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ABSTRACT
Research highlights the long-term collective effects of mass human rights violations (MHRVs) on survivors’ wellbeing. This multi-
method, multi-context paper combines the social identity approach (SIA), transitional and social justice theories and human
rights-conceptualised wellbeing to propose a human rights understanding of trauma responses and experiences in the context of
MHRVs. In Study 1, ethnographic research in four locations in Kosova, 5 years post war indicates that lack of perceived conflict-
related and social justice is experienced as a key contributor to survivors’ individual and collective wellbeing. In Study 2, 61 semi-
structured interviews with MHRVs survivors from post-war Kosova, post-conflict Northern Ireland and post-dictatorship Albania
two to three decades post conflict also show that such justice experiences informwellbeing. These studies illustrate the importance
of expanding the SIA to health and trauma theories by taking account of a human rights-conceptualised wellbeing as well as
adopting a holistic analysis of justice perception.

1 Introduction

A major challenge for post-conflict societal cohesion is the
legacy of mass human rights violations (MHRVs), which are
often collective, traumatic and multi-faceted in nature (Freeman
2022). Long-term consequences of MHRVs include psychological
distress (Amodu, Richter, and Salami 2020; Blackmore et al. 2020;
Mongelli, Georgakopoulos, and Pato 2020); transformed relation-
ships within families, communities and states (Këllezi, Guxholli,

et al. 2021; Këllezi et al. 2022; Patel, Këllezi, and Williams
2014); intergroup animosity (Hewstone et al. 2014); and systemic
inequalities (Bombay, Matheson, and Anisman 2014). Systemic
inequality can further contribute to conflict (Østby 2013) and can
persist across generations long after active conflict ends (Paradies
2016). Survivors can also remain preoccupiedwith different forms
of justice acquisition, even decades after the initial violations.
This can extend suffering and undermine recovery (Bombay,
Matheson, and Anisman 2014; Këllezi et al. 2024). Despite a
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growing body of evidence, a number of limitations remain within
most current understandings of how justice processes in the
aftermath of MHRVs impact wellbeing.

First, while there is a substantial body of research on the rela-
tionship between perceived post-conflict justice and wellbeing,
varying forms of justice (e.g., apologies, forgiveness, acknowl-
edgement), have often been considered in isolation. Thus, an
integrated account of how these various forms of justice can
together impact wellbeing is lacking. In this paper, we propose
a multi-dimensional framework that combines conflict-related
(i.e., transitional) justice and social justice to develop a more
systematic understanding of justice processes in the context of
MHRVs. Second, we argue that focusing solely on psychological
predictors of wellbeing in the wake of MHRVs provides only a
limited account of the impact of these events. We expand the
examination of wellbeing in the context of MHRVs by exploring
wellbeing processes using human rights frameworks. Third,
in examining the justice-related needs prioritised by survivors
following MHRVs, we recognise the collective and contextually
determined nature of how people experience, respond to and
develop strategies to cope withMHRVs. In doing so, we recognise
that MHRVs are embedded in long-term historical and socio-
political contexts, where survivors’ experiences and reactions
to such events are affected by complex collective intragroup
and intergroup processes (see, e.g., Këllezi, Guxholli, et al.
2021; Muldoon et al. 2021; Noor et al. 2017; Vollhardt 2020).
In fact, psychological research on trauma, disaster manage-
ment and response and collective victimisation all highlight
the fundamentally collective social-political nature of traumatic
events, including their myriad impacts, how and why they are
experienced and how they are responded to (e.g., Drury et al.
2016; Muldoon et al. 2019; Vollhardt 2020). In short, we argue
that MHRVs are often experienced in the context of group
memberships (e.g., religious, ethnic, ideological), whereby group
memberships can form the basis for the provision of meaning,
support and coping resources (Jetten et al. 2017). For this reason,
and as further elaborated below, the social identity approach (SIA;
Reicher, Spears, andHaslam 2010), which draws upon both social
identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979) and self-categorisation
theory (Turner et al. 1987), presents a useful basis for examining
the intragroup and intergroup processes relevant to the collective
experiences of and responses to MHRVs. We will engage with
these three issues in turn.

