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Abstract
The Wartime Rape Narrative in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
The international community has constructed a dominant narrative to explain the
prevalence of gendered violence in the eastern parts of the Democratic Republic of Congo.
This dominant narrative posits regional and national antagonisms over conflict minerals as
the cause of the Congolese wars that have resulted in the mass rape of Congolese women
and girls. Sexual violence against women and girls is portrayed as the most significant form
of violence occurring during the Congolese wars. This narrative has had a substantial
impact on how the international community has represented, researched and responded to
Congolese women and gendered violence. I argue that this narrative is based on
problematic conceptions of gender relations rooted in Western feminism that are
incompatible with the local experiences of Congolese women and men. The misconception
of gender, gender relations and gender violence has engendered misguided intervention
initiatives that have failed to produce meaningful change in the lives of Congolese women.
This thesis challenges dominant discourses that inform and impose specific narratives of
violence and development agendas. It moves beyond them to propose an alternative
analysis of gender and gendered violence. It sheds light on the historical disconnection
between international and local perspectives of gender and gender violence in the Congo,
arguing that to be effective, international development and humanitarian discourses must be
re-examined in light of the local socio-cultural context of eastern Congo.

1

INTRODUCTION
The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has faced systemic violence since the
outbreak of war in 1996.1 The Congo wars, occurring from 1996-1998, 1998-2003,
represent some of the most complex conflicts of our time. They involved up to fourteen
foreign armies, consisted of horrendous human rights abuses, and resulted in the highest
death toll experienced during any conflict since the Second World War.2 Media and human
rights reports have popularized specific narratives of violence in the DRC having a
formative effect on public perception and policy makers’ understandings of the causes,
consequences, and solutions to violence.
These conflicts are said to have an array of causes including local disputes over land
and resources, the acquisitive goals of regional and rebel armed groups, and political and
ethnic grievances.3 The international community has constructed a dominant narrative
positing regional and national antagonisms over conflict minerals as the cause of the
Congolese wars that have resulted in the mass rape of Congolese women and girls. This
narrative has had a substantial impact on how the international community has represented,
researched and responded to Congolese women and gendered violence. In this dominant
and over simplified narrative, sexual violence against women and girls is portrayed as the
most significant form of violence occurring during the Congolese wars.

1
This thesis uses the name the Congo/DRC throughout to provide consistency. Throughout its history the DRC has changed its names
several times. Belgian colonizers originally named it the Congo Free State. It was renamed the Belgian Congo when it was ran by the
Belgian parliament from 1908-1960. At independence it retained the name Congo, but was later renamed Zaire by President Mobutu in
1971. In 1997 President Laurent-Désiré Kabila reverted back to the Democratic Republic of Congo. Autesserre, The Trouble With The
Congo: Local Violence And The Failure Of International Peacebuilding (Cambridge: New York, 2010), 36.
2
Ibid., 2-3.
3
Christopher Williams, “Explaining the Great War in Africa: How Conflict in the Congo Became a Continental Crisis,” The Fletcher
Forum of World Affairs 37, no. 2 (2013): 81.
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This narrative is based on problematic conceptions of gender relations rooted in
theories that are commonly associated with white, western feminists that are, at times
incompatible with the local experiences of Congolese women and men. The misconception
of gender, gender relations and gender violence has engendered misguided intervention
initiatives that have failed to produce meaningful change in the lives of Congolese women.
To be effective, international development and humanitarian discourses must be reexamined in light of local socio-cultural context.
This thesis explores the formation and reinforcement of narratives of violence and
sheds light on the historical disconnection between international and local perspectives of
gender and gender violence in the DRC. Its temporal focus is the period of the two
Congolese wars (1996-2006) and their unstable aftermath, and its geographical focus the
eastern DRC, specifically the provinces of North and South Kivu as well as the District of
Ituri, where the war left the worst human rights violations in its wake. This area represents
the focal point of violence due to the Congo’s shared boarder with Rwanda, Uganda, and
Burundi. Accordingly, most media and nongovernmental organization accounts of the
violence focused on this area.4 These accounts had a formative impact on perceptions of
violence and thus wielded a great influence on the international community’s understanding
of the conflicts, policy decisions on intervention, and scholarship and research priorities.5
Historians and international relations scholars have studied the causes and
continuation of violence in eastern DRC in depth to provide a deeper understanding of the

4

Jan Vansina, “The Politics of History and the Crisis in the Great Lakes,” Africa Today 45, no. 1 (1998): 37.
There is vast research on how media coverage influences foreign policy decisions either directly, or through public opinion with the
media coverage an issue receive having a direct effect on the likelihood of policy action. Allan Thompson, “The Responsibility To
Report: A New Journalist Paradigm,” in The Media and the Rwandan Genocide, edited by Allan Thompson (Kampala, Uganda:
Foundation Publishers, 2007): 438-439.
5
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war. At the outbreak of war a number of scholars including Filip Reyntjens, Gérard Prunier,
and Jean-Pierre Chrétien presented historical overviews of the violence in the Great Lakes
Region.6 Since then, more in depth analyses have traced the historical paths and turning
points of conflict. Scholars such as René Lemarchand and Thomas Turner have argued that
current conflicts are rooted in eastern DRC’s status as a “borderland” characterized by
population movements, territorial claims and shifting identities.7 The Great Lakes
borderland debate encourages a regional analysis of violence and specifically focuses on
Rwanda’s polarizing and trans-border effect on ethnicity.8 Historical analyses of Great
Lakes Region conflicts have explored the evolution of ethnicity in North and South Kivu,
demonstrating the shifting nature of the politics of belonging and the continuing impact of
exclusion as a root cause of violence.9 Other analyses have presented dynamics of conflicts
internal to DRC by referencing the legacy of patrimonial networks, economic collapse, and
poor national management occurring under President Mobutu as significant contributors to
violence.10 Economic analyses of the violence focus on internal state collapse, arguing that
historical factors such as social fractionalization and ethnic antagonisms are less important
in predicting the causes of civil war.11 These economic analyses often use the Collier-

6
René Lemarchand, “Reflections on the Recent Historiography of Eastern Congo,” Journal of African History 54 (2013): 425. Gerard
Prunier, The Rwanda Crisis: History of a Genocide (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), Filip Reyntjen, L'Afriquedes Grands
Lacs en crise: Rwanda et Burundi, 1988-1994 (Paris: Karthala, 1994), Jean-Pierre Chretien, Rwanda: Les Medias du Genocide (Paris:
Karthala, 1995).
7
René Lemarchand, “Reflections,” 420-21. Thomas Turner, The Congo Wars: Conflict, Myth and Reality (London: Cambridge, 2007).
8
Lemarchand, “Reflections,” 424.
9
Emizet François Kisangani, Civil Wars in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 1960-2010 (Boulder: Lynne Rienner 2012. Stephen
Jackson, “Boarderlands And The Transformation Of War Economies: Lessons From The DR Congo,” Conflict, Security And
Development, 6, no. 3 (2006): 425-447.
10
Koen Vlassenroot, “Reading the Congolese crisis” and “Land and Conflict: The Case of Masisi,” in Conflict and Social
Transformation in Eastern DR Congo, edited by Koen Vlassenroot and Timothy Raeymaekers, (Gent, Acedemia Press, 2004): 39-60 and
81-102.
11
Léonce Ndikumana and Kisangani Emizet, “The Economics of Civil War: The Case of the Democratic Republic of Congo,” Political
Economy Research Institute 63 (2003): 26.
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Hoeffler model12 of civil wars to argue that natural resource dependence is the largest
determinant of violence in the DRC where wealth in natural resources combined with
economic collapse to create a volatile environment.13 However, historians have found this
economic explanation ineffective when applied to the DRC because it ignores basic
historical facts that are critical to understanding the civil wars.14
Most analyses of violence are largely descriptive using a historical analysis of
violence to explain the present, while others are concerned largely with policy analysis and
prescription. Severine Autesserre’s history “from below” presents a convincing analysis of
the local roots of conflict. As one of the few academic researchers on the ground in the
unstable eastern DRC during the transition period of 2003-2006, Auteserre’s The Trouble
With The Congo provides important primary data regarding international interventions,
offering a thorough analysis of why they have been unsuccessful in the DRC. She
concludes that local issues are essential to understanding the roots of conflict at higher
levels; however, they remain largely left out of dominant discourses that focus solely on the
national and regional dimensions of violence.15 Autesserre’s book helps to bridge the divide
between international perspectives of violence and intervention and local realities that are
often only alluded to in descriptive works.
Sally Engles Merry, an anthropologist and legal gender scholar, formulates a similar
nexus in her book Human Rights and Gender Violence: Translating International Law into

12

The Collier-Hoeffler model argues that three economic factors are predictors of civil war: the initial level of income, grown rate of
income, and primary commodity exports in total exports. Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler, “On the Incidence of Civil War in Africa,”
Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, no. 1 (2002): 15.
13
Ndikumana and Emizet, 27-29.
14
Lemarchand, “Reflections,” 429.
15
Autesserre, The Trouble with the Congo, 38.
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Local Justice.16 She explores the gap between human rights legislation on gendered
violence that translational elites develop, and its application in local communities. Merry
examines how the international community produces ideas about gendered violence as
human rights violations in order to fit a dominant narrative of violence requiring
intervention. Whether these interventions are successful depends on whether local
communities participate in their conception and application. Using Merry’s thesis of local
appropriation as a starting point of investigation, I present a historical gender analysis of
eastern DRC in order to demonstrate that interventionist initiatives have failed to combat
gendered violence in the DRC because they are rooted in misconceptions of gender and
gendered violence at the local level.
Although there have been a number of different scholarly explanations for the
historical causes and consequences of violence in the Great Lakes Region, an appropriate
in-depth historical gendered analysis remains absent in the historiography. This does not
mean that gendered analyses of the violence in the DRC do not exist. On the contrary, a
number of reports outline the ways men and women experience violence differently as a
result of gender.17 However, most gendered analyses of violence only explore violence
against women, focusing on the extent and use of sexual violence that armed factions
perpetrate against women as a result of their inferior social position. These analyses often
fail to define what gender means to a woman in the cultural context of the DRC and how
this impacts local interpretations of violence.

16
Sally Engles Merry, Human Rights & Gender Violence: Translating International Law Into Local Justice (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Free Press, 2006).
17
See, Jane Freedman, “Explaining Sexual Violence and Gender Inequalities in the DRC,” Peace Review: A Journal of Social Justice 23
(2011): 170-173. Amie Alden, “A Continuum of Violence: A Gendered Analysis of Post- Conflict Transformation,” POLIS Journal 3
(2010): 1-37.
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The continued insecurity and inaccessibility in parts of the Great Lakes Region has
caused a relative dearth of scholarly literature on gender in eastern DRC.18 Several
important autobiographical works by Rwandan refugees exiled to the eastern DRC in 199697 are helpful at filling this void.19 The autobiography of Beatrice Umutesi, a Hutu
Rwandan refugee living in eastern DRC, provides a useful examination of the intersecting
nature of ethnicity and gender dynamics involved in violence and displacement.20 Also,
although not specific to eastern DRC, scholars such as Jeannie Burnet and Bonnie Hewlett
offer important ethnographical studies on the life processes of women in Rwanda and the
Congo Basin increasing an understanding of the nature of women’s lives in the region.21
The insights offered in these works demonstrate the limitations of gender analysis
conducted in the tradition of white Western second-wave feminism.22 The third wave
feminist term “white feminism,” is used throughout this thesis. The term was constructed
to address the white centricity and domination of white western feminists. When the needs
of African women are acknowledged, their struggles are defined from a white feminist
perspective that views all women as a homogenous entity subject to a universal patriarchy,
without accommodating the cultural and individual heterogeneity of experiences.23 As a

18
Nancy Rose Hunt is one notable exception. Most of her work focuses on Congolese women in Belgian Congo during colonization;
however, her recent work is useful in exploring historical rhetoric of gender and gender violence in the region and how it relates to
current discourses of gender violence in the DRC. Nancy Rose Hunt, “An Acoustic Register, Tenacious Images, And Congolese Scenes
Of Rape And Repetition,” Cultural Anthropology 23.2 (2008).
19
Jerome Karimumuryango, Les réfugiés rwandais dans la région de Bukavu, Congo RDC: la survie du réfugié dans les camps de
secours d’urgence (Paris: Karthala, 2000).
20
Marie Béatrice Umutesi, Surviving The Slaughter: The Ordeal of a Rwandan Refugee in Zaire, (Wisconsin: The University of
Wisconsin Press, 2000).
21
Jennie Burnet, Genocide Lives In Us: Women, Memory, And Silence In Rwanda, (Madison: The University Of Wisconsin Press, 2012).
Bonnie Hewlett, Listen, Here Is A Story: Ethnographic Life Narrative From Aka and Ngandu Women Of The Congo Basis, (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2013).
22
Rose Lindsey, From Atrocity to Data: Historiographies of Rape in Former Yugoslavia and the Gendering of Genocide, Patterns of
Prejudice 36, no., 4 (2002): 670-71.
23
Sherri Liska, “Talking Back to White Feminism: An Intersectional Review,” Liberated Arts: A Journal for Undergraduated Research
1, no 1 (2015):2.
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result, white feminism assumes that what is best for white, western women is best for all
other women.
Although this discourse has been highly successful at liberating white western
women of the white middle class through a focus on liberal initiatives encouraging
economic and political emancipation, applying these principles universally through gender
and development initiatives has been ineffective at achieving meaningful change at the
local level in the DRC. Although the efforts of white western feminists to assist Congolese
women are significant, as demonstrated by white feminists activists who have pushed
forward legislation to criminalize wartime rape, white western feminists’ domination of
development discourse continues to be problematic in the DRC. Addressing these
limitations, I offer an analysis of eastern DRC informed by African womanist and African
feminist theories of gender.24 Using these theories, I adopt an intersectional approach that
accommodates Congolese women’s experiences of gender, race and ethnicity,
acknowledging that these identifiers are not static but changed throughout history as a
result of geographical, political, and economic upsets.
The use of African womanist and African feminist theories encourages a more
critical reading of human rights and development reports that make up the majority of
primary source material on the Congolese wars. The ideological influence of these
international agencies has informed their representation of the situation in eastern DRC

24
Africana womanism offers a new form of feminist consciousness grounded in African culture. This ideology recognizes both ethnicity
and gender, focusing on the unique experiences, of Africana women living both on the continent of Africa and its diaspora. Clenora
Hudson-Weems, “Africana Womanism: Cultural And Agenda Conflicts In Academia: Critical Issues For Africana Women’s Studies,” in
The Womanist Reader, edited by Layli Phillips (New York: Routledge, 2006), 39-40. African feminism attempts to create a more
inclusive form of feminism that acknowledges dimensions of race, sex, class and culture as intersects of oppression. Filomena Steady,
African Feminism: A World Wide Perspective,” in Women in Africa And The Diaspora, edited by Rosalyn Teborg-Pen, Sharon Harley
and Andrea Benton Rushing, (Washington: Howard Up, 1987): 4-5.
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causing most documentation to occur according to western norms of gender.25 As a result,
these documents are largely useful for their empirical evidence, but not always for their
qualitative investigation.
Most human rights reports derive from investigative techniques emphasising the
dominant narrative of violence. Although they are sometimes supported by testimony, they
typically conclude with an analysis driven by their specific mission brief: to end gendered
violence and improve the status of women in the DRC.26 Unfortunately, the voices of
Congolese are largely silent in many of these reports. When testimonies are included,
women’s experiences of violence are repackaged into patterned narratives of wartime rape
and thus minimize other forms of abuse ranging from forced displacement to looting.27 By
prioritizing certain experiences and identities above others, the voices of Congolese women
are never entirely heard within the dominant narrative international aid workers,
humanitarians and development workers have constructed.
The dominant discourse of gendered violence has led to an overarching emphasis on
evidence meant to fit these narratives leading to the marginalization of other voices,
theories, and intervention initiatives that are more appropriate in the context of eastern
DRC. This thesis challenges and fleshes out dominant discourses that inform and impose
specific narratives of violence and development agendas, and moves beyond them to
propose an alternative analysis of gender and gendered violence. This alternative analysis
considers Congolese women as the definers their own history and experiences and, in so

25
The ideological identity of an organization greatly affects the reading of a situation and can determine the dialect developed to explain
and historicize the event. See, Rose Lindsey, From Atrocity to Data: Historiographies of Rape in Former Yugoslavia and the Gendering
of Genocide, Patterns of Prejudice 36, no., 4 (2002): 68.
26
Ibid., 68.
27
Ibid.
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doing, aims to develop a nexus between international perspectives and local realities that is
will be of greater relevance to the actual needs and desires of Congolese women.
In this thesis the international community refers to a complex array of layers
represented by a myriad of foreign interveners including international institutions such as
the United Nations and World Bank, non-governmental organizations like Women for
Women International and Oxfam, government officials, and individuals acting in a nonstate capacity.28 The participation and influence of these constituents is not static, but
changes depending on the nature of the issue. However, dominant actors such as the United
Nations Security Counsel have significantly more influence in dictating discourse and
determining policy than international non-government organizations. Therefore, the
perspective represented as dominant in the international community does not necessarily
represent the opinion or priority of all its constituent parts.29 Although action is often taken
in the name of international community, it is not a linear act of global governance that
represents a consensus and results in direct action. It is one that has emerged from a
complex process of decision-making influenced by international norms. The details of this
process are not the focus of this thesis; however, the complexity of how international norms
emerge and influence policies is acknowledged as an important element associated with the
representation of the international community’s perspective in this thesis.30
This thesis is divided into four complementary chapters with each offering an
alternative analysis to a dominant narrative used to explain violence in the DRC. The first
28

Autesserre, The Trouble with the Congo, 10.
	
