implementation. studies show that the 

youth participating in this project and in the campaigns adopt more easily 

the positive beliefs and values that are promoted, and that the impact on 

their behaviour is a lot stronger than among those who have not actively 

taken part in the project. The ‘React as a Human’ campaign affirms the role 

of youth in preventing the violence they witness, and the aforementioned 

approach is identified as a core aspect of the prevention of violence. This 

campaign also affirms the role of the youth in discouraging their peers from 

risky behaviours, which is an important feature of positive peer pressure in 

the preservation of health of and care for youth. another important cam-

paign called ‘are you oK’ promotes pro-social behaviour amongst youth 

with the aim of protecting the mental health of their peers. studies show 

that seeking help and support is often absent because it is perceived as a 

sign of weakness. this campaign mobilises youth in schools to approach 

their peers and offer them support in situations when they need it, and 

there is a special focus on encouraging youth to seek the help and support 

of pedagogues and other authorities within the education system.

The ‘Be a Man’ clubs were designed to offer youth a safe and affirmative 

space, where they adopt positive beliefs and values, led by experienced 

members, teachers and facilitators, and where they form healthy friendly 

relationships, which is an important social and developmental resource they 

have at their disposal in the club. the ‘Be a Man’ clubs, regardless of the 

title, were designed to provide equal opportunities both to boys and girls. 

over 600,000 young people have been reached with the campaigns and 

activities within the ‘Be a Man’ clubs, in 120 local communities throughout 

the Balkans.
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Where can we see the consequences of ‘toxic masculinity’ and in 

what circumstances?

MeHMeDoViĆ: this is a very complex question, given the fact that toxic 

masculinities are the norm and norms are generated by people through 

their stances, habits, beliefs, and behaviours. simply put, the consequences 

are present both in individual and social circumstances. the consequences 

do not only affect men; reciprocally, they also affect girls and women. this 

applies both to youth and the elderly.

for years, we have been making assumptions about young men’s health 

and about how they grow up. We often assume that they are doing fine 

and have fewer needs than those of girls. on some occasions, we tend to 

think it is hard to work with them, that they are aggressive and are careless 

of their health. We often see them as perpetrators of violence against other 

young men, against themselves, or against women – without taking a mo-

ment to understand the ways in which society tacitly accepts such violence 

committed by young men. New studies and perspectives require better un-

derstanding of the way in which young men are socialised, what they need 

in terms of healthy development, and how health educators and others can 

be engaged in more adequate and efficient ways. Although many initiatives 

through history have focused on addressing these inequalities by empower-

ing women, there is an increasing consensus today on the need to engage 

men of all ages in the promotion of gender equality and in the improve-

ment of the health and well-being of women. the international Conference 

on Population and Development (iCPD) held in 1994 in Cairo and the 4th 

Conference on Women held in 1995 in Beijing provided the grounds to 

involve men in enhancing the status of women and girls. for instance, the 

iCDP action programme set out to promote gender equality in all spheres of 

life, including domestic life and life within communities, and to encourage 
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and enable men to take responsibility for their sexual and reproductive 

behaviour and their social and family roles. since then, many uN agencies, 

governments and civil society organisations have affirmed the necessity to 

work with boys and men. in 1998, the World Health organisation decided 

to pay special attention to the needs of male minors, recognising that they 

were often neglected in health programmes for minors. in 2000 and 2001, 

the uNaiDs devoted the World aiDs Campaign to men and boys, coming to 

conclusion that the behaviour of many men is risky to both themselves and 

their partners, and that men must be engaged in far better ways as partners 

in HiV and aiDs prevention, as well as in providing support to people living 

with aiDs. soon afterwards, in 2004, governments worldwide expressed 

their commitment, during the 48th session of the Commission on the status 

of Women (CsW), to implement a series of activities that would involve men 

and boys in the efforts to achieve gender equality. 

in addition to the increasing recognition that the work with men and boys 

in combatting gender equality can have a positive effect on the health and 

well-being of girls and women, there is also a better understanding of how 

rigid ideals of gender and masculinity can lead to vulnerability in men and 

boys. This is evident in a higher mortality rate in traffic accidents among men 

and boys, higher suicidal rates and rates of violence, as well as increased use 

of alcohol and harmful substances compared to similar rates among women 

and girls. So, for the benefit of both boys and girls, it is important for these 

programmes also to include a gender perspective in their work with youth. 