1.1 The SIA

The SIA posits that each person’s social identity is derived from
the groups to which they belong (e.g., ethnic, religious, gender
and political identities). How we think, act, interact with others
and perceive the world is influenced by these groups, especially
if we identify strongly with them (e.g., experience a strong sense
of belonging, commitment and fit). Identifying with a group also
unlocks valuable psychological resources (e.g., social support)
and processes explained by the ‘social cure’ model within the
SIA to health (SIAH; e.g., Jetten et al. 2012; C. Haslam et al.
2018; Wakefield et al. 2019). These identity resources help group
members cope better with stressors, such as collective disasters
(e.g., Drury, Cocking, and Reicher 2009) and individual trauma
(e.g., Muldoon et al. 2019).

However, group membership can be detrimental to health if the
group in question is stigmatised within the wider society or if
the nature of the group and its norms leads to a withdrawal
of support or belonging from individual group members under
certain conditions (a process known as the ‘social curse’ within
the SIAH; Këllezi and Reicher 2012; Wakefield et al. 2019). In
practice, social cure and social curse processes often co-exist. For
example, being a target of violence and discrimination because
of one’s group memberships can undermine wellbeing but can
also (and simultaneously so) lead to increased identification with
those groups, which in turn can provide valuable resources that
enhance wellbeing (Branscombe, Schmitt, and Harvey 1999; S.
A. Haslam and Reicher 2006), and facilitate coping (e.g., during
immigration detention, Këllezi et al. 2019).

SIAH research has also been applied to MHRVs. For example,
the benefits and harms derived from group memberships are
positively associated with group identification, and group iden-
tification can increase due to experiencing MHRVs (Muldoon
et al. 2021). Intragroup processes (e.g., group norms) affect the
meanings survivors give to the conflict in positive and negative
ways (Başoğlu et al. 1997; Këllezi and Reicher 2012). Intergroup
(e.g., stigma) and intragroup processes (e.g., adherence to group
norms and values) also affect survivors’ abilities to seek and
receive much-needed support (Këllezi and Reicher 2014; Shala
et al. 2024); the extent to which survivors are likely to seek
justice in the aftermath (Bar-Tal et al. 2009); the extent to which
they trust their state/government (Këllezi et al. 2023; Shala et al.
2024); and whether they have access to basic human rights
(e.g., education, Betancourt et al. 2013; reparations, Këllezi and
Guxholli 2022; andwar pensions or formal recognitions as victims
of violence, Shala et al. 2024). Finally, threats to group status and
reputation can lead to group-based attempts aimed at restoring a
positive identity (Jetten et al. 2017).

Group processes also have implications for the success of rec-
onciliation efforts (Schori-Eyal, Klar, and Ben-Ami 2017). For
example, some studies show that intergroup forgiveness and
apologies can promote reconciliation (e.g., McAlinden 2023),
although evidence for how widespread this is remains limited
(for reviews, see Gkinopoulos, Sagherian-Dickey, and Schaafsma
2022; Hornsey and Wohl 2017; Noor et al. 2017). Perceptions
of victimhood enhance a sense of ingroup strength, cohesion,
solidarity, pride and morality (Këllezi, Guxholli, et al. 2021;
Vollhardt and Nair 2018), which, when combined with the ability
to impose a sense of collective meaning on the suffering that was
experienced, can promote resilience and agency (Bar-Tal et al.
2009; Frankl 1985; Këllezi et al. 2009; Këllezi, Guxholli, et al.
2021). These processes may positively impact wellbeing. Research
has also shown that public and shared acknowledgement of
suffering can enhance wellbeing (Fontana and Rosenheck 1994;
Hautamaki and Coleman 2001; Maercker and Muller 2004) and
can benefit individual survivors and their communities (e.g.,
through increased reconciliation; Wessells 2009).

On the other hand, group processes can also impede
reconciliation, promote revenge and facilitate future conflict
(Klar 2016; Schori-Eyal, Klar, and Ben-Ami 2017; Vollhardt 2020).
For example, collective victimhood has been positively associated
with intergroup emotions such as anger (Jasini, Delvaux, and
Mesquita 2017), support for military action (Schori-Eyal,
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Halperin, and Bar-Tal 2014) and intergroup distancing (Green
et al. 2017). These processes underminewellbeing in variousways.
For example, collective wellbeing may be undermined through
the extent of intergenerational transmission of emotional pain
and burden (e.g., Këllezi, Guxholli, et al. 2021); increased anxiety
about the future (Këllezi et al. 2024); and increased intragroup
divisions (Këllezi and Reicher 2012; Këllezi et al. 2023).