  In some cases sufficient agreement amongst international actors occurs appropriately attributing a policy to the international
community. This occurs regarding cases of genocide or mass wartime rape considered to be wrong by all of humanity. While the
international community may reach consensus on a problem, they rarely agree on its solution.
30
For further information see, Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, “Transnational Advocacy Networks in International and Regional
Politics,” International Social Sciences Journal 51, no. 159 (1999):89-101, and Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond
Boarders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1998).
29
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chapter presents a background of the history of the region and the two Congolese wars. The
second chapter argues that the focus on high levels of rape has clouded a historical analysis
of gender dynamics in the region. I assert that gender and development frameworks that
draw upon the theories of white feminists have been ineffective because they ignore the
nuances of local Congolese identity. 31 The third chapter explores experiences of gender
violence during the Congolese wars, arguing that the specific focus on sexual violence
against women has created narrow definitions of victim and perpetrator, hindering a holistic
understanding of gender violence affecting men, women and children. The fourth chapter
cumulates into a summative analysis of the divergence between international perspectives
based on the dominant narratives and local realities presented in the three previous
chapters. I argue that these initiatives have been ineffective because the international
community has grafted external designs onto eastern DRC through universal assistance
initiatives without attempting to understand what peace or gender equality look like from a
local perspective.32
These chapters offer a starting point for further analysis into some of the under
represented alternative storylines of gender, gender violence and intervention in eastern
DRC with the aim of encouraging a deeper analysis of the socio-cultural reality of local
contexts affected by international development initiatives. This research offers a corrective
to an incomplete understanding of the nature and causes of gendered violence resulting in
inappropriate policy responses. A better understanding of the origins of these narratives and

31
Signe Arnfred, “Re-Thinking Sexualities In Africa,” in Re-Thinking Sexualities In Africa, edited by Signe Arnfred (Sweden: Almqvidt
& Wiksell Tryckeri AB, 2004), 12, 15.
32
Sara Hellmüller, “Bridging The Disconnect: Integrating Local Perspectives In Peace Processes, European Conference on African
Studies,” Swiss Peace (2011): 2.
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how they become entrenched in policy initiatives will enable more appropriate methods of
analysis and intervention in eastern DRC to develop.
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CHAPTER ONE
DOMINANT DISCOURSES ON VIOLENCE
The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) lies at the heart of the African
Continent. Home to some of the world’s most impenetrable rainforests, its immense size
and history of colonial violence, causes the DRC to hold a special fascination for outsiders
who wish to understand how it came to be in its current state of instability. The history of
violence in Africa’s Great Lakes region is immensely complex. Rather than leading to more
intrigue, this complexity has resulted in the DRC’s historical and political marginalization,
leaving it to be studied by small enclaves of scholars, politicians, and activists
The rest of the world continues to engage a dominant discourse to explain the
history and persistence of violence in the DRC. Made up of several main narratives, this
discourse has affected the intervention programs applied in eastern DRC, largely to the
detriment of the Congolese people. This chapter focuses on the negative consequences of
the main narratives used to explain the central cause and consequence of the conflicts. It
will demonstrate that the international community has focused on regional and national
power struggles over conflict resources as the primary cause of violence in the Great Lakes
region largely to the exclusion of all alternatives. Furthermore, the dominant international
narrative centers on rape during wartime as the most important consequence of regional
violence. The focus on wartime rape in the eastern DRC has resulted in a problematic
conceptualization of Congolese women as victims of sexual violence. This has negatively
impacted women in the region, overlooking most other forms of gender based violence that
exist during both times of war and peace.

13

This chapter will briefly explore the history of the DRC from colonialism to the end
of the two Congolese wars. It will explain how and why certain dominant discourses and
simple narratives become popular and are adopted by international policy makers while
others are not. It will demonstrate that the dominant discourse of violence in the DRC
encouraged an international focus on regional and national power struggles over conflict
resources, ignoring other causes of violence such as those rooted in the region’s history,
social and political tensions, and grass roots antagonisms over land and power. This narrow
focus has had negative implications for peace building efforts in the region.
It then explores how the wartime rape narrative came to be perceived as the most
pressing consequence of the conflict. It will explain how the narrow focus of this narrative,
which excludes all other forms of gendered violence and life force atrocities caused by the
conflicts, has negatively affected local Congolese women. This will be demonstrated
through an exploration of how the wartime rape narrative has shaped the narrow mandate of
aid interventions and international legislation causing a focus on curative measures without
understanding the larger socio-cultural gender process that contribute to gender based
violence. This chapter concludes by contending that in order to adequately address gender
based violence, the social, cultural, and political determinants of violence must be
addressed outside of the wartime rape narrative and grounded in an analysis of gender
relations at the local level.
This thesis is focused on the years 1996-2006, the period of he Congo wars;
however, the nature of the violence in the Great Lakes is so dynamic that it cannot be
understood without an analysis of the region's longer history. In order to move beyond the
main narratives used to explain the violence in the eastern DRC, a basic understanding of

14

the history of the region is necessary. At the Conference of Berlin in 1885 European heads
segregating the African continent amongst the colonial powers. King Leopold II of
Belgium ruled the Congo as his personal fiefdom. Although he had successfully convinced
the other powers that his interests were purely altruistic, with Christian civilization as the
main goal, in practice King Leopold II ran “The Congo Free State,” as a private enterprise
extracting every morsel of wealth from the country.1 This practice became exceptionally
brutal once the immense resources of the country became known.
The force publique officers under Leopold’s reign implemented a harsh system of
forced labour where killing, mutilation, and kidnapping of Congolese were employed to
promote the gathering of ivory and latex rubber. Historians estimate that the brutal practice
of forced labour under King Leopold cost between five and eight million Congolese lives.2
This number does not include countless other Congolese who were maimed, beaten, and
tortured in order to compel populations to achieve higher resource quotas.
The horrors committed in King Leopold’s Congo led to what was arguably the first
great international human rights movement.3 Coming at a period before the creation of
human rights conventions, this movement to stop coerced labour in the Congo involved
numerous influential characters including President Theodore Roosevelt, the Archbishop of
Canterbury, and Mark Twain. Mass meetings of protest were held across the United States,
England, and as far away as Australia.4 Under immense international pressure, King
Leopold handed over the Congo to the Belgian government in 1908.

1
Adam Hochschild, King Leopold's Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in Colonial Africa (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1998),
87, 166.
2
Ibid., 3.
3
Ibid., 2.
4
Ibid., 3.
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Although several administrative improvements were made under Belgian rule,
including the implementation of a nationwide primary education program and a
rudimentary healthcare system, the Belgians continued to focus mainly on resource
extraction. Even in the face of impending independence the Belgians did little to encourage
Congolese development.5 Laws prevented most Congolese from accessing many of the
structural elements of development. They were prohibited from living in higher-class
neighbourhoods and all upper elements of military and civil services were European. While
government sponsored education and social welfare programs were available, they were
kept to a bare minimum and usually only accessible to Congolese évolués.6 Upon
independence a population of nearly twenty million comprised only seventeen university
graduates and approximately five warrant officers.7 After seventy-five years of colonialism
on June 30, 1960, these few privileged yet underprepared men were expected to run the
country.8
The Cold War ushered in an era of what can be referred to as neo-colonialism.9 In
1965, Joseph Mobutu took power in a CIA sponsored coup. The next thirty-two years
Mobutu ran the nation as his own personal country. Mobutu embodied a neo-patrimonial
polity where loyalty and patrimonial ties outweighed merit and were rewarded through

5
Jason Stearns, Dancing in the Glory of Monsters: The Collapse of the Congo and the Great War of Africa (Public Affairs: New York:
USA, 2011), 7.
6
The Congolese évolués were a small group of beurocratic intelligentsia who were considered an elite group distinct from the Congolese
masses. As the elite they were granted certain privileges and positions by white colonizers to reinforce their loyalty and status. JeanClaude Willame, Patrimonialism and Political Change in the Congo (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1972), 24-25.
7
Gerard Prunier, Africa’s World War: Congo, The Rwandan Genocide and the Making of a Continental Catastrophe (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2009), 76.
8
Ibid.
9
Neo-colonialism is a new form of imperialism used to control post colonial states. It defines states that are independent in theory, yet
their economic system and political policy is directed by outside forces. This often occurs through economic or monetary means with
imperial powers controlling the neo-colonial government policy through secured payments towards the cost of running the state or by
posting civil servants in politically powerful positions. Both of these mechanisms were used in the DRC post independence. Tatah
Mentan, The State in Africa: An Analysis of Impacts of Historical Trajectories of Global Capitalist Expansion and Domination in the
Continent, (Cameroon: Langaa Research & Pub. CIG, 2010): 201.
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clientelism. This thwarted the development of a responsive and effective bureaucracy
resulting in the crumbling of national institutions and infrastructure.10 Although many
Congolese inhabitants considered Mobutu’s government illegitimate, this lack of
legitimacy was balanced by the international aid Mobutu used to keep himself in power.
However, with the end of the Cold War came the end of the Congo’s strategic significance
to the West, and an end to the aid keeping Mobutu at the helm of government.11
By the early 1990s Mobutu's international isolation had led to the near complete
state failure of the Congo. The Mobutu state had lost all capacity to provide public services,
security, or mediate internal crises effectively. The Rwandan Patriotic Army’s (RPA)
invasion of eastern Congo in 1996 made the failure of the Mobutuist state conclusive. It
took only six months for the anti-Mobutist coalition to reach Kinshasa, demonstrating the
weakness of the Zairian Armed Forces and their leader, Mobutu.12
A significant cause of the Congolese conflict was the Rwandan genocide of 1994.
Perpetrated by the ethnic Hutu government, the Rwandan Armed Forces (FAR) and several
militia bands, the most notorious being the Interahamwe, the genocide resulted in the
deaths of approximately 800,000 Rwandans, mostly ethnic Tutsi and moderate Hutu. The
dynamics of the genocide are complex. However, what is clear is that the violence and
scale of the Rwandan genocide was unprecedented in modern Africa and had extreme
reverberating effects throughout the Great Lakes region.
The genocide resulted in one of the largest humanitarian crises the world had ever
seen. Ironically, it was the Hutu, not the Tutsis` who were the main recipients of
10
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international humanitarian aid following the genocide. Once the Tutsi-led Rwandan
Patriotic Front (RPF) seized control of Rwanda in July 1994, over one million Hutu civilian
refugees fled to eastern Congo settling in camps along the boarder in North and South
Kivu. With these civilians came an estimated forty thousand ex-FAR and more militiamen
who had come prepared with money, equipment, and administrative training.13 Almost all
those political and militaristically responsible for the genocide came to the Congo because
Mobutu was a known FAR sympathizer allowing increased freedom of movement
compared to other camps in Tanzania and Burundi. 14 The survivors of the former Rwandan
government quickly became leaders of the camps, setting up administrative structures and
forcing aid workers to operate through them. Within months they gained control of all
humanitarian aid, including food supplies.15 In practice, half the camps' populations were
genuine refugees and half were militia grouped in quasi-military training camps. The
Congolese boarder provided protection from the Rwandan Patriotic Army allowing these
militias to regroup, rearm, and prepare to retake Kigali.16 Thus, the FAR`s exodus from
Rwanda did not end the civil war but introduced what Jason Stearn describes as a “hiatus in
the hostilities” with the second act staged on Congolese soil.17
The refugee camps in eastern Congo were set up in July 1994 and stayed in place
for over two years, jointly housing over a million refugees. Some contained more than 400,
000 inhabitants, making them the largest refugee camps in the world and larger than any
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city in eastern Congo.18 For two years the international community treated the situation as a
humanitarian crisis, spending over two billion US dollars on aid for refugees.19
Unfortunately, the situation required a political analysis and solution to deal with the
presence of Rwandan war criminals within the camps; however, one was never
implemented. The international community failed to separate FAR soldiers and Hutu Power
militia from the refugees despite the Kigali government’s demands that the génocidaires be
repatriated back to Rwanda. Instead, the international community continued blindly to help
the refugees, even after multiple humanitarian reports published evidence that the aid they
supplied was also aiding perpetrators of the genocide.20 The international community’s
failure to respond resulted in Rwanda engaging in military action against the camps in an
effort to separate génocidaires from the refugees.21
The political scientist René Lemarchand describes the Rwandan invasions of the
DRC in 1996 as “a surgical pre-emptive strike” against partially militarized refugee camps,
with the goal of eliminating Hutu génocidaires through search and destroy operations.22
However, in practice their methods were less than surgical, resulting in widespread
massacres of both Hutu and Tutsi civilians, with devastating consequences for local
Congolese.23 What some have called “Africa’s World War” began in September 1996.24
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Paul Kagame’s regime led the RPA invasion in the DRC on the basis of apparently
legitimate security concerns but soon formed a strategic alliance with a local rebel force,
the Alliance des Forces Démocratiques pour la libération (AFDL), led by Laurent Kabila.
Backed by the African coalition,25 and with the goal of overthrowing Mobutu, the RPA and
AFDL succeeded in toppling the Congolese government forces in under a year. By May of
1997 Mobutu had fled and Kabila became president of the DRC.26
Although the 1996 war is often described in the media as a war of greed based on
conflict resources, the invaders and new leaders of the DRC argued it began as a
continental revolution steeped in pan-African ideology.27 This rhetoric was soon retired and
within less than two years, the foreign actors who had liberated the Congo from Mobutu
capitalized on more lucrative interests in the nation.28 After fifteen months of relative
peace, the Congo was again involved in a regional conflict. This time the war was largely
an effort by external powers to protect their investments and acquire a piece of Congo’s
wealth. Instead of a coalition with a mutual goal, the region became split. Uganda, Burundi,
and Rwanda stood united against Kabila’s government, who was backed militarily by
Angola, Zambia, Chad, and Zimbabwe.29 This war also involved dozens of rebel groups.
Usually aligned on the basis of ethnic and linguistic affiliations, nearly every rebel group in
the Congo was affiliated with an outside patron. These alliances and loyalties constantly
shifted with the main goal for all being survival and the accumulation of resources.30
25
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In 1999, the first attempt at peace was undertaken with the signing of the Lusaka
Ceasefire Agreement between the Congo, Angola, Namibia, Rwanda, Uganda and
Zimbabwe. The agreement called for a national dialogue, a new political system, and
national elections.31 Also as part of the agreement, the UN Security Council established
the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
(MONUC).32 The mandate of MONUC was to observe the conditions of the ceasefire,
disarm and demobilize forces, and provide protection to humanitarian programs. The
results were short lasting with nearly every side breaching the agreement within a matter of
months. In 2002, the Inter-Congolese Dialogue agreed to in the Lusaka agreement took
place in Sun City, South Africa. This led to the final Pretoria II agreement resulting in a
tentative peace between Rwanda and the DRC.33 It stated that Rwandan troops would
withdraw from DRC territory with the condition that the Congo, in cooperation with
MONUC, would continue to work to track down ex-FAR agents and Interahamwe.34 It also
restated a commitment to unifying Congo and installing a transitional power-sharing
interim government between Joseph Kabila and several internal rebel groups.35 Both
attempts at peace have been tentative at best in large part because they did not take local
considerations into account. These negotiations were largely conducted between regional
and national leaders and largely excluded local actors and local militias who were
responsible for much of the violence in eastern DRC. Most militia fighting occurred as a
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result of grassroots antagonism over ethnicity, political power, and resources.36 Because
these grassroots issues were left unaddressed, despite the presence of the largest
peacekeeping mission in the world (MONUC), periods of conflict continue throughout
much of the Congo with the majority of the violence occurring in eastern DRC.37
The number of nations and armed groups involved in this African conflict was
unprecedented, as was the scope and nature of the violence.38 Between 1996 and 2003
nearly 5.4 million people died with millions more being wounded, tortured, and
displaced.39 Two decades after the genocide that ignited the conflict began, large portions
of the DRC remain engaged in perpetual violence beyond the control of the Kinshasa
government. At the local level, civilian casualties have been overwhelming. These
casualties result from both the armed conflict, and the harsh living conditions civilians are
forced to endure as a result of the conflict. The violence makes steady cultivation
impossible, much of the infrastructure has been destroyed and displacement is a constant
factor of life for many.40 In the wake of the wars, a new form of violence has begun to
emerge; that of the social marginalization of Congolese youth who see no future for
themselves or their country. With millions still living in displacement camps, sky-high
poverty levels, and a genuine lack of social, political, and economic opportunities, many
youth have taken up arms because they see it as the best tool of social empowerment.41 It is
36
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the lack of alternatives, coupled with inadequate state control that allows rebel groups to
flourish and the violence to continue. In the face of this tragic knowledge, the international
community has failed to intervene successfully to prevent or end this conflict.
In 1998, the humanitarian medical organization Doctors Without Borders (MSF)
began to publish a list of the top ten most underreported humanitarian stories of the year.
The lack of attention paid to the crisis in the Congo, despite the ongoing civil war and
continued internal displacement, caused it to appear on this list a total of nine times
between 1998 and 2007.42 The case of the Congo is but one example of Africa’s
international marginalization. The geographic, economic, and political peripheral nature of
Africa to the western world means the international community does not concern itself with
African affairs unless necessary. This necessity occurs in cases of genocide, war crimes, or
massive human rights violations when there is a legal obligation for the United Nations to
intervene. However, even these occurrences warrant an intervention only if they present a
global threat and receive intense media coverage.
Following the attacks on New York’s World Trade Center in 2001, terrorism has
become the number one issue of importance in global affairs. Despite arguments made by
some politicians, most Western policy analysts believe that Central Africa does not possess
the terrorist breeding capacity that other areas of the world do.43 The major threats present
in Central Africa, such as HIV or Ebola epidemics, are largely viewed only a threat to
Africans. Thus, they are allowed to go unnoticed and untreated for longer periods of time.
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When they are noticed, it is rare that they are understood by the international community,
which tends to employ stereotypical categorizations such as “humanitarian crisis” or “failed
state” to situations that are often at variance with their reality. This variance between the
reality of the situation in eastern Congo and the international community’s perception of
the crisis and their resulting policies, rely on historic representations of Africa that have
constructed the dominant discourse on the Congo wars.