But, what does it mean to apply the ‘gender perspective’? Gender – as op-

posed to sex – refers to the multiple ways in which men and women are 

socialised to think, behave, and dress; this is the way in which these roles, of-

ten stereotypical, are learnt, strengthened, and internalised. sometimes we 

assume that the way in which boys and men behave is ‘natural’ – that ‘boys 

will always be boys’. But, the roots of behaviour of many boys and men, 
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including whether they talk to their partners about condom use, whether 

they take care of their children, or are violent with their partners, can all 

be found in the way in which the boys have been raised. it is not easy to 

change the ways of raising and perceiving boys. However, there is potential 

to transform gender relations, and to reduce numerous health and social 

vulnerabilities that both men and women are facing. there are often one or 

multiple versions of masculinities in societies, or the ways in which someone 

behaves as a man, which are considered as ‘real’ or dominant ways as to 

how a man is supposed to behave. this is normally called hegemonic mas-

culinity. in most environments, this hegemonic masculinity is idealised and 

has become a way to subdue or marginalise men who are different. When 

we look at different contexts, we actually often observe many similarities 

in how masculinity is defined and in how men are expected to behave. For 

instance, many cultures support the idea that being a ‘real man’ means to 

be a food-provider and protector of his family and community. Boys are 

often raised to be aggressive and prone to competition – the skills that are 

considered as useful for their role as food-provider and protector. they are 

also often raised to believe in firm codes of ‘honour’, which oblige them to 

compete, or use violence to prove themselves as ‘real men’. Boys who show 

interest in housework, such as cooking, cleaning or care for younger sib-

lings, or those who express their emotions, who have no sexual experience, 

can be mocked by their families or peers as ‘sissies’ or be labelled as not 

‘real men’. as for their behaviour in terms of health advice, boys are often 

taught to rely on themselves only, not to take care of their health and not 

to seek help when they are under stress. But, the ability to talk about one’s 

problems and ask for support is a preventive practice against the misuse of 

substances, against unprotected sex and, against participating in violence. 

this could partly explain why there is an increasing probability that boys, 

rather than girls, would be predominantly involved in violence and misuse 

of substances. Indeed, there are many studies that confirm that the ways in 
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which boys are raised directly influences their health. For instance, a study 

that was carried out at the national level in the usa, among adolescent men 

aged between 15 and 19, revealed that those young men who had sexist or 

traditional views of masculinity were more prone to misuse of substances; 

were involved in violence and delinquency; and were practising unprotected 

sex, rather than those adolescent men with more flexible views about what 

‘real men’ can do. similar results were discovered in the studies that were 

carried out among young men in different contexts, including Brazil, india, 

south africa, and the Western Balkans.

Is it possible to get away from dominant, adopted patterns of mas-

culinity in Bosnia and Herzegovina?

MeHMeDoViĆ: it is possible. this has been shown in the evaluation of the 

interventions and approaches that we have carried out in cooperation with 

Care Balkans and other partners. Not only are we successful in achieving 

a higher degree of gender equality, which independent evaluators have 

confirmed on many occasions, but we have also had significant success in 

mobilising youth to be role models of change, to change trends, to spread 

positive messages and values among their peers. However, one should not 

be naive; to achieve a wider scope of social changes – it is impossible to 

get there overnight or indeed in the next several years. this is a complex 

matter that requires a systemic and comprehensive response from various 

institutions, and partnership between governmental and non-governmental 

sectors is crucial. We are well placed to develop all our activities in coordina-