While research on MHRVs (e.g., Vollhardt 2020) focused on
collective processes enriches the SIAH (Jetten et al. 2017), current
knowledge on the relationship between group processes and
health/wellbeing focuses almost exclusively on forms of justice
related to forgiveness or responses to apologies. Here, we expand
the scope of this exploration and argue that justice processes
relating to, among others, reparation, historical documentation,
legal and political reforms and criminal justice can also affect
health and wellbeing. In our analysis, we recognise that survivors
have their own understandings of, and priorities regarding jus-
tice, both in relation to the specific conflict that led to theMHRVs
experienced, but also in relation to broader issues of social equal-
ity and justice (McEvoy and McConnachie 2013; Robins 2017).
This is captured in our subsequent conceptualisation of holistic
justice.

1.2 Holistic Justice

Our conceptualisation of holistic justice involves combining
two complementary justice frameworks: transitional justice (TJ)
and social justice (SJ). TJ refers to social, political, judicial and
economic processes aimed at redressing the impact of MHRVs
and preventing future conflict (Arthur 2009). These include
criminal, historical, reparative, administrative and constitutional
forms of justice (Teitel 2000). Many of these forms of justice are
essential to establish peace, reconciliation and transformation
in multiple MHRVs contexts, although the evidence regarding
their impact on survivors is varied (Nagy 2008, 2022; Shaw et el.
2010; Teitel 2000). One key criticism is that TJ processes are
often devised and implemented in a top-down manner that is
informed by international norms (Nagy 2008; Shaw et al. 2010),
thus ignoring and even undermining survivors’ priorities and the
unique social-political contexts where MHRVs have taken place
(Shaw et al. 2010).

We also suggest that TJ does not always address SJ concerns
appropriately. For instance, MHRVs can impact members of the
same group differently, in part due to intersecting identities (e.g.,
being targets of sexual violence in a conflict based on ethnic iden-
tity; Këllezi and Reicher 2012, 2014). This can also lead to inequal-
ities in experiences of post-violation justice. For example, while
obvious violence in the context of an ethnic identity-based con-
flict may eventually lead to redress, the fact that sexual violence
is culturally taboo and often concealed means that its occurrence
is rarely even societally acknowledged (Shala et al. 2024).

SJ involves social structures and consists of distributive (fair allo-
cation of burdens and benefits), procedural (fair procedures and
norms governing society) and interactional (treating everyone
with dignity and respect) justice (Jost and Kay 2010). Whilst
TJ is concerned with MHRVs, SJ frameworks recognise the

long-term impact of MHRVs and their link to a larger system
of inequalities that exists before, during and after the event/s
and can last for generations (Bombay, Matheson, and Anisman
2014; Këllezi, Guxholli, et al. 2021). In fact, MHRV contexts
are affected by social inequalities that are best captured by SJ
definitions.

Because of their complexity, TJ and SJ tend to be examined one
at a time, thus again ignoring how the myriad forms of justice
interact and affect perceptions of broader social and economic
rights (which have important effects on survivors’ wellbeing and
can be key contributors to intergroup conflict or war; Robins
2017). We thus need to examine survivor-informed (bottom-
up) collective justice processes more holistically whilst taking
account of the broader social-political context to understand
the long-term collective impact of and responses to MHRVs
(McEvoy and McConnachie 2013). Social psychological analysis,
using a qualitative approach and contextualist perspective is
ideal for capturing survivor-informed complex collective justice
processes more holistically across diverse contexts. McEvoy and
McConnachie (2013) and Robins (2017) argue for the need to
understand how survivors’ voices are amplified or silenced,
and how their agency can be supported or diminished in the
attempt to pursue and achieve social-political goals through
transitional justice. Zhao et al. (2023) contend that the jus-
tice system’s legitimacy and effectiveness are closely linked to
the survivors’ experiences and that hearing survivors’ inter-
sectional voices is essential for building and delivering policy,
politics and practices of justice within the broader structural
context. Complimentary justice processes should also be incor-
porated into how the wellbeing of survivors is defined and
understood.