DISCOURSE ON THE CONGO
A dominant discourse is a particular way of representing a specific concept. This
refers to the production of a certain type of knowledge through the construct of particular
language used to represent a given topic. The discourse a topic is presented within makes it
possible to construct the issue in a certain way to others who are not as familiar with the
concept. The power of a discourse is such that it not only constructs the topic in a certain
way, but can also limit all other ways the topic can be understood.44
To understand discourse it is essential to note that power produces knowledge. The
West has historically been portrayed as a superior civilization tasked with producing
knowledge about the world. However, when exploring new worlds, Europeans continued to
use their own cultural categories, language, and ideas to represent their discoveries. They
attempted to fit this new world into their own pre-existing conceptual frameworks. Thus, all
aspects of Africa’s colonial history were fitted into European preconceptions about
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Africans, created by previous experiences and modes of understanding. In any form of
knowledge production it is those who produce the discourse that hold the power to enforce
its validity and make it true.45
In the same way that discourses shape knowledge, narratives are created within
specific discourses to shape the way we perceive specific issues or events.46 In the case of
the discourse used to explain the conflicts in the Congo, specific narratives have been
created to represent what the international community views as the causes, consequences,
and solutions of the wars. These narratives have been employed globally, largely to the
exclusion of all alternatives. Over time, the repetition of these narratives reinforced
dominant meanings and practices that were eventually taken for granted as true and
natural.47
In the discourse on violence in the DRC these narratives suggest the conflict was
caused by regional and national struggles over economic resources, with the main
consequence of the violence being the mass rape of Congolese women and girls by armed
factions.48 These narratives became prominent because they simplify an excessively
complex situation into understandable and relatable storylines. Although each narrative
represents an important part of the story, cumulatively they fail to accurately represent the
situation in the Congo, leading to inadequate intervention strategies.
The dominant narrative suggests that the main cause of violence in the Great Lakes
region was the quest for political power and economic wealth through control of the
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Congo’s natural resources. The violence was the result of national and regional power
struggles between leaders of foreign armies, the Congo state, and rebel leaders. These
regional antagonisms, consisting of the physical presence of Rwanda, Uganda and to a
lesser extent Burundi in the eastern Congo, were primarily motivated by the desire to gain
control of natural resources such as gold, diamonds, cobalt and copper which were present
in the area.49
This narrative was used to interpret the violence in the Congo in 2000, when the UN
Security Council appointed a special panel of experts to explore the link between the war
and the Congo’s natural resources. They concluded that illegal mineral exploitation carried
out by foreign and local factions had been funding the war for years, while simultaneously
allowing elite parties from both the Congo and their foreign invaders to become rich.50
Their findings suggested that the intense and violent competition over mining sites between
national and foreign actors, often utilizing local proxy militias, was the key source of
violence. Furthermore, the extreme violence directed at civilians was mostly committed in
order to gain control over these resource rich areas.51 While the exploitation of these
conflict minerals is an important dimension to the violence, it has never been the whole
story.
Alternative causes have been outlined in a number of competing narratives
emphasised by academics, think tanks, and Congolese intellectuals.52 However, all have
continued to remain overshadowed by the notion that regional and national power struggles
49
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over economic resources were the main cause of the violence. This narrative took hold in
the international community because it presented a relatively uncomplicated storyline that
built on familiar concepts and oriented familiar forms of action. Many in the international
community already familiar with the conflict mineral narrative recognized the economic
dimensions of violence, and the history of the Congo’s “resource curse.”53 This narrative
also presented identifiable perpetrators, and suggested simple solutions to very complicated
problems.54 Firstly, the clear regional and national tensions responsible for causing the
violence could be assuaged through peace processes that would result in the removal of
foreign-armed factions from Congolese land.55 Second, the illegal exploitation of natural
resources could be dealt with by ending the illegal trafficking of resources.56 It was
believed that global legislation forcing companies to identify whether they were using
conflict minerals would serve to reduce the use of these resources, cutting off the source of
war funding for armed groups.57 Lastly, any remnants of violence that continued could be
dealt with through the implementation of state authority in the eastern Congo.58
Unfortunately, these solutions were not enough to end the violence in eastern Congo that
continues to this very day. This is in large part because this dominant narrative ignores the
important contribution of other causes of violence such as the pervasive poverty of the
region, other economic sources of tension, the hostile relationship between local
populations and the state, and the role of grassroots antagonisms.
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The most significant flaw in the dominant narrative is that it completely discounted
the role of local agendas in grassroots violence. In contrast to the dominant narrative,
reports show micro-level tensions were not the result of macro-level manipulations but of
distinct decentralized antagonisms between different groups over scarce resources.59 For
example, in Masisi of North Kivu, land conflicts between Banyarwanda60 and indigenous
groups known as the Nandes have continued since colonial times. Although mostly Tutsi
Banyarwandans officially owned the land, indigenous groups claim that the land belongs to
them because the government had no right to sell their customary land.61 Forced
displacement has further antagonized these disagreements. When a group is forced to flee,
many returned later to find their land occupied. An example is the case in Masisi where in
the 1990s many Tutsi Banyarwandans fled their land to escape local massacres.62 Upon
their return, the Tutsi Banyarwandans formed armed groups to take back their land,
initiating periodic bouts of local violence between these two groups over the land.63
Similarly, in the District of Ituri most of the fighting was not a result of regional
violence but occurred between two ethnic groups; the herding Hema and farming Lendu,
over the scare resource of land.64 Disputes over land caused most of these interethnic fights;
however, micro tensions were also intertwined with national tensions.65 When the
transitional government attempted to impose state authority in the area, local militias
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violently rejected these advances because they jeopardized their control over local
economic and political positions of local authority.66
Thus, during the conflict, local agendas interacted with national and regional
tensions, contributing to the violence. As the dominant narrative posits, macro level activity
did influence micro-level actions to an extent during the conflict; however, the opposite
was also true. Bottom up tensions between ethnic groups, most notably the Banyarwandans
and indigenous Congolese, caused by historical rivalries over land, resources and political
power, had been causing violence in eastern Congo long before regional actors were
involved. These grassroots rivalries fuelled macro level tensions resulting in numerous
regional, national, and local armed groups cooperating in a complex system of alliances and
counter alliances throughout the war. However, once national and regional peace
settlements were signed, local conflicts over land, power, and resources persisted, usually
becoming autonomous.67
The causes of these micro-level tensions were the result of the complex history of
the region. Successive waves of immigration, forced migration and displacement caused a
lack of association between ethnic and geographic grouping in the Great Lakes Region.
Although considered native to Rwanda, Hutu and Tutsi migration patterns have resulted in
an estimated fifteen million people dispersed throughout the Great Lakes region who speak
Kinyarwanda or Kirundi.68 Although not always included in the dominant narrative, when
the international community explores ethnicity it has tended to follow the familiar narrative
of Hutu/ Tutsi antagonisms. Usually explained in the case of eastern Congo by Samuel
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Huntington’s concept of “Kin Country Syndrome,” ethnic tensions in the region are
considered to be the projection of ethnic hatreds from one national arena to another. Thus,
all ethnic violence is seen as a continuation of the Rwandan genocide.69
While there are tensions between Hutu and Tutsi in the eastern Congo, the violence
during the Congolese wars was also the result of antagonisms between Banyarwanda
groups and local indigenous Congolese groups. These distinctions are not clear cut but
challenged by other factors that cause identities to constantly shift. For example, prior to
the genocide in Rwanda, Hutu-Tutsi relations in the DRC had improved, with the two
groups developing closer ties in opposition to indigenous groups who wanted the removal
of all Banyarwandan communities.70 The Rwandan genocide and subsequent incursion of
Hutu refugees in the North and South Kivu severed these relations and caused a distinct
Hutu and Tutsi split.71 In 1996, with the invasion of the RPA, these distinctions changed
with all Banyarwandans being collectively categorized as Tutsi Rwandan foreigners,
regardless of their period of migration or ethnicity. During this period, all Banyarwandans,
including groups like the Banyamulenge communities of South Kivu who had settled
before colonization and considered themselves true Congolite,72 were considered foreign by
local indigenous populations and threatened with violence, insecurity, and expulsion.73
Thus, much of the violence did not result solely from regional armed forces but
from local militia groups formed to protect their kinfolk from oppression and expropriation
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from their local enemies.74 Militia groups such as the Mai Mai formed originally as local
protection militias meant to protect their ethnic groups from both regional and national
armed groups as well as their local enemies.75 However, as tensions progressed they began
to form and re-form around ethnic bases, becoming less committed to protecting their local
groups, and more committed to ridding the nation of Rwandan troops and all
Banyarwandans.76
As demonstrated by examples in Masisi and the district of Ituri, these localized
conflicts have been largely the result of quests for access to land rights in the highly
populated region. While there are intense ethnic tensions in the area, they are not the mere
result of ethnicity. The precarious nature of social and economic life in the Congo coupled
with failed institutions and deteriorated social fabric has resulted in a lack of strong civil or
political unions for people to rally around. As a default, ethnicity has become the strongest
form of social mobilization because it presented the most coherent ideology in the
country.77
Poverty coupled with a high population density led to intense conflicts between
local groups over economic resources. Contrary to the dominant narrative, these conflicts
were not caused by natural resources but instead were the result of land hunger, cattle
disputes, resources such as timber or charcoal, and local taxation. The significance of this
assertion has been demonstrated by a UN report that suggests that only eight percent of all
conflicts were fought over natural resources.78 Thus, although regional and national power
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struggles over natural resources played a role in the conflict, grassroots antagonisms
between local groups over land and resources are the essential contributor to the
continuation of violence.
However, in accordance with the dominant narrative, local antagonisms and
decentralized conflicts over resources have been dismissed as residual effects of broader
national and regional tensions. The unfortunate consequence of this causative narrative is
that it resulted in the implementation of solely top down solutions that ignore the reality of
localized bottom up tensions. The focus on strengthening state authority diverted attention
from alternative policy actions including, but not limited to, the reform of state
administration, the elimination of corruption, and the resolution of these grassroots
antagonisms.79
The implementation of state authority to deal with local violence was rooted in
historical colonial rhetoric regarding state building and the nature of the DRC. The belief
that the Congo was an inherently turbulent environment, as proven through the historical
Congolese atrocity narrative depicting the Congo as “a land of… inherent savagery, and
barbarism,”80 enabled international actors to believe that violence not motivated by national
and regional tensions was a normal feature of life in eastern DRC.81 The view of local
conflict as part of the culture of the country cast it as a criminal and private matter, not
important enough to warrant a place in the dominant discourse, or to engender a change to
political policies of intervention.82 Instead of addressing these issues, the international
community has continued to link localized violence as a result of criminalized agendas with
79
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a presumption that local actors desire to control mining sites. International analysts and
humanitarians assumed both of these causes of violence could be solved through greater
state authority in the region that would be implemented once the conflicts were over.
Therefore, in this narrative only violence considered a direct result of the conflict was
significant enough to warrant international attention.

THE WARTIME RAPE DISCOURSE IN THE DRC
International narrators of the violence in the Great Lakes Region perceive wartime
rape as the most pressing consequence of the Congolese conflicts. The narrow focus of the
wartime rape narrative, which excludes all other forms of gendered violence and life force
atrocities caused by the conflicts, has had negative effects on local Congolese women. This
focus has shaped a narrow mandate of aid interventions that fails to address socio-cultural
gender dynamics and how they are linked to other types of gendered violence.
The mass rape of Congolese women and girls has become the dominant atrocity
narrative used to frame the consequences of the violence in the DRC. The original atrocity
narrative developed in the 1890s was used to reveal how the extreme capitalist production
of Leopold’s Congo led to the brutal treatment of Congolese men and women.83 Nancy
Rose Hunt has suggested that the standard atrocity narrative has presented a gender blind
analysis of Congolese history. Depicted through the use of the “mute row of male atrocity
victims with mere stumps for arms,” women’s experiences of pain and suffering were often
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left absent, despite documented evidence of their existence.84 The general dismissal of the
impact of violence on women was a global phenomenon with gendered violence in all
forms largely left out of international human rights law.85
The criminalization of war rape by the international community is an important
contributor to the development of the wartime rape narrative. The stigma and shame
historically associated with sexual assault was challenged in the 1960s and 1970s when
extensive second wave feminist scholarship in the west emerged around themes of gender
and violence. Classic works such as Susan Brownmiller’s Against Our Will: Men, Women
and Rape (1976)86 were crucial starting points for understanding violence against women
as a global phenomenon, and specifically sexual violence against women during wartime.
Brownmiller suggested that rape was not a sexual act per se; rather, it was a powerful way
to express men’s dominance over women during both times of peace and war.
The Bosnian War was viewed as an intensely gendered and radicalized conflict with
a heavy focus on the sexual atrocities committed by Serbian men against non-Serbian
women.87 Although rape has occurred in armed conflicts throughout history, it was not until
the 1990s when international media reports of mass rape occurring in the context of the
Bosnian war that rape was acknowledged as a deliberate military strategy and required
legal redress.88

84

Nancy Rose Hunt, “An Acoustic Register,” 222.
Neither the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, nor the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) mention
gender or sexual violence. Rhonda Copelan, “Toward Accountability for Violence Against Women in War: Progress and Challenges,” in
Sexual Violence In Conflict Zones: From The Ancient World To The Era Of Human Rights, edited by Elizabeth Heineman (Philadelphia :
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 236.
86
Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (New York: Bantam Books, 1976).
87
Adam Jones, “Gender and Genocide,” in The Historiography of Genocide, edited by Dan Stone (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2008), 231.
88
Sherrie Russell Brown, “Rape as an Act of Genocide,” Berkley Journal of International Law 21 (2003): 351.
85

34

Wartime rape had been prohibited with the fourth Geneva Convention drafted in
1949, but it was viewed only as an attack against a woman’s “honour.”89 This treatment of
rape as an injury to a woman’s honour reduced the motivation to prosecute attacks for this
crime compared to other physical injuries incurred in wartime.90 Since then, women and
human rights’ advocates have worked to raise awareness of gendered violence occurring in
all forms. The pinnacle of these efforts was achieved in 1993 at the World Conference on
Human Rights where gendered and sexual violence were defined for the first time as
human rights issues in international law. The UN Convention on the Elimination of
Violence against Women (CEDAW) defined gender-based violence as any act that “results
in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, psychological harm or suffering of women…
whether occurring in public or private life.”91 It concluded that any violence perpetuated
against a person’s will as a result of power inequalities or perceived gender roles was a
violation of women’s human rights.92 This understanding was front and centre in women’s
suffering the Congo conflicts.
In the last two decades, there have been further resistance movements in the
international realm to combat historical understanding that viewed sexual violence as a byproduct of war, with women being the regrettable, but unavoidable collateral damage.
Substantial strides were made when the United Nations Security Council passed Resolution
827 (1993) leading to the establishment of the International Criminal Tribunal for the
Former Yugoslavia. This represented the first ever condemnation of war rape by the
89

Article 27, paragraph 2 of the Geneva Convention equates a woman’s dignity with her sexual purity noting that chastity and modesty
are inherent qualities of a women’s honour.
90
Alona Hagay-Frey, Sex and Gender Crimes in the New International Law, (Boston: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2011): 3.
91
UN General Assembly, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, United Nations, Treaty
Series1249, (18 December 1979), http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm.
92
Copelan, “Toward Accountability,” 241.

35

Security Council.93 Subsequent precedents were set at the International Criminal Tribunal
for the former Yugoslavia and the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda successfully
declaring rape as a crime against humanity, a crime of war, and a crime of genocide.94 In
1998, the ICTR convicted Jean-Paul Akayesu, a Rwandan Hutu Mayor and perpetrator of
the genocide of rape, marking the first time ever that rape was defined in international law.
It is defined as “a physical invasion of a sexual nature, committed on a person under
circumstances which are coercive.”95 Sexual violence is considered to be “any act of a
sexual nature” committed on a person under coercive circumstances. As defined by the
United Nations, sexual violence includes “rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced
pregnancy, enforced sterilization, or any other form of sexual violence of comparable
gravity against women, men or children.”96 The new conceptualization of rape in law
successfully challenged the historical perception of rape as an inevitable outcome of war.
This created a new framework of analysis to view sexual violence in the Congo. While it is
clear that this wartime rape narrative is important because it allows sexual violence to be
recognized as a war crime globally, the way it has shaped the understanding of gendered
violence in the Congo has had problematic effects.
Even before Margot Wallstrom publicly labeled the eastern Congo the “rape capital
of the world,” sexual violence had become the main frame used when thinking of the
consequences of violence in the Congo. Published in the aftermath of the Rwandan
genocide, human rights documents such as Binaifer Nowrojee’s Shattered Lives: Sexual
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Violence During the Rwandan Genocide and Its Aftermath (1996) broke the silence
surrounding the devastating effects of war on women.97 Working within the context of
genocidal rape, her work broke traditional taboos surrounding the use of sexual violence
against women in conflict, leading the way for further analysis of gender and war. A
number of feminist, journalists, politicians, scholars and activists followed in Nowrojee’s
footsteps, raising the alarm against the heinous nature of wartime rape throughout the
world.
In 2002 Human Rights Watch published War Within A War, the first comprehensive
report mapping the extent of sexual gender based violence in eastern Congo.98 Many
reports have followed serving to raise the profile of sexual violence in the DRC. These
publications, coupled with mass media campaigns reporting large numbers of girls and
women being raped by armed factions, were integral in fashioning the international
community’s perception of gendered violence in the eastern Congo. As a result, the
international community interpreted gendered violence to refer exclusively to sexual
violence, specifically wartime rape and sexual torture, performed against civilian women
and girls by armed soldiers and militias.99
The legal evolution of wartime rape in international legislation partially explains the
international community’s adoption of the wartime rape narrative; however, there are
several other interrelated factors, which explain why this narrative has gained the most
public traction. Humanitarian emergencies tend to focus on a specific story with a clearly
discernable victim. Examples include amputees in Sierra Leone, starving children in
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Ethiopia, or victims of chemical weapons in Syria. The media tend to focus all attention
towards these victims, resulting in the development of a specific narrative. These thematic
trends also dominate aid discourse with most funding initiatives being proposed to help the
most visible victims.100
International media coverage of the DRC has been dominated by reports on mass
numbers of rape victims and incidents of mass rape.101 Although there is no denying that
significant numbers of women have been raped, with estimates saying as many as forty
percent of all women have experienced sexual violence, the way these numbers are reported
by the media has significantly fuelled the dominant wartime rape narrative, determining
who is a victim and a perpetrator. An example is demonstrated by The Guardian
misrepresenting the statistical findings of a report by HEAL Africa.102 This organization’s
report discusses the high levels of rape perpetrated by men against women, stating that
more than half the patients treated at their medical facility were violated by civilians, not
soldiers. In response to this report, The Guardian released an article stating:
The number of women and children raped in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
has risen dramatically because of a surge in rebel militia activity, according to a
local health organisation report. Heal Africa, which runs a hospital for rape victims
in the eastern city of Goma, said it had registered 2,517 cases in the first half of this
year.”103
The presentation of these statistics perpetuates a predetermined narrative of wartime
rape in the DRC that is intentionally misleading.
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International media coverage, specifically by western agencies, tends to highlight
stories that align with their audiences’ preconceived ideas of a place and people.104 The
wartime rape narrative became immensely prominent in the context of the DRC because it
resonated with western audiences and it represented a story of women victims threatened
by male killers and rapists.105 This narrative reinforced what people already knew, or
thought they knew, about the Congo and about Congolese men. Gender and race
stereotypes were refashioned to fit this narrative employing colonial perceptions of all
Congolese men as hypersexual, primitive, and savage while women were grouped
homogeneously together as victims.106 The reality of sexual violence as a global
phenomenon made instances of assault more tangible to western audiences. This
homogenization of all women as universal victims promoted an urgent need to stop the
violence in order to protect these women. Unfortunately, essentializing Congolese women
as victims of mass wartime rape by male soldiers has resulted in a global blind spot
concerning all other forms of violence against women, causing a general neglect of other
consequences of violence, including other forms of gender-based violence that exist during
both times of war and peace.107
The dominance of the wartime rape narrative has led to the refashioning of gender
based violence into a narrative about rape as the weapon used in the “war on Congolese
women.”108 This focus on wartime rape has led to the elision of all other forms of gendered
violence that are assumed to be entrenched in the “normality” of restricted gender norms
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within the social, cultural, or political domain; or the result of other life atrocities that have
emerged due to violent conflict.109 This has resulted in a myriad of negative consequences
that have resulted from well-meaning interventions imposed by the international
community.