tion with key institutions at cantonal and entity levels of authority. Why does 

it matter? Gender transformative programmes are not based on trainings; 

they pay particular attention to changes at the level of local communities 

and the enhancement of capacities of local institutions that should carry 

out those changes. in this way, we implement contextualised programmes 
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that are specific for each local community. At the same time, we enhance 

the capacities of local NGos and improve their cooperation with other sec-

tors so we can enable each local community to have a self-sustainable, 

comprehensive and scientifically grounded violence prevention programme, 

through transformation of rigid and potentially detrimental norms that exist 

in any given local community.

What is the role of schools, the media, and religious institutions in 

redefining masculinity?

MEHMEDOVIĆ: Everyone plays a role in redefining masculinity, but unfor-

tunately not everyone is aware of their own importance or potential to 

contribute to that process. this is why it is of the utmost importance to work 

on the enhancement of institutional awareness about the issue of violence, 

about the consequences of passive attitudes towards violence, and about 

available programmes which can address this problem appropriately. We are 

all responsible in the prevention of violence, whether we are an institution 

or an individual. But, some institutions, even if they demonstrate readiness 

to do so, often have low or no capacities to deal with the issue of violence 

in a scientifically-informed and appropriate way. Therefore, we are focused 

on increasing the individual as well as the institutional awareness about 

violence prevention and on reaching a higher degree of gender equality. 

schools play a crucial role as they have the possibility to have an impact on 

the stances and behaviour of students within the curriculum, by introducing 

educational programmes that are based on the development of life skills 

which aim to develop new generations who will not only confront harmful 

forms of masculinity, but will also change them. educational institutions 

play a crucial role in that process but other important institutions, such as 

health ministries, gender equality agencies, gender centres at entity level, 

social welfare centres, mental health centres, as well as NGos should not 
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be overlooked in this process. the media has the potential to inform, to 

mobilise the public, and to influence stances of citizens about any topic, 

including violence. the media is a crucial ally because it can make an im-

pact on public perception and contribute to the development of critical 

opinion about the part that gender stereotypes play in the emergence of 

violence and of unhealthy life habits. But, instead of sensationalist articles, 

it is important for the media to send messages that contribute to creating 

zero tolerance towards violence; to demystifying masculinities and gender 

identities; and to emphasising the harmfulness of blind adherence to po-

tentially detrimental norms. the media can encourage youth to end the 

cycle of violence, to stress that victims are never to blame and that violence 

is the gravest breach of human rights. the media is an essential ally in the 

prevention and response to violence. religious authorities should not be 

underestimated either. indeed, religious leaders and institutions have the 

power to influence the stances and behaviours of their congregations. We 

are currently working with representatives of the three leading religious 

communities on a framework for violence prevention and for the transfor-

mation of harmful social norms through religious classes and gatherings. 

the readiness of religious institutions to be active participants in violence 

prevention programmes proves their commitment to building a better soci-

ety than the one in which we currently live.

this leads us to the conclusion that partnership between us, solidarity and 

mutual respect are essential principles to build a strategic and comprehen-

sive response to violence and to work on violence prevention.
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book ReVieW