1.3 Human Rights Conceptualisation of
Wellbeing

While the SIAH literature has extensively researched a range
of wellbeing and mental dimensions (e.g., psychological well-
being, satisfaction with life, anxiety, depression, stress, PTSD),
there remains little focus on human rights-related dimensions
of wellbeing (although there are some exceptions to this, e.g.,
education in Doyle, Easterbrook, and Harris 2023; access to
health services in Këllezi, Wakefield, et al. 2021). A human rights
approach involves including economic, social, cultural (United
Nations 1966a), civil and political rights (United Nations 1966b)
as vital constituents of wellbeing. This human rights approach to
wellbeing incorporates some of the key features associated with
psychological wellbeing (including achieving the best attainable
health), and social identity relevant dimensions of wellbeing (e.g.,
discrimination, access to information), whilst also incorporating
issues that are key to both SJ (e.g., addressing inequalities,
disadvantages and fairness) and TJ (e.g., security, recognition,
redressing the impact of past harm, preventing future conflict
and ensuring the right to self-determination amongst members
of oppressed groups). Core features of the human rights concep-
tualisation of wellbeing constitute important goals for MHRVs
survivors and reflect theirmultiple needs for justice (Robins 2017).
Thus, research investigating the collective impact and responses
to MHRVs must pay attention to both holistic justice and, in
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addition to studying more recognised forms of wellbeing, adopt
and include human rights conceptualisations of wellbeing.

1.4 The Present Study

There are a range of reasons why survivors may experience
dissatisfaction with justice following MHRVs, and it is likely that
this dissatisfaction will negatively impact survivors’ wellbeing
by undermining collective resources such as a sense of agency,
efficacy and power whilst also prolonging the perceived threat of
MHRVs (even years after the height of conflict). Thus, to better
understand the complex contributors to justice and wellbeing-
related processes in such contexts, we have drawn on social cure
and curse research theorising from SIAH (Jetten et al. 2017),
peace and conflict research (Vollhardt 2020) and transitional and
social justice literatures (e.g., Jost and Kay 2010; McEvoy and
McConnachie 2013; Robins 2017).

Our research places survivor-informed understandings of holis-
tic justice at the centre of two interconnected studies across
a range of MHRVs socio-political contexts: post-war Kosova,1
post-conflict Northern Ireland and post-dictatorship Albania.
Exploring such diverse contexts allows us to identify similari-
ties and differences in survivors’ experiences. To explore these
multiple contexts, we also use multiple methods: exploratory
observations of everyday life and in-depth discussions capturing
participants’ justice-related understandings. Each method was
chosen due to being the best way to address the specific issues
under investigation (as outlined below). A multiple method
approach has the further advantage of enabling comparison of
data generated via different methods (Campbell et al. 2020).

To bemore specific, our first study uses an ethnographic approach
to explore everyday life in Kosova 5 years after the war that
took place there in 1998–1999. Ethnographic research allows
for a naturalistic exploration of complex topics relating to how
survivors make sense of and cope with their past experiences
of MHRVs. The aim of this study is to explore the relation-
ship between survivors’ perceptions of post-war (in)justice and
their individual and collective wellbeing within their local
context.

Although Study 1 has the advantage of being naturalistic, it is
based in one context and captures relatively short-term expe-
riences of justice (5 years after the war). Building on this,
Study 2 involved an examination of survivors’ experiences of
(in)justice and wellbeing through semi-structured interviews in
threeMHRVs contexts and timepoints ranging from 19 to 26 years
after the violations: (1) post-dictatorshipAlbania (the dictatorship
between 1945 and 1992), where the conflict was intragroup; (2)
post-war Kosova (the war between 1998 and 1999), where the
conflict was intergroup; and (3) post-conflict Northern Ireland
(‘The Troubles’, between 1968 and 1998), where the conflicting
groups live in the same country and have made considerable
efforts to gain and maintain peace. A fuller account of each of
these contexts is provided in Supporting Information A. This
study explores participants’ social environments, their under-
standings and experiences of injustice and their experiences of
wellbeing and distress. The interview methodology enables in-
depth exploration of topics of interest while providing enough

flexibility to allow participants to discuss unexpected processes
and unanticipated experiences.

2 Study 1: Observations and Analysis of Everyday
Life After War

2.1 Methodology

Study 1 was an ethnographic study aiming to explore the lived
experiences of survivors of MHRVs and identify key contributors
to survivor wellbeing. It was conducted in Kosova in 2004, 5
years after the war between Kosova Albanians and Serbs ended.
Ethnography, with its focus on embedded observational tech-
niques, enables in-depth and naturalistic exploration of factors
which contribute to post-war social experiences, health and
wellbeing, cultural practices and everyday life in this non-Western
and understudied population (Hammersley and Atkinson 2002).
The study was approved by the University of St Andrews Ethics
Committee and aimed to explore: What are the key contributors
to wellbeing after the war?