MISGUIDED INTERVENTIONS
Militarized conflicts have detrimental consequences for entire societies, not just the
armed combatants involved. There are important indirect negative consequences of
prolonged armed conflicts occurring in areas of infrastructure, health, and agriculture, often
resulting in reduced access to basic necessities of life such as clean water, food, hygiene,
and health services.110 The indirect effects of war often result in greater levels of suffering,
morbidity, and mortality. However, in the eyes of the international community, the
prevailing wartime rape narrative’s focus on female victims of sexual violence trivialized
the desperate situation many Congolese communities found themselves in due to the
conflict.
The focus on victims of sexual violence led to the unintentional discrimination
against other vulnerable populations who were also affected by the conflict. This occurred
in two ways. First, the concentration on sexual violence served to divert attention away
from other forms of conflict violence that were not sexual in nature. The recruitment of
child soldiers, incidences of homicide and mass murder, as well as different forms of non109
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sexual torture are all examples of horrendous violence that occurred against men and
women, but did not become popular causes because they do not fit into the wartime rape
narrative.111 Even gendered forms of violence that occurred as a direct result of the conflict
were undercut by the continual focus on sexual violence. Women and children are known
to be the most vulnerable in conflict and post conflict societies, making up the majority of
IDP and refugee camp populations worldwide.112 However, despite the prevalence of this in
the DRC, victims of mass displacement, malnutrition, and inadequate healthcare continued
to be seen as secondary in importance compared to victims of sexual violence. Evidence
shows that during and post conflict, healthcare provision was so entrenched in the wartime
rape narrative that Congolese women knew the best way they would receive medical care
was to claim rape.113
The focus on sexual violence, specifically on wartime rape, created a prerequisite
for victimhood where women’s suffering that could not be directly traced to wartime rape
was seen as inconsequential and ignored. In the eastern Congo almost everyone has a story
of suffering. However, the dominant narrative only allows certain women, who have
survived certain experiences, to qualify as victims while the suffering faced by others has
been rendered invisible. This distinction between victims of wartime rape and all “other”
victims has led to a hierarchy of atrocity, wherein the distinctive characteristics of wartime
rape has served to deter recognition from other forms of violence.114 The result of this
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hierarchy is demonstrated through an analysis of specific intervention methods imposed by
the international community.
The international community controls the majority of agenda setting and
coordination for aid interventions because they usually provide the funds for these
initiatives. As a result, the dominant discourse used to explain the violence, and victims of
violence, are large determinants of which programs are considered the most important.
From 1996-2006 the Congo attracted a lot of aid organizations and funding to the eastern
Congo. Unfortunately, this aid was narrowly focused on assisting victims of wartime sexual
violence largely at the expense of other development projects.115
The prioritization of sexual violence within aid interventions had negative effects
for many women who did not fit the mandate of these specific organizations. For example,
many medical organizations in eastern Congo focused only on health problems which were
deemed to be directly associated with sexual assault such as STI/HIV testing and treatment
or psychological counselling services. This was problematic because it only allowed the
treatment of certain ailments while numerous other problems such as malnutrition, other
diseases including malaria and cholera, or psychological problems that were not the result
of sexual violence, were excluded.116 In a conflict or post-conflict society where basic
health infrastructure is lacking, medical aid organizations’ refusal to treat these common
ailments because they did not coincide with their internationally funded mandate was
detrimental for many Congolese communities.

115

Douma and Hilhorst, 33.
The extent of this problem is shown when it is considered that the majority of deaths occurring in 1996-2003 were not directly related
to violence but instead the result of malnutrition, preventable disease, and displacement. Benjamin Coghlan et al. “Mortality In The
Democratic Republic Of Congo: An Ongoing Crisis,” International Rescue Committee, (2007): 3.
116

42

Aid groups, government officials, and local communities have become aware that
sexual violence, specifically wartime rape elicits the strongest response from journalists
and donors.117 Many aid organizations recognize that they are more likely to receive
resources if their beneficiaries are wartime rape victims. Similarly, local Congolese in need
of assistance are more inclined to adapt their stories to adhere to a specific script in line
with the wartime rape narrative in order to access the privileges of international
interventions.118 Tying medical services to sexual violence when the former are largely
unavailable or inaccessible to the general population, serves to exclude all other women
who are not categorized as rape victims, even if they suffer from similar health problems.
Since the general health infrastructure in the Congo is very poor, many women are forced
either to represent themselves as victims of wartime rape in order to gain access to
resources, or left to face the painful and often dangerous consequences of remaining
untreated for their various health conditions.
One common example occurs with the case of vaginal fistulas. Congolese women
know that the most effective way to receive help for a fistula is by claiming rape because
there are available funds earmarked for rape survivors. However, women reporting
childbirth related fistulas fall outside of the assistance framework of many medical aid
organizations.119 As a result, in the context of the DRC both local Congolese and medical
facilities almost exclusively portray fistulas as the result of rape, despite the fact that in
2011 only 1/350 fistula operations performed by Panzi hospital in South Kivu had a
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reported link to rape.120 This example demonstrates that the focus on providing curative
programming to deal with the consequences of sexual violence has resulted in the failure to
address deeper underlying problems with reproductive healthcare in the DRC.121
Similar issues affect many intervention programs. Most assistance is focused on
short-term relief aimed at addressing the consequences of violence, rather than the
implantation of long-term development approaches that could address the root causes.
Continuing to operate within the wartime rape narrative, most intervention methods focus
on providing medical, judicial and social assistance to victims in the aftermath of an attack.
There were few organizations that use a long term development approach to address the
actual causes of violence by dealing with poverty, land conflicts, physical and economic
insecurity, or oppressive gender norms.
The failure to consider the role gender relations play in sexual violence and other
forms of gendered violence is reflected by the lack of research on gender dynamics of the
region. To remedy this, programs need to include a focus on the causes of the violence
found in the larger socio-cultural gender realities that exist in the Congo.122 This requires an
in-depth analysis of how gender relations between men and women contribute to gendered
violence at the local level and how they have changed with the war.
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CHAPTER TWO
GENDER DYNAMICS AND A HISTORY OF INEQUALITY
High levels of rape and other forms of sexual gendered violence recognized during
the Congolese wars have clouded a historical analysis of gender dynamics in eastern DRC.
Because the dominant discourse of gender and development theory assert that the best way
to remedy violence against women is to increase gender equality, it is taken for granted that
in eastern DRC, where rape and sexual violence are rampant, gender inequality is rife.
However, this understanding of gender relations is inconsistent with other research
suggesting the equality gap between men and women in parts of eastern DRC has
significantly diminished during the last century.1 Asserting that the current situation of
gender based violence in eastern DRC cannot be understood effectively without a
contextual analysis of the historical development of ethnic and gender identities and their
relationship with gender based violence, this chapter outlines the cultural and historical
foundations of gender identities and their evolution in eastern DRC.
Gender norms, identities and relations are fluid and constantly changing. In some
cases, as they occur these changes come about incrementally and are hardly noticeable.
Other times, these changes occur abruptly, significantly altering gender relations. A number
of scholars have explained sudden changes in gender dynamics as revolutions resulting
from conflict or extreme situations where women are forced to adapt to new gender roles in
order to survive. The case of Rwanda in the aftermath of genocide is one example. Men
were the main mortality victims of the genocide, whereas women were subjected to sexual
1
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violence but not necessarily death. Consequently, the population of Rwanda after the
genocide was made up of seventy percent women, many of whom were left as widows
solely responsible for the survival of their household.2 In order to survive, women took on
jobs and roles that were traditionally outside of their sphere of responsibility, forcing a
sudden renegotiation of gender relations in Rwandan communities.3 Eastern DRC has
experienced similar changes as gender relations have been suddenly and significantly
renegotiated since colonization. Thus, to uncover the roots of gendered violence in the
Congo wars, the historical social, economic, and political changes that impacted current
gender dynamics in the region must be examined.4
Much of the literature on gender in the DRC continues to reify perceptions of a
traditional patriarchy,5 where static gender relations cast men as violent oppressors and
women as suppressed victims, usually of sexual violence.6 The excessive increase in
gender-based violence since the Congolese wars began suggests that gender inequality,
resulting from harmful gender norms and traditions embedded in Congolese culture, is
worse now than ever before. Recent international campaigns for worldwide gender equality
as the optimal approach to protection of women from violence reinforce this narrative.7 In
cooperation with programs for victims of wartime sexual violence, well-intentioned
2
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policies endorsed by the international community aim to improve the status of women and
promote gender equality to remedy gender based violence in the DRC. Unfortunately, these
programs and policies operate under the dominant discourse of gender and development
theory utilizing universal and static models that do not correspond to the changing reality of
the DRC.8 In particular, this model endorses the assumption of some white feminists that
all women are universal victims of patriarchy.9 However, a theory of universal female
subordination to men does not fit the realities of many African contexts, including the
socio-economic context of many communities in eastern DRC.
In order for policies and programs to be effective, they must respond to the lived
realities of the populace. In eastern DRC, assumptions of gender relations based on western
experiences of patriarchy and colonialism have informed top down gender and
development policies aimed at combatting gender inequality and hence, wartime rape.
Driven by international donors who often set program agendas, the continuation of these
programs has perpetuated a misconception of Congolese gender relations, crowding out
alternative approaches which may be more successful.
This chapter analyses the international community’s understanding of the causes
and solutions to gender based violence in eastern DRC. Arguing that gender relations in
eastern DRC have been understood according to the dominant discourse of gender and
development theory, it posits that assumptions about Congolese women in society have
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resulted in policies and programs that are not compatible with many women’s lived
realities. These assumptions are the result of colonial rhetoric that focuses on dominant
perceptions of African women as voiceless, helpless, and oppressed victims without
agency. A historical analysis of traditional social structures and gendered understandings of
reproduction and production norms in eastern DRC reveal the flaws in this dominant
perception. Congolese women have historically wielded significant power through their
roles as mothers and cultivators. Tracing history to understand the current social context of
eastern Congo, this chapter deconstructs the colonial understandings of African women’s
history producing a more relevant analysis of Congolese gender relations recognizing how
gender identities and realities have changed during and after colonization. This analysis
concludes that the dominant discourse casting gender-based violence as a result of
women’s subordinate status relies on out dated gender norms that no longer reflect gender
performances in many communities.
The chapter concludes that traditional gender norms and societal expectations in
eastern DRC are no longer compatible with socio-economic realities causing a change in
gender performances and thus, in gender relations between men and women. Although
patriarchy still exists in most Congolese communities, as men’s continued control of most
positions of power demonstrates, these positions of power only belong to a small minority
of elite men. Within the rest of society, including at the community and family levels,
women have experienced a relative empowerment resulting from the disempowerment of
men who can no longer fulfill societal expectations of manhood.10 Despite this societal
change, the international community continues to employ polices and initiatives created in
10
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a western capitalist context, rather than the lived experiences and histories of women in the
Great Lakes Region.

GENDER BASED VIOLENCE IN THE DRC- THE CONSTRUCTION OF A VICTIM

A number of recent works by gender and war theorists have challenged the
assumption that rape is inevitably a by-product of war. Instead, wartime rape is presented
on a continuum of violence extending well beyond its use as a weapon of war to an
endemic form of gender based violence occurring within households and communities
worldwide. This continuum presumes a correlation between gender based violence and
gender oppression where extreme forms of violence, such as wartime rape, are overt
enactments of gender ideologies and gender inequality usually perpetuated through less
obvious forms of violence.11 This correlation suggests that, while gender inequality and
oppression are demonstrated in different ways and degrees depending on culture and
contextual circumstances, they are omnipresent, entrenched and reinforced worldwide
through a system of global patriarchy.12 Therefore, violence against women is not a result
of conflict, but an indication of pre-existing cultural norms that perpetuate women’s
secondary status globally.13
For proponents of these theories, the best way to protect women from violence is to
focus on improving gender equality in their local communities. Scholars and international
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intervention initiatives view the DRC as a key case study for this typology suggesting that
pre-existing cultural norms and power structures that enforce women’s secondary status
underpin the widespread use of wartime sexual violence. This suggests that an analysis of
gender inequalities present in the eastern Congolese societies will uncover the root cause of
gender-based violence. Unfortunately, the western Christian missionaries, international
organizations and NGOs responsible for conducting such analyses have been unable to
understand the dynamics of violence in the DRC. This is because white feminism frames its
understanding of gender dynamics in the region on scripted notions of Congolese women
and African backwardness. Thus, many Congolese gendered norms and practices are
misrepresented as misogynistic because they are not understood in their cultural and social
contexts, but from a perspective tinged with colonial biases.14
Any historical investigation of gender in a contemporary African society must take
the dominance of the western production of knowledge into account. As has been noted in
chapter one, the west has controlled epistemological construction of Africa since the
sixteenth century perpetuating erroneous conceptions of Africa and Africans.15
Conventional Africanist scholarship enforces stereotypical images representing Africans as
“savage, subhuman, primitive, and hyper-sexed” in need of western protection and
civilizing.16 Under the guise of compassion and duty, these images have served to justify
western domination in Africa for centuries.
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White feminism has upheld this epistemological pattern, perpetuating certain
representations of African women as the “Other.”17 Recycling colonial myths related to
Africans’ “hyper-sexuality” and “barbaric violence,” it portrays African women as
voiceless, helpless victims in need of protection from the “Bestial Savage,” meaning the
African man.18 These cultural representations have important consequences because they
create a specific kind of visibility for African women as victims of a third world, male
dominated culture.19 Much of this white feminist approach conflates the “sexual difference”
of African women with their “third world difference,” depicting a homogenized version of
the “oppressed third world woman.”20 By representing African woman as “other,” white
western women are by contrast viewed as developed, equal, and liberated by modernity.21
The modernity paradigm equates women’s subordination with culture and tradition;
and gender equality with modernity, assuming that in regards to gender relations, white
western women have reached the apex of development. This perception enforces historical
dichotomies that view white women as not only different than African women, but above or
better than their “other” counterpart.22 In part this is due to a historical system that
categorizes the position of women in any society as symbiotic with the position of their
17
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society in the evolutionary hierarchy.23 Accordingly, African woman are at the bottom of
this hierarchy, deemed the least “liberated” and inhabiting the most uncivilized society.24
Gendered development practices remains rooted in the assumption that as the most
liberated by virtue of their highly civilized society, some white western feminists have a
duty to “liberate” third world women. What Oyérónké Oyēwùmí has called “the west
woman’s burden of the twentieth century” is the global social mission white feminism has
taken on: to battle a patriarchy assumed to be universal, and bring African woman into
modernity. From this feminist vantage point, the burden means “rescuing the exploited,
helpless, brutalized, and downtrodden African woman from the savagery of the African
male and from a primitive culture symbolized by barbaric customs.”25 Thus, the Western
world is set up as the model of achievement and African woman, as oppressed
subordinates, should be grateful receivers of the blessing of modernity white western
feminists bring.26
In the name of gender and development, NGOs and international aid organizations
staffed by western women dispense funds and implement programs telling African women
what they must do economically, socially, and politically in order to reach a desirable level
of modernity.27 Consequently, white feminist discourses on Africa are privileged above
other discourses that are more appropriate in the context of the DRC.28
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Whereas white feminism prioritizes a homogenized global experience of women
based on a shared gender, other theories in line with Africana womanism and African
feminism are more attune to gender relations recognizing the diversity of women’s
experiences by virtue of location, ethnicity, class and social context.29 There are important
differences between these theories.30 Many African scholars resist using the term feminism,
assuming that western ideology grafted indiscriminately onto an African context is highly
problematic.31 Africana womanism offers a new form of feminist consciousness
recognizing both the ethnicity and gender of women. Grounded in African culture, it is an
ideology focused on the unique experiences, struggles, needs and desires of all Africana
women living both on the continent of Africa and its diaspora.32 Similarly, African
feminism combines dimensions of race, sex, class and culture as intersecting oppressions
aimed at creating an inclusive form of feminism that recognizes women foremost as human
rather than sexual beings. It is meant to emphasis the totality of women’s experiences
without solely focusing on gender.33 White feminism continues to dominate the discourse
determining what African women consider their intersectional oppressions to be. African
womanism and African feminist theories, and the women who are proponents of them, are
more attune with the unique diversity of African women’s experiences because they are
grounded in African culture and authored by African women. Although these theories are
more appropriate to understand the diversity of women’s experiences in eastern DRC, they
29
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remain largely unrecognized within dominant discourses on gender and development
developed under the auspice of white feminism. Undermining the relevance of these
theories in development initiatives reinforces the marginalization of Africans in the global
political order and reproduces ineffective gender policies that do not resonate with gender
realities in eastern DRC.
Dominant understandings of gender relations in the DRC have read history
backwards, understanding gender relations through the conceptual lens of present day and
gender and development thinking which see gender oppression as rooted in patriarchal
African tradition and harmful cultural practices. However, a reinterpretation of “tradition”
and “culture” makes it apparent that gender relations and identities in the DRC do not fit
the dominant development narrative. Gender and development discourse perpetuates the
image of “African Culture” and tradition as excessively patriarchal, ignoring the fact that
“patriarchy” may appear differently and take on different meanings depending on the
historical and regional context that shapes it. African feminist and African womanist
theories challenge the way mainstream white feminism perceives Congolese women and
the best approach to gender equality. Through critiques of gender dichotomies and
portrayals of female subordination in white feminist scholarship, they have shown that
“gender” is more dependent on social contexts and specific relations than biological
bodies.34 The multiple identities of Congolese women as mothers, wives, and workers
interact to determine their own constructs of womanhood, which do not always correspond
with the dominant definition of “woman.” Just as there are multiple versions of history,
there are multiple versions of womanhood. A gendered analysis of history is not about
34
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finding the correct version of history or womanhood, but about accounting for plurality and
explaining multiple experiences.35
The concept of universal subordination inherent in white western feminism is
constructed around one version and experience of womanhood and fails to acknowledge the
numerous social, political and economic realities women find themselves in globally.
Gendered organizations focused on improving the relevancy of women in developmental
policy such as “Women in Development” and “Gender and Development” represent a
global approach to women and gender development issues that is assumed to be relevant
worldwide.36 Unfortunately, the planners of these programs have been trained in the
western traditions of development policies and gender studies. The result has been the
appropriation of African women’s experiences by westerners, particularly by white
feminism, with the goal of creating beneficial development policies for these women. Thus,
despite two waves of development programming, women in the DRC continue to be the
recipients of misguided and inappropriate gender development programs that often do more
harm than good.
Most development policies on gender fail to take into account local understandings
of gender, power relations, and individual needs. Instead they implement programs based
on universal tendencies that do not correlate with the local realities. The emphasis of
gender and development programming includes:
The abolition of the sexual division of labour; the alleviation of the burden of
domestic labour and childcare; the removal of institutionalized forms of
discrimination such as rights to own land or property, or access to credit; the
35
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establishment of political equality; freedom of choice over childbearing; and the
adoption of adequate measures against male violence and control over women.37
White feminism sees these issues as women’s “real” issues, considered universal
and especially prevalent in third world societies. These policies ignore that Congolese
women threatened with immediate practical needs, may not recognize nor prioritize their
strategic gender needs. Depending on a woman’s position, gender interests may not be
prioritized over women’s other interests that cut across class, race, or ethnic identity. Thus,
women’s solidarity in these forms cannot be assumed.38 The resistance of third world
feminists to this global agenda reveals the inappropriateness of applying identical
development standards based on western norms to all women in all parts of the world.39
However, the international community continues to employ uniform programs without
acknowledging that sometimes these interventions are more dangerous than doing nothing.
There are major ethical issues associated with the west’s domination of
development programs which ignores how specific dynamics and histories have created the
conditions for certain voices to be heard over others. As Oyēwùmí explains, “white sisters”
who dominate the development agenda have a tendency to adopt a way of hearing without
listening, where they hear what they want to hear, and tend to fit preconceived judgments
into traditional colonial understandings. Thus, international programs meant to uncover the
reality of women in the DRC are usually directed by white feminist organizations
conducting fact-finding missions. Unfortunately, this enables white feminism to define
African women’s realities rather than allowing African women to determine and share their
37