is it about testosteRoNe oR us? 
Zilka spaHić Šiljak, pHD

Whenever violence happens, either in a family or in public, we hear expla-

nations that we should blame hormones – i.e., testosterone – for aggres-

sion. Scientific literature and studies about gender-based violence show that 

the great majority of perpetrators are men, while women and children are 

victims of violence. Although the studies find that the causes of violence 

exclude lack of education, poverty, use of alcohol, PtsD and hormones, 

violence continues to be justified by drawing on these categories. All these 

may contribute to violence, but the main causes are institutionalised patri-

archal gender regimes, gender binary socialisation and culture, within which 

violence is encouraged, rewarded, and justified. When men and women 

socialise in such a culture, we see attempts to justify violence, instead of 

insisting on personal responsibility and the responsibility of institutions and 

society, which anyway use double standards ethically when judging and 

sanctioning the behaviour of women and men. in most patriarchal cultures, 

men’s violence is accepted and justified on the grounds of a traditional 

understanding of anthropology and hormones. a number of studies in the 

fields of medicine, psychology, anthropology, sociology and other disciplines 

throughout the 20th century and at the beginning of the new millennium, 

found that although men and women have a different set of hormones, 

owing to their differing reproductive functions, both testosterone and 

oestrogen are important hormones for both sexes. testosterone plays an 
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important role in ovulation and in preparing the follicles for conception. 

likewise, oestrogen is important for certain functions of the male body. 

Hormones impact the lives of women and men, but that does not mean 

that hormones determine who we are as human beings, how we behave 

and what system of values we accept. in addition to hormones, people are 

free to accept or reject imposed models for the socialisation of masculinity 

and femininity which often culminate in their toxic forms, and it is about 

this that the author of this publication writes.

in the book Testosterone. An Unauthorized Biography (Harvard university 

Press, 2019), the authors rebecca M. Jordan-young and Katrina Karkazis 

dispel the received wisdom about testosterone. in their critical review of 

the most important studies about hormones, the authors point out that 

one’s testosterone level does not predict competitive drive, appetite for 

risk and violence, or athletic success. testosterone is not a biological es-

sence of masculinity or ‘the male sex hormone’. However, it is hard to de-

construct decades-long studies that engrained already-embedded images 

of masculinity and further essentialised its biological foundation. Gender 

essentialism in any form, either the one that glorifies masculinity or femi-

ninity, can be aggressive but also very sophisticated, making it hard to 

recognise. for instance, we can sense the frustration with the slowness of 

expected changes demanded by those who expected that legal regulation 

of women’s civil and political rights would finally bring about gender equal-

ity. in the answer to such demands, we often see gender essentialism at 

work. today, questions continue to be asked, such as: Why, even after so 

many years of applying positive legal regulations and policies, women are 

still underrepresented in decision-making posts? Why are there still very 

few women in STEM roles? Why are fewer than five percent of them in the 

world’s largest 500 companies? Why is the percentage of violence against 

women still so enormous?
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When we refuse to look at the problem as a whole and deal with the cul-

ture of violence and socialisation patterns, in which we cultivate and justify 

toxic masculinity, then the easiest way out is to blame it on hormones i.e., 

testosterone. in this way, we produce and perpetuate the following myths: 

Testosterone is to blame for the urge that men feel urge to dominate and 

rule. Testosterone influences competitiveness, thus there are more men in 

STEM jobs, which are also the best paid jobs. Testosterone is to blame for 

aggression and violence.

it seems unbelievable that so much blame is pinned on a single hormone, 

while men and women who face the problems that toxic masculinity brings 

about are not willing to face their own responsibility in perpetuating it. this 

is why it matters to speak about these things, as Nikola Vucic, the author 

of this publication, does. ‘a Critique of toxic Masculinity’ is an exception-

ally important book and is much needed in the Bosnian socio-cultural and 

political context. in this context, violence has been normalised to such an 

extent that the greatest challenge becomes how to perceive and understand 

the seriousness of the destruction of the lives of individuals, families, and 

society as a whole by toxic masculinity. 

in his book, the author is opening the eyes of the readers to see the conse-

quences that toxic masculinity has on the lives of individuals and the society 

as a whole, but the book also encourages us to question the ideological 

constructs behind the embedded and sanctioned masculinity but it also 

encourages us to think about how to change its toxic elements. a society 

ruled by sexism, misogyny and the objectification of women is not a healthy 

one and will not and cannot produce gender relations based on respect and 

mutual action.
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i recommend this book and hope it will serve as an incentive and challenge 

to young people, to dare to question the gender boxes into which they have 

been put and to create new gender policies that are free from violence and 

militarism.
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