During this study, the researcher (first author) participated
overtly in citizens’ daily lives and resided in four primary
communities, living with six families who invited her into their
homes during May–July 2004. The locations were chosen due
to their communities’ diverse experiences of war, ranging from
a large massacre (Krusha e Madhe) to less intense collective
violations and harms (Gjinoc). The families with which the
researcher resided served as gatekeepers and introduced the
researcher to their friends/relatives within and outside their
communities. Gatekeepers were instructed to only introduce
people they knew to have no objections to talking about the war.
This was done to safeguard participants’ wellbeing. In reality,
war was the most common topic of conversation in private and
public spaces, and participants disclosed exceedingly difficult
experiences within minutes of meeting the researcher. This was
explained by community members on occasion as ‘their being
glad to talk about it, and the importance of not forgetting what
had happened or it would repeat itself’.

Once connections were made within the communities, snowball
techniques were used to recruit further local participants in
each community. Often, once the gatekeeper introduced the
researcher to the participants, the researcher was left alone with
them and could decide on future meetings with the participants
in their homes, work or during other everyday activities. The
researcher also walked around the villages, where on some
occasions members of the community introduced themselves
to her. When the researcher introduced herself and her study,
her accent identified her immediately as an Albanian from
Albania, the place where many participants (nearly half of the
displaced) were refugees. This was often the starting point of
conversations and allowed a natural introduction between the
two parties. On many occasions, the researcher was explicitly
welcomed into the participants’ homes. TheKanun (theAlbanian
traditional law, see Dukagjini and Gjecov 1989; Meçi 2002)
refers to the importance of ‘welcoming strangers who become
friends when they come into one’s home - miq’. This welcome
was one of the most defining characteristics of the Kosova
Albanian culture at the time of the study. Accessing participants
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was thus straightforward, and the repeated invitations from the
participants for the researcher to visit them again can be argued
to reflect a sense of trust and willingness and ease of disclosure,
thereby increasing confidence in the representativeness of the
findings.

There were no pre-defined interview questions or schedules that
is common in ethnographic studies (Hammersley and Atkinson
2002). The researcher (a White, female Albanian from Albania)
observed, listened and asked clarifying questions (e.g., ‘Can you
tell me what is going on in this situation?’ ‘Why do you think
you/they reacted like that?’ ‘Does this happen often?’) about
events, wherever possible avoiding leading questions. In certain
situations (e.g., when an idea was generated after reflection or
when a passing observation was voiced), it was not appropriate or
possible to ask clarifying questions, therefore clarifying questions
were asked of other members of the community (when there
were no confidentiality issues that prevented this). Further details
on study design, location and participants can be found in
Supporting Information B. Further discussion of issues around
trust, gatekeeping, researcher position and other ethnography-
related challenges are discussed elsewhere in detail (Këllezi 2006;
Këllezi et al. 2023). Participant details can be found in Table 1.

2.2 Analytic Method

Over 400 photographs were collected during the fieldwork, as
well as 200 pages of field notes compiled by the first author.
Data were analysed using theoretically guided reflexive thematic
analysis (Braun and Clarke 2021), taking a contextualist approach
(positioned between constructionism and essentialism), where
both individual experience andmeaning-making can be explored
within and influenced by specific social context. This approach
is therefore ideal for exploring collective processes and psycho-
logical phenomena whilst also embedding the analysis within
the context of these complex and located social events. The
analysis focussed on searching for key patterns in the rich
and varied data relevant to the research topic, thus making
a flexible thematic approach ideal (Braun and Clarke 2021).
The analysis presented here involves the subset of data that
focuses specifically on social processes, justice andwellbeing. The
analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six steps including:
(a) data familiarisation (textual data were re-read and photos
reviewed repeatedly alongside text whilemaking initial notes and
reflections on field notes); (b) coding, using a combination of
inductive (data led; bottom-up) coding (e.g., identifying collective
justice as key contributor to wellbeing) and deductive (theory-
led; top down) coding (e.g., social identity-informed collective
understanding and experience of group-based justice seeking);
(c) identification and initial sorting of themes using the codes;
(d) reviewing suitable themes against the dataset, then further
developing them so that they addressed the research ques-
tion; (e) refining themes to determine key findings from each
theme/subtheme (e.g., Theme 2 did not initially have subthemes,
but subthemes were added following team feedback on thematic
structure recognising that justice needs are not only complex
but also differ between groups); and (f) choosing extracts/photos
to illustrate each theme, as well as drawing on existing the-
ory and research to support the analysis and write-up of the
findings.

TABLE 1 Details of each key case study in the ethnography.