Moser, 1803.
Hazel Reeves and Sally Baden, “Gender And Development: Concepts And Definitions,” Bridge Institute of Development Studies 55
(2000), 1-38.
39
Fiona Flew et. Al, “Introduction: Local Feminisms, Global Futures,” Women Studies International Forum 22, no. 4 (1999): 393-403.
Helen Safa, “Beijing, Diversity And Globalization: Challenges To Women’s Movement In Latin America And The Caribbean,
Organization 3 (1996): 566.
38

56

own experiences.40 As Nkiru Nzegu and Oyēwùmí argue, concepts and categories derived
solely from western historical experiences do not appropriately investigate indigenous
societies.41 This gives rise to two modes of knowing; the “abstract” view put forth by white
feminism and international organizations, and the “concrete” view of Congolese women
living in eastern DRC.
This practice can be seen in the way international organizations have incorporated
gender-training programs into their mandates. Especially prevalent in eastern Congo, both
staff and local participants are trained to use and interpret their lives through the
standardized language of gender and development discourse emphasising female
subordination. Despite situations in which women may exercise significant power and
agency, women who participate in these donor-sponsored activities learn to “see
themselves as oppressed under patriarchal power.”42 This undermines the socio-cultural
context of the situation, as women do not learn to appreciate and develop the specific
gender dynamics of their community. Women who are interviewed or participate in these
programs are subjected to power inequalities where western outsiders constrain access to
resources. This can encourage “victims” to present evidence in a certain way to safeguard
their own interests and receive training or benefits. This makes data collection difficult and
presents an inaccurate construction of the reality women face and their real versus
perceived priorities.43 Congolese women are often forced to live a “double
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consciousness,”44 adapting to the rules of the dominant discourse in order to survive and
receive the benefits of development aid, even though it may conflict with or undermine
their traditional sources of power.45 For example, by attempting to bring women into the
formal market economy, development programs often initiate training sessions to teach
women marketable skills. However, despite the good intentions of these programs it
represents a reversion to colonial periods where women were taken from their traditional
agricultural work and taught the skills of a good housewife.46 Instead of initiatives meant to
bring women into the formalized economy, programs should capitalize on women’s
historical and continual role in agriculture and the informal economy tailoring programs to
accentuate the power and agency women acquire through these traditional roles in their
local communities.
Women’s agricultural work has always played a significant role in their cultural
identity by providing for the survival of their families and communities. For many women,
agricultural work and market trading are more sustainable and practical forms of livelihood
than jobs in the formal economy. Thus, although many may perceive women’s subsistence
agriculture as a form of gender oppression victimizing Congolese women by keeping them
out of the male dominated formal economy, it is actually a source of pride and power
44
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central to their identity as women.47 The authority women acquire through these traditional
roles is often misunderstood by international agencies yet it may be largely responsible for
Congolese women’s resistance to western models of development that aim to disrupt these
gender structures.48
It is necessary to study why Congolese women do what they do in order to
understand possibilities for change. Policy makers must take into account the actual
positions of power that women command in their families and communities and develop
policies that compliment and accentuate the historic and continued agency and engagement
of Congolese women. This requires new interpretations of gender relations and gender
policies that deviate from white feminism and account for Congolese women’s lived
realities and needs, allowing them to define their own problems and ways of struggling
against oppression.49
Whether equality with men in the same way white feminism understands it is a
desirable goal for women, and whether this will impact experiences of gender violence,
depends on understandings of how different men and women currently are, and want to be.
Instead of assuming that white feminism is the best approach to gender equality, the power
that a woman can gain from being treated as a wife, mother, or dependent needs to be
understood in relation to what she gains from being an autonomous individual. This
requires asking Congolese women what they need, instead of allowing others to continue to
dictate the dominant narrative. By allowing Congolese women to define their reality instead
47
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of considering them objects of investigation, a more thorough analysis of gender relations
and women’s experiences of gender are possible.50 This calls for a gendered perspective
rooted in African culture that explores outside of gender, to consider the interplay of class,
culture, ethnicity and politics to determine how they affect gender consciousness and
relations of belonging within and amongst different communities at the local level.

COMPONENTS OF COMMUNITY BELONGING
Congolese women do not constitute a homogenous social category. These women
have singular identities and realities that determine their experiences and opportunities. In
eastern DRC, how gender inequality is experienced and perceived differs for women
according to a variety of factors such as age, ethnic identity, and location. These life
processes impact a woman’s status and gender relations within her local community;
therefore, the static nature of gender inequality across the DRC should not be assumed.
Understanding how gender differences affect community belonging is critical to address
gender relations and inequality. Who can belong to a specific community, and the types of
interactions that occur between community members are determined by a number of factors
including one’s ethnicity, gender, class, and geographical location. These factors not only
impact one’s belonging to a community but also their place within a given social
hierarchy.51
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This is especially prevalent in the DRC where shifting and often conflicting ethnic
identities has been tied to numerous conflicts over citizenship and land rights, challenging
previous conceptions of nationality and group belonging.52 Whereas in Rwanda ethnic
constructions are commonly viewed through the Hutu-Tutsi dyad, it is more complex in
eastern DRC due to cyclical patterns of migration and forced displacement. Ethnic
divisions here are complicated with nationality claims and land rights effecting divisions
between Hutu-Tutsi identities, as well as between autochthonous Congolese and
Banyarwandans, over group belonging and access to resources.53
These divisions of ethnic and national identity were compounded during the
Congolese wars with many eastern Congolese assuming all Banyarwandans were Rwandan
foreigners. The dismissal of all Banyarwandans as mere “Rwandans” extended to all groups
regardless of their history and period of settlement, changing previous notions of
nationality and belonging. The Banyamulenge are an example of a group whose notion of
belonging was severely challenged by these changing identifiers. Although originally
Rwandan Tutsi, the Banyamulenge settled in the high plains of eastern DRC in the 1930s
and consider themselves Congolese citizens. Until the outbreak of war, their Congolese
nationality was largely uncontested; however, since the Rwandan invasion, a focus on their
Rwandan Tutsi heritage has become the dominant measure of their identity. Many
Congolese doubt that any Banyarwandans in eastern DRC could even be considered truly
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Congolese; yet, many Banyarwandans proclaim their Congolite above other forms of
identity.54
Although changing notions of belonging contribute to local tensions in eastern
DRC, these tensions are not the mere result of ethnicity. Ethnicity has been used to
reinforce claims to land rights and other scarce resources, fuelling tensions between groups;
however, these conflicts are not rooted in ethnicity but in the evasive poverty and lack of
resources, specifically land, characteristic of the region. For example, in Masisi North
Kivu, the indigenous Nande group has referenced their Congolese ethnicity in their land
claim, arguing that the government had no right to sell their customary land to
Banyarwanda immigrants. Ethnic claims to customary land have become more significant
since the war due to the overall deterioration of social and economic conditions.55
In the DRC, ethnic consciousness is often a “fluctuating, situational expression of
group identity aimed at achieving a specific political end.”56 Ethnic identity is often
selectively represented depending on circumstances in order to receive higher status or
access to resources. Despite the processes of inclusion and exclusions used to redefine
ethnicity, nationality and belonging in the context of changing circumstances, both insiders
and outsiders of the group often view these identities as timeless and legitimate.57
This is common throughout the DRC as demonstrated with political ethnic
affiliations used to gain and secure power during the Congolese wars and subsequent 2006
political elections. The Congolese discourse of authenticity led to resentment of foreign
influences solidifying exclusionary national identities based on ethnic affiliations and
54
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heightening identity anxieties between groups.58 This exclusionist ideology played out in
the 2006 elections where Kabila’s alliance with the RPF during the first Congolese war was
conflated to an ethnic affiliation with Rwandan Tutsis. The political opposition accused
Kabila of being a Tutsi foreigner because of his “collusion with forces of aggression.”59
They simultaneously proclaimed their candidate Roger Lumbala, “a son of the country” or
“autochthon.”60 The use of “autochthon” and “foreigner” in this example demonstrates the
arbitrary and changing nature of ethnic identities of belonging used for political gain. As
Stephen Jackson demonstrates, the degree of inclusiveness under the banner of autochthon
or Congolese slips, allowing certain populations who were previously “in” to be “out,”
jeopardizing their belonging and threatening their access to resources.61
These dynamics are further complicated by the close geographical proximity of
different groups in eastern DRC forcing interethnic and multifaceted relationships within
which complex alliances of belonging, exchange and dependency are intertwined. Despite
the emergence of some intra- and inter community cohabitation forced by the paucity of
land, group belonging remains important in the DRC because access to land and other
benefits are primarily determined by lineage or membership in a specific clan, family or
ethnic community.62 Thus, the central role of ethnicity as an organisational principle of
communities must be considered within socio-cultural gender histories.63
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Despite their geographical proximity, by virtue of their cultures and experiences,
different groups in eastern DRC evolved differently causing various expressions of gender
to develop. Whether a community is matriarchal or patriarchal, rural or urban, or formed
from voluntary migration or forced displacements are factors determining how gender roles
and identities are established and are maintained. Communities in eastern DRC are usually
made of several kin groups or lineages, although the constant shift in migration patterns and
urbanization has resulted in larger communities forming largely according to ethnic ties
instead of just consanguine or filial relations.64
In the context of eastern DRC, research that follows white feminist theorizing
suggests that perceptions of masculinity and femininity are not ethnically specific.65
Numerous studies on gender inequality argue that although ethnicity is an important factor
in community belonging, the “experiences of women across ethnic lines are more similar
than different.”66 Although it is true that gender inequality is not restricted to one group or
another but cuts across ethnic divisions affecting all women to different degrees, these
assertions fail to acknowledge that ethnic customs regarding gender differ from one
community to another; therefore, dominant trends cannot be assumed.67
Issues of ethnicity, nationality, and location create diverse contexts that change how
masculinities and femininities are formed and enacted within a given community’s social
structure. Lineage patterns within various groups are also an important factor in
64
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determining how kinships and bonds of belonging are formed. Although not a universal
fixture, patrilineal descent systems are common in many areas of eastern DRC and can be
recognized through customary authority systems. For example, in Kamanyola, a small
territorial entity of South Kivu Province, the territory is under the supervision of a
customary chief whose power is inherited through patrilineal norms. Patrilineality is a
common mode of social organization in many territories of eastern DRC codified in state
legislation.68
Institutional structures such as patrilineality have led to the DRC being presented as
a traditionally patriarchal society substantiated by discriminatory gender norms and
attitudes about the secondary status of women’s roles in society. Claiming that the DRC is
traditionally patriarchal assumes that women have always had a distinctly subordinate
status in their homes, families, and communities that has not changed despite significant
political, social and economic upsets. This reinforces the idea of a static past and suggests
that despite imperialism, colonization and several wars, Africans still have an intact cultural
heritage.69
Importantly, the concept of tradition as it is understood in most histories of the DRC
must be outlined to avoid ahistorical assumptions of the static nature of cultural practices.
As historian Thomas Spear explains, “tradition” is an interactive process where changes are
adopted incrementally over time often through a projection of the present into the past,
making traditions seem like a timeless embodiment of past experiences, despite what
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subjective knowledge may suggest.70 In the DRC like most parts of Africa, tradition as
understood today is the result of an interactive process between local communities and
colonizers. With colonization, “tradition” became a source of continuous struggle over
power, meaning, and access to resources where ideas of the past were recast in present
circumstances to legitimize status or restrict access.71
Often understood within the paradigm of gender, tradition is mistakenly assumed to
be static and all encompassing. However, gender roles and gender relations in eastern DRC
are dynamic and have experienced significant restructuring resulting from political and
economic changes. Gender is a social construct that informs a gendered order based on the
configuration of practices resulting from specific historical circumstances.72 The meanings
attributed to roles and norms are the result of contextual group struggles over socially
valued resources whereby the dominant group assigns and directs the social expectations of
a society.73 Gender hierarchies have been renegotiated throughout history in an interactive
process between dominant and subordinate groups.74 These changes are often understood
by analyzing the change in gender roles and responsibilities men and women embody at
any given time in order to assess their status in a society. However, as a category of
analysis, gender needs to be studied by looking not only at gender roles and how they have
changed, but the gender meanings ascribed to men and women’s experiences. As several
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historical analyses have showed,75 when there is a disjunction between the meanings of
masculinity and femininity and the social roles performed by male and females, conflicts,
tensions and new meanings can arise.76 The DRC has experienced several significant
periods of gender renegotiations resulting from economic and political upheavals caused by
colonization, economic destabilization and war. These periods of instability reconstructed
traditional perceptions of masculinity and femininity and impacted the performance of
gendered social roles.
The following section determines how socio-economic changes during the
Congolese war affected men and women’s lives, concepts of masculinity and femininity
and gender relations. Because expectations and performances of gender change over time,
an exploration of historical changes that have created contemporary manifestations of
gender is necessary. This will challenge contemporary gender stereotypes of Congolese
women labeled as voiceless victims of traditional patriarchy by demonstrating that western
conceptions of gender relations in eastern DRC do not correspond with the historical lived
experience of womanhood there.

GENDER RELATIONS FROM THE COLONIAL TO THE POST COLONIAL
In most societies, gender norms develop around concepts of masculinity and
femininity that dictate capabilities and expectations. How femininity and masculinity are
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valued and expressed in a given society determines the identities and roles individuals take
on in their family and community. Gender constructs differ according to social structures
present in Congolese communities. For many women, the structural elements of life are
embedded not only in gender but kin group, age, marital and reproductive status
determining the roles and work taken on at any life stage. For example, throughout Congo,
domestic chores begin at a young age and are divided along gender lines. Girls are often
kept close to home taking care of younger children, learning food preparation, cleaning,
food crop cultivation and fetching water and firewood for the family. These responsibilities
change as a woman ages and takes on other roles in society.77
The dominant discourse prevalent in gender development theory asserts that gender
inequality in the DRC is the result of harmful traditional gender norms rooted in a highly
patriarchal culture that has continued to suppress women since pre-colonial times. This
perception is countered by a number of works by influential African scholars who show
how pre-colonial gender relations allowed women to derive power from their reproductive
and productive abilities, playing prominent social, spiritual, and even political roles in their
communities and families.78 In this narrative, colonization seriously undermined African
women’s power by replacing existing socio-political practices and systems of knowledge
with western –scripted notions.79 In eastern DRC oral tradition and available
documentations suggest that although social structures did change affecting women’s social
and economic roles, not all changes were negative.
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Patriarchy has always been a central feature of most matrilineal and patrilineal
societies in eastern DRC.80 However, expressions of patriarchy and gender norms
associated with masculine and feminine roles changed during colonization due to the
economic and political restructuring. In some ways this accorded men more privileges than
women in political, economic and social domains.81 In pre-colonial subsistent economies
there was a clear sexual division of labour. Men were usually in charge of livestock herding
and cash crops, while women were responsible for subsistence agriculture and market trade.
Women's important role in food production afforded them agency and power within their
families and communities.82 With the move from subsistence to a monetary economy,
women’s roles changed as paid labour was almost exclusively a male domain.83 However,
women's status did not universally decline with these economic changes. Rather, women
tended to take on more responsibility for subsistence agriculture and domestic activities to
accommodate men’s productive roles outside the home. Women’s contributions remained
significant and helped preserve nutritional adequacy for their families and communities
when economic declines occurred.84
The change to a formal cash economy privileging men changed familial roles and
representations of work.85 Men’s paid labour caused them to become the main providers of
the household, a position that had previously been shared by men and women. Because
women were largely restricted from participation in the formal economy, many households
80

Hollander, “Oral Histories,” 20.
Miranda Gertrude, “Colonialism, Education, and Gender Relations in the Belgian Congo: The Évolué Case,” in Women in African
Colonial Histories, edited by Susan Geiger, Musisi Nakanyike and Jean Allman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002), 144.
82
Amadieume, 21, 35.
83
Janet MacGaffey, Entrepreneurs and Parasites: The Struggle for Indigenous Capitalism in Zaire, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1987), 165-8.
84
Nancy Rose Hunt, “Placing African Women’s History And Locating Gender,” 361.
85
Géraldine André and Marie Godin, “Child Labour, Agency And Family Dynamics: The Case Of Mining In Katanga (DRC), Sage 21,
no.2 (2014):167.
81

69

became dependent on men’s financial contributions causing the significance of men as
fathers and husbands increased. This emphasised a nuclear family structure that placed men
as household heads, reinforcing the nature of patriarchy.86
These family structures and gender relations changed in the post-colonial period,
affecting constructions and performances of gender. A key moment of gender balance
disruption was the first war in post-independent Congo: The Muelele rebellion in 1964.87
With most men engaged in the war, women took on the majority of responsibilities
associated with food production and the running of the household. When men returned,
women continued to be involved in food production responsibilities more so than men,
changing gender norms.88
The war also devastated the economy and impoverished much of eastern DRC.
Many expatriates left due to the violence and their absence severely damaged the
industrialized cash economy. During this and the post war period, men found it difficult to
find paid labour, which undermined their social role as provider. This significantly
impacted social norms.89 A significant example is demonstrated by the inability of men to
afford the payment of bride prices necessary to legitimately marry and start a family.
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GENDER, MARRIAGE AND SOCIAL NORMS IN POST COLONIAL DRC
In most Congolese communities, marriage has never been an individual affair but
one involving the larger extended family. The interests of the family, clan or community
are important considerations due to intergenerational transmission of property and social
status, which are often conferred through marriage.90 Kinship ties, communal differences
and historical events that have caused division between certain ethnic or geographical
groups determine potential marriage partners.91
Who can marry, whom they can marry and when, are important considerations that
are dependent on meeting both physical and social criteria. Customs present throughout
most of eastern DRC, such as the payment of the bride price, are meant to ensure that men
and women had achieved the social maturity necessary to marry. The determinants of social
maturity are different for different groups but tend to be related to one's ability to assume
gender roles and responsibilities associated with the status of husband, wife or parent. For
example, among the Ngbanka of Ubangi, when a young woman can carry out the chores of
an adult woman such as cooking and farming, she is considered fit for marriage. Young
Ngbanka men have to show their suitability for marriage by demonstrating they are able to
provide for a family and afford the payment of a bride price.92 The bride price is usually a
transfer from the groom’s entire family to the bride’s family. The purpose of this system
was originally a form of compensation to the woman’s family for the loss of labour they
would suffer when she married and moved away from home. However, it is also a way for
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the husband to show that he is financially able to provide for a wife and family. This is one
of the reasons why young Congolese men tend to remain unmarried for much longer than
women.93
The social custom of paying a bride price has undergone substantial change since
pre-colonial periods resulting from economic and social restructuring of society. Significant
social and economic changes brought about by war and market crashes disrupting gender
dynamics, challenging the ability of young men to pay a bride price.94 These economic
challenges impacted traditional social processes and women’s place in the family and
community. In pre-colonial South Kivu, a bride price was necessary in order to legitimize a
marriage. It was usually the father who paid the bride price for his son’s first bride. He was
also responsible for the selection of the bride.95 With the changing economic conditions, the
character of marriage changed. Men were increasingly responsible for securing their own
bride price. Although young men’s autonomy increased as they were able to choose their
bride independently of their father, the deteriorating economic situations meant young men
were not able to easily afford the payment. This led to an increase in sexual relations before
marriage, or secret marriages conducted without parental consent.96 Because a bride price
was not paid, a woman could obtain a divorce much more easily and she also maintained
custody over the children. These rights significantly strengthened her position in the family

93
This is a common occurrence in many countries throughout Africa where the payment of a bride price or bridewealth is still common.
A study by Bankole, et al. (2004) found that in many countries in Africa twenty-six percent of adolescent girls were married whereas
only six percent of adolescent men were married in many countries. This data has been used to highlight the vulnerability of young
women to older spouses; however, it also demonstrates the relevance of the brideprice system where only men who can show financial
stability are able to marry. Akinrinola Bankole et. al, Risk and Protection: Youth and HIV/AIDS in Sub-Saharan Africa (New York: The
Alan Guttmacher Institute), 2004. Gary Barker and Christine Ricardo, “Young Men and the Construction of Masculinities,” 12.
94
Hollander, “Oral Histories,” 31-32.
95
Ibid., 25.
96
Ibid.,31.

72

while simultaneously decreasing the authority of husbands over their wives.97 Once paid,
divorce became much more difficult and women risked losing their children in the
settlement. Thus, although women’s engagement in the labour force and the change in
marriage structure lessened gender inequality in a number of ways since the Congo wars, it
remained significant in the first half of the post colonial period.
The second half of the post colonial period saw significant gender reconstructions
resulting from an increase in women’s social opportunities due to government policies
promoting gender equality, and the declining economic conditions of eastern DRC.
Economic instability continued throughout the Mobutu era. The fall in copper prices in
1974 coupled with extreme government mismanagement caused widespread economic
instability leaving many men unemployed and unable to provide for a household.98 This
economic degradation had a significant impact on women’s position in society. The
deconstruction of the formal economy previously dominated by men gave way to a more
informal market economy where women had always played an important role. Because
men were unable to find employment, many women became the breadwinners. Women’s
financial contributions gave women more influence over how the family money would be
spent, enabling her to challenge her husband when she did not agree with his financial
decisions.99 Thus, women’s financial leverage empowered women within their families and
in larger society, creating new structures of dependency and authority.100
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Government policies promoting gender equality implemented under Mobutu were
instrumental in empowering women. Mobutu promoting many women to high positions of
power and created employment options specifically for Congolese women.101 Women’s
increased economic and political participation in the public sphere challenged traditional
gender balances and norms. This empowerment of women was paralleled by the relative
disempowerment of men who had lost their economic footing in society challenging their
ability to provide and protect for their family; two basic attributes of manhood.102
Therefore, at the outbreak of war in 1996, traditional understandings of gender inequality
emphasising women’s subordination and men’s dominance were inappropriate to define
gender relations in eastern DRC.

GENDER RELATIONS DURING THE CONGOLESE WAR AND ITS AFTERMATH

The dominant discourse suggests that extreme gender inequality present in prewar
DRC caused high levels of wartime rape and gender violence to occur during the war.
Although gender relations were problematic in this period, it was not because of gender
inequality; but rather because notions and norms of gender had stopped reflecting the lived
experiences and performances of gender.103 Despite this change in the gender balance, most
international perspectives continue to assert traditional notions of gender oppression and
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women’s subordinate status. The Congolese wars only further disrupted gender balances,
continuing the trend of women’s empowerment that began in the post-colonial era.
The most significant cause of this gender restructuring resulted from the economic
collapse that occurred during the Congolese wars. Although the economy had been in
significant economic decline during the post-colonial era, the influx of refugees in eastern
DRC after the Rwandan genocide caused further upset to the local economies.104 Even
areas that had previously remained relatively economically stable during the Mobutu era
suffered economic collapse during the wars.105 Many men found themselves unable to find
paid labour resulting in an inability to fulfill their traditional role as provider. The economic
position of women in eastern DRC did not deteriorate in the same way. Many continued to
work in subsistence agriculture as well as in other sectors of the economy.
A study conducted by the organization “Promundo” showed that nearly forty
percent of men in eastern DRC reported not working in income generating activities.106
However, another study conducted in eastern DRC by Women For Women International
found that that ninety-three percent of the women engaged in work, either in the formal or
informal economic sector.107 This divergence may be explained by the contradictory
definitions used to define work. Congolese men tend to have a stricter definition of work
that is more in line with international perspectives, taking it to mean permanent occupation
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in the formal sector. 108 Conversely, Congolese women have a more flexible definition of
work, viewing it as everything that helps them and their children survive. 109
Women make up a huge component of the workforce in eastern DRC. In rural
Congolese societies, female labour is essential to agriculture with women making up fifty
percent of agricultural sector contributions and ensuring seventy five percent of food
production in rural areas.110 Although both men and women recognize these contributions
as essential to the survival of their families and communities, both Congolese men and the
international community have historically considered the contributions of women’s labour
less significant than men’s.111
This may be because Congolese women’s productive labour is often conflated with
their reproductive role as mothers caring for a family. This overlooks that in subsistence
economies, reproductive and productive work is combined. 112 Although previously men’s
role as breadwinner allowed women’s contributions to be considered supplementary, in the
aftermath of the Congolese wars, women’s financial contributions often superseded their
husbands’ forcing the value of women’s productive labour to be recognized.
The increase of women breadwinners changed traditional structures of masculinity
and femininity in eastern DRC. Research across Sub-Saharan Africa on manhood and
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masculinity has found that “the chief mandate or social requirement for achieving manhood
in Africa- for being a man- is some level of financial independence, employment or
income, and subsequently starting a family.”113 Although these norms are maintained in
rhetoric and social expectations, the economic and social realities that pervade everyday
life make it difficult for men to fulfill these roles because most have little access to land for
commercial activities and few opportunities of paid labour.114 The inability to find work
and support a family has challenged men’s social recognition and sense of manhood.115
The impact of men’s decreased authority has been acutely felt in the family. As
women’s financial obligations intensified their changed responsibilities and roles within the
household affected men and women’s identities and relations. Women’s active economic
role in the family empowered them, causing an increase in their agency and authority.116
They were able to demand more rights within the household and challenge their husbands
in some decisions, especially those that concerned the family’s well being and how to
spend family money.117 Although this is not a feature of all marriages, for some women,
their financial leverage allowed them to assert more power in their familial and community
relationships diminishing the expected obedience, submissiveness and dependency
traditionally associated with femininity.118
The harsh economic circumstances renegotiated relationships of dependency
forcing gender reconstructions. While women’s dependency on men decreased as a result
113
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of their economic independence, men’s dependency on women increased.119 Most
Congolese are acutely aware of this transformation and even children have recognized the
decreased status of men in society. A case study of the gender disruptions that occurred in
2010 in Kilbo, South Kivu, demonstrates this change in the following exchange described
by a Congolese man mobilizing men for an interview;
I asked the lady if the father would be willing to come for an interview. […] one of
the children of the man that I wanted to invite said the following; ‘why do you ask
for my father to be interviewed, they should interview mammy, since daddy is
useless and there is nothing he can do.’ …. I said; ‘‘how can you be so disrespectful
to your own father?’’ And the boy pointed to the fact that there is nothing that the
father is useful for. He cannot provide and he cannot do anything, so what is the use
of having him as the representative of the family.120
This example showcases the way economic situations and new social roles
renegotiated gender status at both the community and household level.
Although some men migrate outside of their community to find work, and others
leave their family rather than face the humiliation of not being able to provide for their
wives and children, many men stay because they have nowhere else to go.121 As a result,
men have established different ways of coping with the new gender balance. One response
to these changing social norms has been an attempt to reassert their dominance through
violent assertions of male authority.122 This method had been outlined by a number of
scholars working on gender-based violence in the DRC including Eriksson Baaz and Stern,
Lwambo and Dolan. They suggest that in situations of instability, men will often become
increasingly aggressive as a way to enforce their masculinity. These theories are rooted in
notions of hegemonic masculinity and emphasised femininity that see gender power as a
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“zero-sum game.”123 Men who attempt to reinforce traditional hierarchies by asserting their
dominance rely on the one thing they have not lost, their physical strength. These men often
engage in physical violence against both women and other men. They also usually refuse to
engage in work that is traditionally considered women’s work such as childcare and
housework.124
Other men in eastern DRC have coped with changing gender roles in a more
cooperative manner. Instead of attempting to reassert their dominance and regain their
traditional masculine roles, they have readjusted gender expectations of themselves.
Recognizing that they no longer have as much authority as they previously did, they have
accepted the sharing of responsibilities amongst members of the household. In some cases
men try to blend into the background by staying out of the way. Other men actively engage
in forms of labour traditionally deemed woman’s work. For example, in Kiliba, South Kivu
some men began to engage in farming activities and “accompanying ladies with many of
their tasks.”125 Thus, although a gendered division of labour still exists in the DRC
economic difficulties have caused increased fluidity when defining gender-appropriate
work.126
Despite these substantial changes in gender performances, traditional expectations
and norms, rather than the actual experiences of gender, dominate the narrative on gender
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relations in eastern DRC.127 Gender and development theory continues to reify patriarchal
gender relations as the cause of excessive gender based violence in the DRC. However,
historical analysis demonstrates that although the DRC remains a patriarchal society,
women have experienced empowerment despite the increase of male violence against
women. The variance between the gendered reality of experiences and the dominant
narrative of gendered violence calls for a re-examination of the gender perceptions of
Congolese women and gender relations, enabling a more holistic understanding of gender
relations and their connection to the causes and experiences of gendered violence in eastern
DRC.
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CHAPTER THREE
THE GENDERED DYNAMICS OF VIOLENCE
The eastern DRC has remained a place of violence and perpetual insecurity since
the beginning of The Congolese Wars causing significant hardships for local communities
bearing the consequences of violence.1 The most important consequence of war in the
context of the DRC is usually understood within the dominant narrative of wartime rape
perpetuated by armed men against women. This narrative has encouraged an increase in
research focusing on gender-based violence in order to understand how women are
uniquely victimized in violent conflicts due to their subordinate status. The DRC has
become a key case study of this research, perpetuating an image of Congolese women as
the defining victims of violence.
The dominant narrative of gender based violence prevalent in the DRC places an
overwhelming focus on sexual violence against women as the worst form of violence
occurring in the armed conflicts. This understanding of gender violence does not explore
how violence is gendered it its many other forms. Different forms of violence affect men,
women and children differently as a result of social structures, norms, and circumstances of
any given context. By limiting Congolese experiences of violence to those that fit under
this dominant narrative, a large part of the story is left unanalyzed.
This chapter outlines how violence is gendered in the DRC. It explores how
individual acts of violence often have a gendered motive based on socially constructed and
1
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culturally defined attributes associated with masculinity and femininity. By focusing on
these gender constructions, narrow definitions of victim and perpetrator develop which
hinder holistic understandings of gender violence and ignore how violence victimizes men,
women and children differently. It then addresses the dominant narrative of sexual violence
against women outlining violence against women in its many other forms, and concluding
with an analysis of Congolese women’s perceptions of this violence.

PERCEPTIONS OF GENDER BASED VIOLENCE IN THE DRC
The international community’s representation of violence during the Congolese
wars2 has always been particularly gruesome. Recent media representations and policy
reports repeat colonial discourses describing African conflicts as distinctly “other” and
especially violent.3 In a throwback to Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) soldiers
and combatants are reported to be brutal killers and rapists who mutilate and eat their
victims.4 Although represented as distinctly brutal and damaging, the conflicts in the DRC
were not more violent than other wars in other parts of the world.5 However, these wars did
have a different character of violence. The decentralized nature of the Congo wars meant
that the majority of fighting did not occur on the front line but at the home front, taking
place in local villages and towns throughout eastern DRC with excessive violence acted out
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on the bodies, homes, and livelihoods of the Congolese people. 67
The result was a new depiction of armed men’s violent attacks on peaceful civilians.
Among the looting, pillaging, and physical violence, many of these attacks included the
sexual violation of women and girls that becomes increasingly common in wartime. As a
result, the narrative of violence in the DRC portrays wartime rape as the main weapon of
war during the Congolese conflicts, perpetrated en masse against women and girls. Many
reports have reinforced this narrative, reiterating the logic of rape as a weapon of war in the
DRC as a cheap and effective weapon used to feminize the enemy, or other men, by
insinuating that they cannot protect “their” women.8
This narrative emphasises the negative role of gender inequalities and norms
embedded in the DRC stressing their relation to gender based violence in war. However, as
demonstrated in the previous chapter, these portrayals are not representative of experienced
gender realities, making this analysis more convincing in theory than in practice.
Nevertheless, these representations dominate reporting of violence in the DRC, reinforcing
gender inequalities as the root of violence against women.9
Women are the overwhelming majority of victims of gender based violence causing
it to be used interchangeably with violence against women.”10 In the context of the DRC
where wartime rape is considered the largest issue facing women, gender based violence
has become a synonym for sexual violence against women. This perspective, dominant in
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human rights discourse, is problematic. It fails to explain the nuances of gendered violence
in the DRC. The conceptualization of gendered violence as violence against women
minimizes other forms of violence that are necessarily gendered, but conceptualized as
normal in the context of war. This includes the gendered nature of battle casualties, the use
of child soldiers, or different ways structural violence and displacement affect women and
men. By continuing to present wartime rape as the most severe form of gender based
violence, the understanding of who the victims of violence are is distorted. The
overwhelming focus on female rape victims has caused violence that specifically victimizes
men, children and women physically, economically, or politically to be underreported. This
ignores the gendered nature of violence in its many forms, sexual, physical and structural,
rendering the gendered aspects of a number of other types of violence committed against
both men and women as insignificant and invisible in the discourse.11
In the narrative of violence in the DRC, simplistic gender distinctions between
victims and perpetrators have cast men in uniform in the role of perpetrator, while victims
are played by women and girls, specifically raped women and girls. 12 This narrative relies
on militarised gender ideologies and historical depictions of military roles in war.
Militaristic masculinity is associated with protecting, warring, and killing, while women as
feminine, are stereotypically associated with peacefulness, life giving and in need of
protection.13
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Historically in the literature on armed conflict, women’s participation was largely
left out of the repertoire with armed violence assumed to be the domain of men. Ideally,
this meant that violence would be limited to man-to-man combat taking place on a
battlefield with women remaining on the home front, far from the realities of war. Women
and children were thus relegated to the status of civilians. The status of civilians has been
protected under international law since the 1950 Geneva Convention relative to the
Protection of Civilian Persons in Times of War. This legislation portrayed women and
children as the most vulnerable members of societies, emphasising their status as victims of
undue violence. It required that civilians “be at all times humanely treated, and shall be
protected especially against acts of violence,” furthermore, women “shall be especially
protected against any attack on their honour, in particular against rape, enforced
prostitution, or any form of indecent assault.”14 This legislation reified a narrative of
violence that categorized women and children as vulnerable victims, and battle aged men as
perpetrators of war.
The long history of violence between men on a battlefield created a narrative of war
that normalized male on male violence.15 While male casualties have been accepted as
logical, female causalities are socially and culturally problematized as gendered violence.16
However, this perspective on gender only considers the situation of women and girls while
overlooking men’s roles and experiences of violence. The very fact that men are more
14
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likely to take up arms by virtue of militarized masculinities is an example of how violence
is gendered.17 Yet, the presumed normality of this violence has caused issues of male-onmale violence to be neglected in the current discourse on gendered violence in the DRC.18
The main method of analysis used to study how violence is gendered is a gender
analysis created from white feminism’s politicised experience of marginalization and
subordination as a sex.19 However, this perspective again operates from the perspective of
universal patriarchy that assumes all women to be victims. The use of this analysis is
problematic in the context of eastern DRC and occludes a clear analysis of gender relations
and how gender affects experiences of violence. A holistic gender approach that
understands men and women’s roles outside of the dichotomy of victim and perpetrator, as
well as the way violence affects men and women differently, is a more effective way to
understand the conflict in eastern DRC. This approach requires a less biased analysis of the
nexus between gender and conflict that acknowledges the diversified roles men and women
play in conflicts beyond the stereotypical portrayals based on gender ideologies.20