Case
study Gender Age

Education
(years) Type of experience

1 F 36 15 Refugee (faced death)
2 F 34 12 Lost family membersa

3 M �42 12 Lost family members
4 M 47 15 Lost family members
5 M 37 17 Soldier
6 M 40 12 Lost family members
7 F 49 12 Lost family members
8 M �70 Unknown Lost soldier son
9 F �69 0 Lost soldier son
10 F �70 0 Lost soldier son
11 F 75 0 Lost civilian son
12 F 65 0 Lost civilian son
13b M — — —
14 F 21 12 Lost family members
15 F 36 8 Lost family members
16b F — — —
17 M 48 16 Refugee
18a F — — —
19 F 37 12 Refugee
20b M — — —
21b F — — —
22 M 63 16 Soldier
23 F 51 12 Refugee

aLost close family members including partner, parent, uncle/aunts, first
cousins.
bInformation kept anonymous to prevent identification of participants.

Ethnographic positionality was key when examining private
and public life (Terry et al. 2017) and has been expanded
upon extensively elsewhere (Këllezi 2023). However, it is impor-
tant to note that conversations with participants suggested the
researcher was perceived as an ingroup member (vs. outgroup
member) due to her national identity and a psychologist (vs.
lawyer), so participants’ focus on justice concerns was unlikely
to have been generated by the researcher’s identity or the study’s
characteristics.

2.3 Analysis

Following the steps outlined above, two key themes were devel-
oped. Theme 1 relates to how perceptions of collective (in)justice
frame daily life and survivor wellbeing. Theme 2 relates to
the complex and multi-faceted nature of war-related justice
dissatisfaction, which is intertwinedwith perceived social justice.
Where applicable, researcher observations, participant accounts
and photographs are presented together to enrich and enhance
the evidence, narrative and arguments.
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FIGURE 1 Calendar depicting families of the missing people.

2.3.1 Theme 1: Dissatisfaction With Justice Frames in
Daily Life andWellbeing

From the first days of the ethnography study, it became clear
that participants’ memories of the war were strongly linked to
dissatisfaction with collective justice and a continued sense of
perceived outgroup (Serbian) threat. Topics relating to perceived
injustice were discussed daily in the news, represented in objects
around offices and households (see Figure 1), and appeared
frequently in conversation in public and private spaces, such as
this conversation in a shop:

Extract 1:

The Serbs are blocking the streets, and the UN is
doing nothing. There is still discrimination against
us [Kosova Albanians]. UNMIK [UN agency that has
taken over the administration of Kosova] is allowing
more than they should. Serbs have oppressed us for
decades. That is why they will never be accepted. Why
does UNMIK support them when they have always
oppressed us? (. . . ) It was not the Serbs from Beograd
[Serbia’s capital] who oppressed us but our neighbours.
(. . . ) Even little children don’t want to see them, never.
The Serbs did this before, these things keep repeating.
(11.05.04)

This extract illustrates the collective preoccupation (‘us’) with
how post-war justice was being (mis)managed (in this case, the
UN’s perceived tolerance of outgroup threats) and the very real
concerns over risks of further threat that this inaction facilitates
(‘things keep repeating’) for the ethnic group (‘against us’). This
perceived injustice is experienced collectively, committed towards

FIGURE 2 Photograph of a destroyed home in the Village of Gjinoc.

ingroup members (Kosova Albanians) by the outgroup (Serbs)
and enabled and perpetuated by the international community
(‘allowing more than they should’). This account highlights an
important threat to their collective wellbeing: a shared fear
of violations towards their ethnic group repeating themselves
while they lacked efficacy to prevent it, which sits within a
context of shared collective rejection of the outgroup (‘even little
children’). The ethnic identities (‘us’ vs ‘them’) were being used
to provide meaning to past and potential future threat and harm,
suggesting the impact of war was continuous, and likely to
even affect the next generation within the contexts of continued
injustice.

More evidence of dissatisfaction with justice is illustrated in
Figure 1, which shows an everyday object (a calendar) that
depicted the plight of the families of people who remained
missing due to the war.

The message conveyed by the production and collective use of
the calendar to commemorate in such a visible, yet everyday way,
was that every day of the year should be a reminder that justice
(i.e., criminal or historical justice) remains denied and collective
needs (family and community) remain unmet. As the title of
the calendar (‘The Missing: Families have the right to know’)
proclaimed, justice had yet to be achieved for the missing people
and their families (here involving three generations depicted
in the two photographs: the parents, wives and children of
the missing men). Five years after the war, many of the 3000
abductees that were mostly men were still missing (Keough and
Samuels 2004).

Features of the community’s environment also signified their
experiences and the continuing need for reparations. Figure 2
depicts one of the homes that were burned during and after
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the war and were now uninhabitable. It illustrates one of the
largest economic impacts of the war, as many homes were
looted and burned (e.g., over 90% in the village of Krusha e
Madhe).

The physical environment itself could therefore act as a promi-
nent daily reminder of the harms committed during the war and
the lack of justice obtained in its aftermath.

Together the data presented in Theme 1 reveal the ways in
which dissatisfactionwith justice (criminal, historical, reparative,
administrative and constitutional) permeated the experiences of
community members. This undermined wellbeing and reminded
them of historic threats and future risks in post-war Kosova, such
as fear and anxiety about future conflict, lack of support from
those with power to serve justice, ongoing grief and uncertainty
formissing and harmed familymembers and historic and present
economic losses. As the extracts and examples in this theme
illustrate, people in post-war contexts remained preoccupiedwith
multiple forms of (in)justice perpetuating the harm experienced
by them. This is addressed in Theme 2.

2.3.2 Theme 2: DissatisfactionWith Justice is Constant
and Complex

Theme 2 centres on the complexities of dissatisfaction with
justice, revealing that perceptions of justice were multi-faceted
(Subtheme 2.1) and could be experienced differently by different
members of the same community (Subtheme 2.2).

2.4 Subtheme 2.1: Perceptions of Justice are
Multi-Faceted

During interactions, participants commonly expressed their dis-
satisfaction with justice-seeking and reparations following the
harms they experienced. This perceived inability to achieve
justice was made sense of in complex ways because it related to
an inability to obtain multiple forms of justice across multiple
domains (e.g., justice for personal harms, justice for their family
and justice for their whole community and way of life). Below
we draw upon a specific event to help depict the multiple forms
of justice-related dissatisfaction. It took place at the Merdar
border between Kosova and Serbia on the 29th of May 2004.
Bodies of unidentified missing people frommass graves in Serbia
were being brought back to Kosova. The field notes depict
conversations between members of organisations focussed on
seeking justice for missing people (often led by affected family
members), which took place on the bus trip to the border and at
the border itself.

Notes and Extracts 2:

One of the fathers became very upset and had to be
held back by the rest of the group. He explained, ‘They
(Serbian state) are torturing us. We do not know if
they are dead and how they died. We need to know
the cause of death for each one, and the Serbs don’t
tell us’. While waiting, I was also informed that the

young man who just passed me was the only survivor
of a massacre of 74 people. He gave an interview to the
Hague (International Criminal Tribunal for the Former
Yugoslavia) but was not called there to testify. There
is a belief that the Hague does not give a platform to
truthful testimonies. (. . . ). One woman loudly accuses
the politicians of not caring about their case. Inside the
tents the group paid homage to the bodies, and some of
the women started crying and remarking loudly ‘You
were kept in the land of the criminals. We have been
in silence for five years. How long will we stay in
silence?’. Another explained ‘If you continue like this
it will take 250 years to return all the bodies’. Another
described their anger towards the media: ‘Don’t listen
to the media because they don’t care about our case’.
I noticed that a cameraman from a news agency left
before the bodies arrived.

Field notes from the Merdar border event illustrate the depth
of emotion characterising families’ collective dissatisfaction with
multiple justice processes: first, the outgroup’s silence about the
fate of their loved ones (‘the Serbs don’t tell us’); second, lack
of acknowledgement of their crimes; and third, the great harms
associated with the unwillingness to return the bodies of their
loved ones in a timely manner (‘it will take 250 years to return
all the bodies’). It also illustrates their sense of the unwillingness
of representatives of the ingroup (media and government) to
highlight their plight and fight for justice (‘they don’t care about
our case’), which served to add further insult and exacerbated the
frustrations with outgroup inaction and ongoing injustice. The
reference to the ingroup not caring about ‘our case’ illustrates
social divisions between those who occupy and represent the
same targeted ethnic group.

The event thus illustrates the existence of multiple forms of
justice quests (i.e., criminal, historical, administrative) and how
these interacted to characterise the wider experience of injustice.
This sense of injustice inevitably extended the historical harms
by perpetuating them in the present, to the detriment of the
survivors’ wellbeing: effects that can be seen across multiple col-
lective contexts (e.g., family, community, nation). The impact on
survivors’ wellbeing is illustrated through the distress associated
with their inability to move on without knowing the fate of loved
ones, feeling tortured by lack of knowledge (an emotion notably
expressed in the present tense: ‘They are torturing us’), and on the
impact of the financial and emotional burden to seek justice by
attending such events. Two photographs that depict the collective
nature of the event are shown in Figure 3.