MEN AS VICTIMS OF GENDERED VIOLENCE
Gendered violence continues to be presented as a “war against women” further
enforcing the paradigm of female victims and male perpetrators. However, gendered
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violence affects both men and women in different ways. As Cynthia Cockburn states, “men
and women often die different deaths and are tortured in different ways… because of the
different means culturally ascribed to the male and female bodies.”21 This makes men and
women more susceptible to different types of violence as a result of their gender and gender
roles. For instances, while women are more likely to be singled out for rape because of
their gendered reproductive and productive powers, men are more likely to be singled out
for direct execution as they are assumed to be potential combatants.
Gender-selective mass killings are a frequent and often defining feature of human
conflict extending back to antiquity.22 However, as a regular and ubiquitous aspect of
contemporary conflicts it is often left out of public policy discourse focused on gendered
violence because women and children are considered the most vulnerable population. This
is problematic because as Adam Jones argues, “the most vulnerable and consistently
targeted population groups, throughout time and around the world today, are noncombatant men of ‘battle age,’ roughly fifteen to fifty-five years old.”23 In part this is
because battle-aged men are the most dangerous for a conquering force as they present the
greatest threat to authority. However, unlike soldiers, they usually do not have the
appropriate means to defend themselves resulting in much higher levels of homicide. The
mass murder of men in the Congo Free State is an example of this male selective violence.
Daniel Vangrowenweghe, a Belgian anthropologist working in a former rubber area in
1970, found persuasive demographic evidence suggesting that large numbers of men had
been worked to death as rubber slaves or killed in punitive raids. He asserts;
21
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No other explanation accounts for the curious pattern that threads through the
village-by-village headcounts taken in the colony long before the first territorial
census. These local headcounts consistently show far more women than men. At
Inongo in 1907, for example, there were 309 children, 402 adult women, but only
275 adult men. Statistics from numerous other villages show the same pattern…”24
The targeting of battle-aged men has remained a constant pattern of violence
throughout the history of the Great Lakes Region.
This was seen during the Burundi genocide of April- November 1972 where battle
aged men and educated elites were specifically targeted for elimination.25 Between 150,000
and 300,000 Hutu civilians, mostly educated Hutu men, were killed by Burundi Tutsi.
Another 300,000 more Hutu elites, again mostly men, sought refugee in Rwanda during
these attacks.26 Similarly, during the Rwandan genocides of 1994 Tutsi men were
specifically targeted for homicide, while women bore the brunt of other forms of violence,
specifically sexual violence.27 This also occurred in the aftermath of the genocide when the
RPF systematically eliminated tens of thousands of refugees in eastern Congo. The RPF
specifically targeted civilian men assumed to be génocidaires; however, women and
children were also killed during these raids.28 Thus, men have suffered from higher levels
of mass killings than women throughout the history of the Great Lakes Region, continuing
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to make up a large percentage of deaths caused by direct violence during the Congolese
wars.
Many other forms of violence also target men and boys specifically because they
are male. Men are more susceptible to forced recruitment into armed groups, arbitrary
arrests and torture. Despite the gendered nature of this violence, discussions of violence in
the DRC continue to overlook the victimization of non-combatant men. In gender sensitive
policy discourse only women tend to be considered when discussing vulnerable victims of
violence.29 Male victimization has remained a taboo subject in discussions of gender,
leading to their exclusion in most gender sensitive policies in the DRC.30 This is seen by
men’s invisibility in supposedly gender sensitive policies regarding sexual violence in
eastern DRC.
In addition to gender-selective killings, men as victims of conflict sexual violence in
eastern DRC have remained largely invisible in policies meant to address wartime rape.31
Sexual violence is not only a “systematic pattern of destruction towards the female species”
as international narratives often asserts.32 It is a form of gendered violence that affects both
men and women to different degrees and in different ways. Men and boys are raped in the
DRC, as in other conflicts, with a survey conducted in eastern DRC showing that 23.6
percent of men reported being exposed to sexual violence during their life time while 64.5
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percent of those men stating it was conflict associated sexual violence.33 However, these
attacks against men often go unreported and have received far less international and
domestic attention.34
Therefore, a more inclusive gender perspective of the nature of violence in the DRC
acknowledging the different forms of victimization women and men experience. The lack
of acknowledgement of male victims further entrenches simplistic divisions of victims and
perpetrators based on gender distinctions. Problematically, when intervention initiatives are
implemented they often fail to recognize the rights and needs of men and boys who have
been victimized by gendered violence, continuing to make them susceptible to other forms
of violence in the future. Once it is established that groups beyond women are vulnerable
to targeting on gender grounds, restrictive intervention policies focused on women qua
victims can be refocused to become more effective in their local setting. This requires
exploring how violence specifically affects men, women and children differently because
of their unique vulnerabilities and place in society.

VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN
Children represent more than half of the population in DRC and experience
particular vulnerability to conflict violence and structural violence. Younger children are
uniquely vulnerable in conflicts because they are so dependent on others for survival. Their
dependency keeps them at a higher risk especially in periods of instability. With the
33
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majority of the country living in poverty, food insecurity has become a major issue in the
DRC. Since the wars began, food production levels have decreased by thirty-forty percent
with about one third of the population subsisting on one meal a day. The effects of food
insecurity are most severe in the eastern provinces resulting from failed infrastructure and
increased levels of conflict. The impact of food insecurity places growing children at an
increased risk of malnourishment.35 A side effect of malnourishment is a higher rate of
disease, morbidity and death with children under the age of five having the highest rate of
mortality in the country, accounting for forty-six percent of deaths in eastern DRC.36
During violent conflict when the situation deteriorates children are almost always
left to the responsibility of the mother while husbands and fathers take up arms or flee to
avoid persecution.37 Having only one parent as a protector and provider makes children
more vulnerable to both direct and indirect forms of violence.38 When violent attacks or
displacement occur, children are at an increased risk of being separated from their families
or losing a parent to violence or disease.
Children become dependent on extended family, strangers and aid agencies for
survival. Instability and increased poverty make these relations unreliable as aid agencies
can move on at any time, and the extended family is often unable to feed more mouths.39
Many children become responsible for their own survival, taking on the roles and burdens
of adults by becoming the household head caring for their younger siblings. The result is

35

Sarah Bailey et. al, “Child-sensitive Social Protection In DRC” A Diagnostic Study,” Oversees Development Institute (2011): 13.
Coghlan et al., 14.
Hollander, “Oral Histories,” 33.
38
World Vision International report on vulnerable children in eastern DRC, undertaken in Sake, Bulengo Camp, Mugunga Camp,
Minova, Goma, showed that fifty five percent of children orphaned or separated from their parents and twenty five percent of them living
without any adult support. World Vision International, “No One To Turn To: Life For Children In Eastern DRC,” World Vision
International (2014): 11.
39
Ibid., 11.
36
37

91

children taking on economic initiatives at increasingly young ages in order to provide for
the needs of the household.40
Although children are still assumed to have the least amount of agency in a society
forced to depend on others to survive, their increased engagement in social and economic
developments has increased their independence. Overall an estimated forty-two percent of
children between the ages of five and fourteen years are engaged in child labour, usually in
mines and agriculture.41 Although children have always been expected to engage in labour
such as cultivating family fields, the necessity and demand for child labourers has increased
substantially during the conflicts resulting in increased exposure to armed violence while
working in isolated mines or fields. Many children and adults have reported that the highest
risk situations for violence occur when children are carrying out the chores of daily living
such as cultivating fields, transporting goods, or attending school or work.42 During these
attacks children of both sexes are physically abused, robbed, and in a number of cases,
forcibly recruited into an armed group.
Although the official age of military recruitment is 18 in the DRC, with forty seven
percent of the population under the age of fifteen, child recruits are abundant in armed
groups.43 During the Congolese wars, children were recruited and used in all armed groups
taking on both combat and support roles. Since 2005 a total of 30,000 child soldiers were
demobilised in the DRC with an estimated 7,000 remaining active.44 Another estimated
11,000 children escaped after being forcibly recruited, without being officially
40
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demobilised.45 Forced recruitment or abduction into an armed group occurs against all
segments of society; however, children are particularly vulnerable to abduction because
they are usually easier to apprehend and their age makes them more malleable and
vulnerable to manipulation. This makes them an effective commodity of war supporting the
economy of violence.46
Child soldiers exist as both victims and perpetrators of violence, including sexual
violence. They are often put in combative roles and are commonly reported to be
perpetrators of human rights violations. However, many children became part of an armed
group by forced recruitment or as an act of survival. Not all children were abducted into the
armed forces. Some chose to join to escape the desperation of poverty; however, these
decisions are often made under coercive circumstances of necessity.47
Both boys and girls can be coerced to join armed groups. Once part of the group,
they tend to take on gendered roles. Boys usually engage in armed combat on the ground
level. Although girls are also active combatants in many cases, they are also likely to
perform other tasks such as portering, domestic labour, and sexual slavery, becoming the
“wives” of their captors.48 The Congolese government and international community
continue to overlook the recruitment and use of thousands of girls by armed forces.
Estimates suggest that girls may have made up forty percent of the total number of child
soldiers during armed conflict; however, only twelve percent of child soldiers formally
demobilised were girls.49 Many girls who are abducted by armed groups are not seen in
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their capacity as child soldiers but rather as sexual slaves used to satisfy the soldiers and
perform domestic duties. Nevertheless, most girl combatants reported having to perform
domestic and sexual duties in addition to combative ones, making their experiences of
violence different from boys.
Therefore, the forms of violence children as soldiers and civilians encounter are
multifaceted and significant. However, the significance of age as a determinant of how
violence is gendered, and in who is a victim or perpetrator of violence, continues to be
overlooked in discourses of gendered violence. When children are included they are often
associated with women’s experiences of violence. This is seen with the move in
international agencies to respond to women and children as one entity instead of previous
practices of protection through separation. Even organizations that are focused on children
such as The United Nations’ Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Save The Children, and Defense
for Children International, focus on ensuring children’s welfare by helping mothers and
potential mothers, thus addressing children’s needs through their concerns for the status of
women. 50 This undermines the unique experiences of children in war and the necessity of
policies that focus on children’s vulnerabilities instead of making them a subset analysis of
violence against women.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
Violence against women in its many forms, sexual, economic, structural, social are
often interconnected, existing on what Cynthia Cockburn calls a continuum of violence that
50
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exists in peacetimes and extends to war times.51 Effective initiatives aimed at remedying
violence against women must take this interconnectedness into account through an analysis
of the gendered significance of each form within its cultural context of eastern DRC.
Therefore, although sexual violence is a significant form of violence experienced by
Congolese women, it represents only one form of violence along this continuum and must
be analyzed as such.

SEXUAL VIOLENCE
Women and girls suffer extraordinary rates of sexual violence as a result of armed
conflict. Although statistics are difficult to confirm given the sensitive nature of sexual
violence and continued insecurity in much of eastern DRC, a prominent study published in
The American Journal Of Public Health reported twelve percent of women in eastern DRC
had been raped at least once in their lifetime. Extrapolating this data throughout the
country, the authors concluded that approximately 1.8 million Congolese women had been
raped, or 1,152 women every day, forty-eight women every hour, and four women every
five minutes.52 Although it is clear that women are not the only victims of sexual violence
they are overwhelmingly targeted for this type of violence for a number of reasons directly
related to their gender.53 While some generalizations can be drawn about wartime rape, it
51
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should always be analyzed within the context of culture and symbols of gender structures
that occur within a particular nation-state since its use varies among different actors and in
different contexts.54
In violent conflicts the reproductive and caring roles of women as mothers are
sometimes targeted for specific forms of violence. Women are symbolic representations of
their community or nation making them more vulnerable to targeted attacks aimed at
destroying a particular community.55 Attacks against women are not always based on
women qua women, but often play on the dominant roles of men as protectors of women
making these attacks an effective method of humiliation for men who are unable to protect
“their women/nation/homeland.”56 Claudia Card has argued that wartime rape conducted by
soldiers is a “cross cultural language of male dominance,” used to displace and produce
male dominance over both women and the enemy group during violent conflict.57
Local Congolese perspectives on sexual violence as a weapon of war suggest that
wartime rape in the DRC is a new phenomenon brought on by the influx of foreign
Rwandan soldiers and used to dominate local populations.58 However, sexual violence has
been a tactic of war used throughout the world since antiquity, prevalent in the DRC since
colonization and often accompanied by other acts of brutality. 59 The excessive cruelty
associated with sexual violence during the Congo’s colonial period demonstrates this
prevalence. Depicted in memories of “sentries who made mothers have sex with their sons,
fathers with daughters, kin with kin,” or reports of other sentries “amusing themselves
54
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while pounding the insides of women’s vagina’s with sticks,”60 this demonstrates the
historical presence of excessive sexual violence in the DRC which should not be
overlooked in present day analysis. It also outlines the severe and interconnected damage
this type of violence does to a woman’s reproductive, physical and psychological health.
Sexual violence in the recent Congolese wars, including rape, continues to have a
number of associated consequences that are gender related and their disproportionately
affect women. Women’s reproductive capabilities make pregnancy an important potential
consequence of rape. Despite the high number of unwanted pregnancies that have resulted
from rape, abortion remains illegal in the DRC with a 5-10 year prison sentence for anyone
who has an abortion.61 This results in mothers birthing children that may not be wanted, or
resorting to clandestine abortions that are often unsafe.
Women are also at a higher risk of contracting STIs and HIV. This has become a
serious problem as it is estimated that sixty percent of regular troops and militiamen in the
DRC are infected with HIV/AIDS.62 All of these consequences can have severe effects on a
woman’s physical and psychological health. Untreated STI’s, botched abortions, or forceful
sexual assault can all severely damage a woman’s reproductive organs. Because rape is
often an act of violence against a woman’s reproductive labor, the damage sexual violence
can cause to a woman’s femininity is a distinctly gendered form of violence. Congolese
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women reported that being able to have children and provide for their family embodied
what it meant to be a woman. Childless women reported feelings of failed femininity.63
Many women pride themselves on their reproductive and productive labor, both of
which grant them status in their families and community.64 When women are raped, their
reproductive labor can be harmed in several ways that compromise community belonging.
For example, a woman can become impregnated as a result of rape making her bear a child
for an outside community. Furthermore, by preventing her from becoming a mother in her
own community, either by making her appear unacceptable to a partner, or by becoming
physically unable to have children, a woman may be ostracized and face feelings of failed
femininity. The consequences of rape can represent what Allison Ruby Reid-Cunningham
has called a “social death” used to describe the fate of women whose identity and selfworth had been essentially destroyed through sexual violence.65 Although rape does carry
important social consequences and, in some cases, it results in a woman being stigmatized
by family and community or deserted by her husband, the stigma associated with rape has
declined significantly in the DRC.66
Nevertheless, sexual violence can challenge a woman’s ability to carry on a normal
life afterwards. Physically damaging a woman’s reproductive ability has become a common
factor of sexual attacks in the DRC. Many gendered atrocities revolve around women’s
sexual and reproductive attributes, demonstrated by the cutting off of breasts, tearing open
63
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vaginas or eviscerating a woman’s uterus, common occurrences in the Rwandan genocide
and Congolese wars.67 This violence seems to portray a distinct hatred or animosity
towards femininity, specifically towards women’s ability to reproduce.68 For Congolese
women, the ability to become a mother is an important part of womanhood and indeed
femininity. Being denied their reproductive ability is a distinctly gendered violence against
women that affects Congolese women on many cultural and social levels. Because
motherhood is linked with one’s social status, not being able to become pregnant can hinder
a woman’s social mobility and damage her social identity as a woman.69
While women’s reproductive labor plays an important role in gendered violence,
women are also targeted for sexual violence and physical attacks because of their
productive labor. The economic self-sufficiency of Congolese women is linked not only to
their community standing but also to their sense of womanhood and femininity.70 Thus, the
consequences of rape for women are intimately intertwined with economic violence.71
Looting and pillaging often accompany sexual violence directing an effective blow to
women’s reproductive and productive capacities. Robbing a woman of her assets or
livelihood destroys her productive labor and thus some of her power in a given
community.72 It is also a way to break down the fabric of a community by damaging the
livelihood of its members. Most women who have access to land tend fields and are
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responsible for seventy five percent of food production in rural areas.73 When a woman’s
crops are destroyed or she is robbed of her property and assets, she cannot provide for her
family. The inability to produce food and care for the family is a direct assault on a
woman’s femininity and her gender role in her community.74 Thus, sexual violence does
not only damage the life of the individual woman but it breaks down the social fabric and
economies of her community seen in failed harvests, lost productivity, and reduced
economic participation.75 Without structural recourse in the form of a welfare state, women
are more likely to face economic hardship adding further desperation to their situation of
poverty and insecurity.
During the Mobutu era, the welfare state disintegrated, with spending on social
services overtaken by military spending.76 Since 1994 there has been a general lack of state
authority, including the running of government funded public services in eastern DRC. In
the government’s absence, non-state actors, specifically religious civil society organizations
in cooperation with NGOs, have provided these much needed services.77 These groups have
a great deal of authority and legitimacy in eastern DRC because civilians often look to them
to solve their problems rather than a government unable to provide necessary public
goods.78 These groups have been successful at assisting struggling people in eastern DRC,
demonstrating the tenacity and viability of local solutions and organizations in the absence
of a functioning welfare state. Although these organizations successfully fulfill a desperate
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need in these areas. By providing certain services such as health care and education, they
are largely dependent on external funding and are thus contingent upon donor
preferences.79 Furthermore, although they are successful at answering the public need for
services, they do address the circumstances of widespread individual poverty and state
instability that have necessitated their presence in the first place.