The placard the family members were holding evidences their
preoccupation with injustice, their collective need for justice and
their commitment to justice-seeking. It reads in capital letters:
‘OUR LOVED ONES ARE NOT MISSING THEY HAVE BEEN
INTENTIONALLY KIDNAPPED FROM JUGOSLAVMILITARY
ANDPOLICE’. Familymembers attended these events despite the
significant financial costs (travel to the border, having to take a
day off work) and emotional costs (facing the perpetrator group
and witnessing the return of the bodies).

7 of 20

 10990992, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ejsp.3124 by H

eriot-W
att U

niversity, W
iley O

nline Library on [23/10/2024]. S
ee the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline Library for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons License

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/rightsLink?doi=10.1002%2Fejsp.3124&mode=


FIGURE 3 Families and representatives ofmissing people organisa-
tions carry placards and flowers as they wait for the bodies to be brought
across the Merdar (Serbia–Kosova) border.

2.5 Subtheme 2.2: Perceptions of Justice May
Differ AmongMembers of the Same Community

While Subtheme 2.1 illustrates the complexity of the shared expe-
riences of communities of survivors (i.e., ethnic communities),
characterised by their shared concerns and the many different
forms of justice-seeking, Subtheme 2.2 explores how perceptions
of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with justice could vary within
the same group. For instance, the consequences of war were
often felt and expressed differently by different participants, with
some enduring additional challenges due to systemic inequalities
and intersecting identities, such as gender, as the organiser of a
women’s support group explained:

Extract 3:

People are still suffering from the consequences of war
as you can see, especially women. They feel unsup-
ported. For themno-one is helping after everythingwas
taken away or burned. Many women tell me they have
many nightmares (. . . ) The graveyards are a serious

issue; they are not kept well. International organisa-
tions are giving money for statues [of soldiers who
died], but the women struggle to visit the graveyards
[where the civilians killed in war are buried] where
cows often go and destroy the new graves. They say
‘Shame on you. People have died and you can’t keep
control of your cows. We don’t know where to go and
cry’. So first they need to fix the graveyards and then
open a nursery and employ 10 women, those that are
the poorest and least educated.

This participant highlighted the additional burdens and harms
that women suffered due to them being custodians of the
family, and thus having additional responsibilities as the
wives/mothers/sisters of the missing/harmed. This injustice was
attributed to disparity in economic support for graveyards, which
prevented the women from mourning in dignity (‘cows often go
and destroy the new graves’) but also through emphasising the
need to provide employment for women. The account reflects
the actual gender disparities in terms of education, employment
and financial security that women faced within Kosova society
(especially in rural areas; Shala et al. 2024). For example, most
of the women encountered in Krusha e Madhe had lost their
husbands in the war and were not formally employed. The
poor state of their family graveyards (compared to the soldiers’
graveyards, which were well-tended) highlighted their economic
dependence on the State but also the State’s lack of recognition
of their loss. Indeed, this disparity was evident at the time when
comparing the graveyards where civilians were buried with state-
resourced graveyards where soldiers were buried as illustrated in
Figures 4 and 5.

The disparity in respect and recognition was also evident when
travelling on public transport. Field notes evidenced that bus
and van drivers would switch off the radio every time we drove
past soldiers’ graveyards but not when we drove past civilians’
graveyards. This indicates that not all those who died during the
war were equally commemorated within Kosova society at the
time. This perceived historical and present-day injustice deeply
concerned the women, who ‘don’t know where to go and cry’
due to the poor state of their families’ graveyards. These examples
illustrate why focusing on single justice processes risks leading to
a limited understanding of the varied and complex needs affecting
different groups within the same communities, and a misunder-
standing of the processes, potentially leading to social divisions.

3 Discussion

A key finding from Study 1 is that participants’ perceptions
of what constitutes post-war justice were complex and multi-
faceted, often taking different forms, and permeating the
experiences of community members. These multi-faceted justice
needs included conflict-related transitional justice processes
such as: criminal (e.g., punishment of perpetrators); historical
(e.g., finding out the fate of the loved ones, commemorating
the loss of loved ones with dignity); reparative (e.g., rebuilding
of homes); administrative (e.g., institutional reforms aiming
to bring about justice, such as the way UNMIK operates); and
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