ECONOMIC AND STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE
The majority of families in eastern DRC live in poverty. When a family loses a
provider, whether a primary or secondary earner, increased economic vulnerability occurs.
Women tend to be more affected than men because women make up the majority of single
parent households with 61.5 percent of female-headed households living below the poverty
line.80 Excessive individual poverty coupled with degrading infrastructure and a bankrupt
economy had caused intense forms of economic violence affecting women in different
ways. Structural violence can be defined as a systemic form of violence where social
institutions kill people by preventing them from meeting their basic needs. In eastern DRC
structural forms of violence account for the largest portion of civilians deaths affecting
women and children at much higher rates than men. A gendered analysis of mortality in
eastern DRC demonstrates this disparity.
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Between 1998-April 2007, an estimated 5.4 million people died in the DRC.81
These fatalities are distinctly gendered. It is widely acknowledged that most combatants in
armed conflicts are men, making men the majority of victims in military operations.82
However, because of the nature of conflict in the DRC with violence often enacted at the
local level, civilians bore the brunt of conflict related injuries.83
Despite media depictions of brutal physical violence occurring during the
Congolese wars, of the 2.5 million who died between 1998-2001, only fourteen percent of
all fatalities were the result of direct violence in the form of physical assault, sexual
violence, or homicide.84 The remainder died from war related causes that prevented
civilians from accessing the resources required to meet their basic needs.85
While war increases the conditions for morbidity and death it also weakens the
capacity for dealing with the adverse health and social conditions of survivors.86 Although
it is acknowledged that armed conflicts have a negative impact on agriculture, structural
infrastructure, public health and the social order of societies, it is often overlooked in
favour of more direct forms of violence, such as sexual violence. However, the negative
impact is substantial and gendered, affecting women and children more than men for a
variety of reasons.
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Women face different types of vulnerabilities as a result of the gendered roles they
assume in Congolese societies. They are more vulnerable to armed attack and structural
violence because of their diminished access to resources during periods of conflict. Familial
gender divisions also dictate that women are responsible for daily household chores such as
gathering firewood, collecting water and cultivating fields. These tasks often require
women to travel alone in insecure areas increasing the risk of exposure to attacks by armed
groups especially during periods of insecurity.
When conflict emerges, men tend to take up arms or flee their homes for safety
while women who are encumbered with dependents tend to remain at home longer. Women
assume multiple roles as head of household, provider and community leaders in order to
meet the needs of their family and society.87 Although women are capable of carrying the
community, remaining in an insecure situation alone makes them more vulnerable to forms
of violence such as extortion and illegal taxation by local armed forces. Impromptu
roadblocks where armed men would extort money from civilians were ubiquitous
throughout eastern DRC and became a means of survival for many soldiers who went long
periods without pay.88
These gendered behaviours usually remain common when families are displaced,
increasing the vulnerability of displaced women and children. Marie Béatrice Umutesi
explained the behaviour of many heterosexual couples she observed in the DRC, when
living as a refugee from Rwanda. She explained that while women were attached to their
husbands and loyally accompanied them, many husbands were irritated by the presence of
87
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their families who encumbered their ability to move quickly. She noted that when situations
deteriorated, many men would abandon their families leaving their wife to care for
themselves and their children.89 Many men justified this behaviour by the fact that men
risked more if rebels caught them. Indeed, they were more likely to be forced to join the
fighting, or be tortured and killed if caught. However, women were also subjected to severe
forms of torture. The threat of death remained real for all displaced people given that in
armed attacks on groups, machine guns and mortars do not distinguish the sex or age of
their victims. Since women and children make up the majority of displaced people in
groups they actually have a higher likelihood of being injured or captured when these
attacks occur.90 In the aftermath of an attack women often require medical or legal
recourse; however, eastern DRC’s broken infrastructure often makes this impossible,
demonstrating a subsequent form of structural violence.
Women tend to suffer more severely from damaged health and other infrastructure
than men do and they suffer in distinctly gendered ways.91 Damage to basic infrastructure
including electricity, sanitation and water facilities is an inevitable part of warfare. This can
lead to an increase in preventable disease and injury, which are hard to treat given the lack
of local medical clinics in many communities. The great distance between cities, towns and
villages makes fixing these structures or travelling a daunting task, especially given the
inadequate roads and transport systems in the DRC92. Not being about to travel quickly and
efficiently due to poor roads makes receiving access to emergency medical care and other
social services a challenge.
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This does not occur in all areas of eastern DRC. Especially in larger cities such as
Bukavu and Goma, healthcare infrastructure have been better maintained by civil society
organizations. In eastern DRC today, religious institutions are the primary health care
providers.93 Although these organizations provide a number of services efficiently, often in
cooperation with humanitarian organizations and NGOs, there is considerable variance in
their ability to deliver social services.94 Although better funded and more efficient than
government-run organizations, they still face difficulties in providing adequate care
especially outside of the urban centers as a result of conflict, insecurity, and the challenge
of finding enough external aid to adequately provide equipment for all different medical
maladies.
Women tend to have more health complications throughout their lives as a result of
their physiology. They are more susceptible to vitamin and iron deficiencies and a poor diet
is a reality lived by many in the DRC given the increasingly high rates of malnourishment
and food insecurity.95 They also face unique challenges due to their reproductive role,
making damage to health care facilities an important form of violence against women.
During conflicts and periods of insecurity, access to obstetric care is dramatically reduced
and miscarriages as well as maternal and neonatal mortality rates increase.
The need for obstetric specialists is especially prevalent in the DRC where despite
the instability women continue to have one of the highest fertility rates in the world with an
average of 6.3 births per woman.96 Depending on the area and access to resources available,
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many of these births are not attended by a trained medical professional increasing the risk
of maternal and neonatal mortality. In 2007 as the country was rebuilding, maternal
mortality caused 9.1 percent of women’s deaths in eastern DRC making it the most
common known cause of death for women at this period.97 Given the scare resources of
health specialists and women’s reproductive health, in many parts of eastern DRC, access
to life saving interventions is usually difficult.
Negative health impacts are especially pronounced for displaced people. Mortality
rates in refugee and internally displaced people camps are up to a hundred times higher
than the normal mortality rates of a war afflicted country.98 For women who are displaced,
finding access to maternal health can be even more difficult. The Royal College of
Obstetricians and Gynecologists (RCOG) stated: “approximately 15 percent of displaced
pregnant women will encounter a potentially life-threatening complication, such as
hemorrhage, sepsis, obstructed labour or eclampsia.”99 Because women and children make
up the majority of displaced people in the DRC, they face distinct forms of violence in
internally displaced people camps and ad hoc displacement settlements.100 The mobile
nature of internally displaced people makes determining populations difficult. Estimates
suggest the number of displaced people in the Congo has hovered around the two million
mark for over a decade, with the highest level being 3.4 million at the end of 2003.101 In
conditions of over population, close quarters and unsanitary living, infectious disease is
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more likely to become epidemics. In eastern DRC four of the top five causes of death were
infectious disease accounting for fifty five percent of deaths in the DRC, and fifty six
percent in eastern DRC.102 Despite the undesirable conditions of the camps, many stay
because the only thing worse than being in a camp is being back in an insecure village.103
When insecurity or violence hits a community, many are forced to leave their
livelihood and homes behind. However, displacement means much more than just a loss of
goods and property, it destroys the social fabric of a community and challenges previous
gender roles. Both men and women suffer from displacement; however, men tend to be
worse at adapting to the changed situation. Women are better able to adjust to economic
disruptions because they were more willing to take on all kinds of survival activities such
as street vending and domestic services in order to provide for their family. This allowed
them some means of survival, no matter how precarious, and often placed them in the role
of family provider.104 While women were better able to adapt to some forms of economic
violence than men, they suffer significantly more from the loss of social bonds and support
systems they had embedded in their home communities. Widespread displacement
eliminates social support networks that many women rely on for their survival and
identity.105 Thus, women have been forced to develop new strategies of support and
survival in every day life, causing new social structures to be created.106
During displacement, domestic arrangements and social groupings tend to take on
new structures. In internal displacement and refugee camps, shattered families form new
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domestic partnerships and unions between survivors. This is demonstrated by the rise in
young marriages and multiple marriages in displacement camps. Trends of intimate partner
violence in the form of marital rape, wife beating and psychological manipulation have
increased since the conflicts. Some men act out their frustration over their inability to fulfill
their expected gender roles through violence.107 Although intimate partner violence against
women is high in eastern DRC, the severity and significance that Congolese women attach
to it varies significantly depending on the type of violence and how others perceive it.108
Although everyone suffers in periods of war, women’s cultural place in society
makes specific types of violence more meaningful and especially difficult. However, many
of these forms of violence are unrecognized by the international community who continues
to focus on gendered violence within its dominant narrative of wartime rape. Although
women and girls are the main victims of sexual violence and it is indisputably an important
form of violence that requires significant resources to combat, prioritizing sexual violence
limits understandings and resources for other forms of violence that are distinctly gendered,
but receive far less attention. To aid women who are victims of violence effectively, the
complex experiences of violence women have as a result of their gender must be
acknowledged in all their forms.
Different forms of violence against women are often intimately intertwined. Sexual
violence does not occur in a vacuum. It results from the roles women play in society
resulting in unique gendered consequences. These consequences are often aggravated by
economic and structural violence that hinders a woman’s access to resources and structural
107
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recourse. A woman’s loss of livelihood due to violence does not only result in hardship for
one woman. It usually means her family will go hungry, and her community will suffer
from her inability to produce food. Therefore, the entire community suffers from war rape
and other forms of violence against women. The international community’s singular focus
on raped women misreads local realities.109 When the international community only
focuses on the effects of sexual violence against women, it can miss the effects of suffering
of trauma on partners and children, the fracturing of families, and other forms of loss.

SECONDARY VICTIMS, PRIMARY LOSS
As a mother, daughter, sister, or wife of a loved one who was injured or died as a
result of war, women who are not directly injured are not seen as the primary victims of
violence. These experiences center on the violations of others, not a woman’s own
experiences of violence. Since the Congolese wars began most Congolese have lost a loved
one, yet in the dominant narrative, this form of violence is still considered a secondary form
of violence. This does not acknowledge that for a mother, the loss of a husband or a child
may be the worst form of violence she can imagine.110
In eastern DRC, mothers often face conditions that make losing a child to death,
abduction, or other forms of trauma a likely occurrence. A survey conducted by Slegh et al.
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in eastern DRC showed that 22.1 percent of women surveyed had lost a child.111 In the face
of knowing that they cannot provide for or protect another child, more women living in
precarious conditions have begun to attempt to decrease their likelihood of becoming
pregnant. This is an age-old tactic of defense women have employed during periods of
conflict when it becomes apparent that they cannot provide for or survive with another
child.112 However, for Congolese women who place such a high value on fertility and
children, being coerced into not fulfilling their vision of femininity and motherhood is a
unique and highly significant form of violence and loss.113
The significance of these forms of secondary losses as well as other forms of
violence cannot continue to be overlooked if effective policies are to be implemented in the
DRC. Assumptions that sexual violence is “the defining crime” that happens to women
needs to be challenged through the recognition that it is but one form of violence women
experience during conflict.114 By homogenizing women as victims, or potential victims, of
sexual violence, the diversity of other experiences of violence are rendered invisible. It
needs to be recognized that some women do not see rape or sexual assault as the worst form
of violence they encountered during the Congolese wars. By perpetuating monolithic
understandings of rape instead of considering cultural factors that make women’s reactions
to other forms of violence vary, an inaccurate picture of how violence is gendered and
understood in eastern DRC develops.
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To be more effective, international interventions must include the many forms of
violence women encounter in conflict with supplementary attention paid to the
vulnerabilities of men and children in conflict settings. This is not to suggest that these
needs are similar or require the same levels of outreach, it is merely to suggest that violence
in the DRC is necessarily gendered and by focusing only on one type of survivor, part of
the picture is obscured, resulting in a disconnect between policies developed by the
international community and the reality of needs on the ground.
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CHAPTER FOUR
INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE AND LOCAL REALITY
The overwhelming violence that occurred during the Congolese wars led to an
outpouring of international assistance in the DRC. The aim of humanitarian workers was to
stop the conflict and to end the suffering of the Congolese people. Although the war
officially ended in 2003, and several peace agreements have since been implemented, the
fighting continues in eastern DRC. Rampant insecurity, regular displacement and violence
continue to affect local citizens with international reforms resulting in change, without
improvement. Although there is no denying the substantial reforms that have occurred in
the social, legal and political realm of the DRC, the majority of these reforms have resulted
in little localized change and even less improvement in the lives of ordinary Congolese
citizens. When it comes to gendered violence, some progress has been made through
constitutional reforms; however, the implementation of interventions has not produced the
desired results on the ground for Congolese women.1 The lack of improvement results from
an incompatibility between the international community’s perception of the problems and
solutions to violence in eastern DRC, and the local reality. Instead of attempting to
understand what peace or gender equality look like from a local perspective, the
international community has grafted external designs onto eastern DRC through universal
assistance initiatives. However, because these perspectives were informed by a global
culture of development instead of local realities, they have been widely ineffective in
eastern DRC.
1
Heidi Hudson, “Double-edged Sword of Peace? Reflections on the Tensions Between Representation and Protection in Gendered
Liberal Peacebuilding,”	
  International Peacekeeping 19, no. 4 (2012): 443.

112

This chapter asserts that many initiatives in eastern DRC have failed because they
prioritized international norms of development rooted in western liberal principles, while
ignoring the local context and actors. When local ownership of intervention initiatives was
encouraged it usually occurred in the form of cooperation between international authorities
and national elites without including local stakeholders who are most affected by peacebuilding and aid initiatives.2 Demonstrated through the example of the peace building
initiatives undertaken by the international community in an effort to end the second
Congolese war, I argue that these initiatives were largely ineffective because they failed to
take local considerations into account. I use this example to show the policy gap between
the reality of local Congolese communities in eastern DRC and the international perception
of the problems. Drawing on this example I will then demonstrate that initiatives
undertaken by the international community to end gendered violence have had little effect
because they are rooted in gender and development logic rather than in local conceptions of
gender, gender relations and equality. Recently there have been a number of government
reforms to promote gender equality including a revision of the Congolese constitution and a
push to improve women’s political and economic participation, as well as to provide
greater government accountability for human rights violations. However, the promises
made by the government have little significance in eastern DRC where the state lacks
legitimacy and authority. I conclude this chapter by arguing that local initiatives have had
better success because they built upon pre-existing capabilities, knowledge and legitimacy
rooted in local communities. Because grassroots organizations privilege an understanding
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of the reality of gender relations in the community over perceptions of white feminism,
they are better equipped to create substantial and sustainable change in eastern DRC.

INTERNATIONAL SOLUTIONS TO VIOLENCE
The Congolese wars are considered some of the most complex conflicts of the
century. Conflicts involving multiple regional and national armed forces as well as local
militias destabilised a large part of the African continent.3 In an effort to make sense of the
violence, the narrative has been simplified to portray the main cause of violence as regional
and national struggles over economic resources and the main consequence as the mass rape
of Congolese women and girls.4 This simplified explanatory narrative led to international
interventions to stop the violence and ease the suffering of the Congolese people. However,
these interventions have been largely unsuccessful because the interventions applied in the
DRC were constructed around principles of liberal peace-building that privileged organized
peace talks and general elections over other approaches that may have been more relevant
for the local context of eastern DRC.5
The international community posits a commitment to local ownership in all of their
interventions; however, the term “local” is not clearly defined in international humanitarian
policy.6 In regards to eastern DRC, local has become a buzzword framing international
interventions, yet in practice it has meant the involvement of national elite and high-level
government officials, not civil society. Problematically, the perspectives of national elites
3

Autesserre, The Trouble With The Congo, 2.
Refer to chapter one, Autesserre, “Dangerous Takes, 202.
See, Hellmüller, “Bridging The Disconnect,”	
  11.
6
Autesserre, The Trouble With The Congo, 42. Hellmüller, “Bridging The Disconnect,” 5.
4
5

114

usually do not reflect the views of the general population.7 This dissonance is especially
problematic in the DRC where most national elites and government officials are based in
the capital of Kinshasa. In a country of 2.3 million square kilometers, Kinshasa lies on the
periphery, representing a distant and abstract entity for many Congolese, especially those in
the east.8 Far removed from the reality on the ground, to the international community,
Kinshasa represents the Congo state, and all those residing in it.9
The assumption that national elites are the embodiment of the state is characteristic
of the international community’s tendency to regard the local population as a uniform
group, despite the reality that the DRC is a highly heterogeneous society.10 When there has
been differentiation made about the identity of individuals in eastern DRC, they tend to
revert back to dyadic labels such as Hutu vs. Tutsi or Government vs. Rebels.11 These
binaries ignore the highly heterogeneous nature of identity and belonging that make up
local communities in eastern DRC. Ignoring complex subnational dynamics is a common
shortcoming in international cultures of intervention, hence the focus on national
governments in peace negotiations, rather than the general population.12
Foreign actors pursue interventions based on their understanding of who the key
players are. In the case of the DRC’s peace negotiations, the dominant narrative asserts that
national and regional armed forces were causing the violence; hence they were the main
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targets of the negotiations.13 The first attempt at settlement in 1999 concluded with the
Lusaka Agreement. Although the fighting continued, the agreement led to a national
dialogue between conflict parties held in Sun City, South Africa in 2002. This dialogue
eventually concluded with the final Pretoria II Agreement, signed in December of 2002.14
In the aftermath of this peace negotiation, observers argued that the terms of the
Pretoria Agreement had been largely imposed by the international community, and failed to
include many important stakeholders, specifically civil society representatives.15 At
Lusaka, participants included the main rebel armed groups, the Rassemblement Congolais
pour la Démocratie (RCD), the Mouvement de Libération du Congo (MLC),16 as well the
governments of Congo, Angola, Namibia, Rwanda, Uganda and Zimbabwe. Although civil
society representatives were invited to participate at the negotiations in Sun City, they
played a fringe role with armed conflict parties dominating the discussions. It was largely
the international community and armed men who determined the reconstruction of the
country, not the civil society who would actually be responsible for rebuilding it.17
The international community’s consideration of the unitary nature of “local”
Congolese assumed that the demands of national elites represented the entire civil society.
Given the heterogeneity of the eastern DRC, that assumption led to dangerous results. The
exclusion of local civil actors also implied the exclusion of locally formed militia groups
13
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responsible for much of the fighting in eastern DRC.18 The exclusion of the Banyamulenge
of South Kivu in these negotiations is an example of this disconnection between
international assumptions and the local reality.
The international community considers the Banyamulenge to be Congolese, thus
their concerns should have been reflected in those of the national elites. However, despite
settling in the DRC two centuries ago and considering themselves to be Congolese citizens,
other groups in eastern DRC view the Banyamulenge as Rwandan foreigners and have
threatened their security by violently trying to expel them back to Rwanda.19 The
international community did not consider many of these nuances of belonging in peace
initiatives. Because the Banyamulenge were unable to express their opinion at the peace
negotiations, they continued to feel threatened, leading their local militias to continue to
engage in violence. Given that fragmented, micro-level militias fighting over grassroots
antagonisms caused the majority of violence, the impact of their exclusion in these peace
processes is apparent.20 Thus, because the opinion of local actors, especially female local
actors, was not considered, insecurity continued.
Furthermore, these international interventions prioritized external models of “liberal
peace building” focused on promoting democracy, market based economic reforms and a
range of other institutions associated with “modern” states as the best way to build peace.21
However, local actors did not perceive these ideas to be the most sustainable way to build
peace in the DRC because they did not address the main causes of violence, including first
18
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and foremost, grassroots antagonisms over land and resources. Unfortunately the local
communities, although presumed to be the main beneficiaries of the peace talks, were not
allowed to contribute their definition of what peace is or should be. Instead the international
community transplanted western norms into societies telling local actors what peace should
look like.22 These peacebuilding processes attempted to impose an externally created state
without considering indigenous institutions. As such they failed to take into consideration
the self-determined needs, culture and identity of local Congolese.23 Thus, liberal peace
building initiatives actually disempowered local eastern Congolese people through a
complex process of security governance, which was dominated by the state and
intergovernmental actors focused on issues of security sector reform, extending the rule of
law and enforcing Kinshasa’s state authority.24
Similarly, as demonstrated in chapter two, definitions of gender equality are based
on white feminist perspectives that are not relevant to or appropriate in eastern DRC. The
gender and development theory imposed specific gender discourses based on patriarchal
perspectives to enforce their norms of development. The way the international community
frames gender reinforces these “truths,” determining the path taken by international
interventions. These interventions serve to reproduce and re-institutionalize gender
relations of domination and subordination in Africa because they ignore the reality of
women and women’s place in eastern DRC. Even when women have represented
themselves, colonial logic continues to dominate their perspectives, dictating what and who
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counts in women’s human rights discourse.25
The peace negotiations held in Sun City demonstrate how mainstream policies
practiced by the international community results in exclusionary politics that fail to provide
a holistic picture of the reality of the situation, and the specific needs and wants of local
actors. Similarly, the international community determines Congolese women’s needs
according to global discourses on gender.26 However, they fail to acknowledge how local
perceptions of gender and gender relations in eastern DRC differ from western theories.
Although most international organizations possess the same narrative explaining gender
violence in eastern DRC, positing women and girls as the victims of violence in the
Congolese wars due to their vulnerability and subordination in society, local narratives
regarding gender subordination vary considerably. As shown in the previous chapter,
gender relations have changed since colonization, affording Congolese women greater
status and authority in their families and communities. Women are now the main providers
in most families, granting them the role of head of household. While local women may not
see themselves as victims of subordination, but as active agents who provided and
protected their families, the international community continued to push for reforms to
minimize gender inequality which is assumed to be the main cause of violence against
women.27 In the DRC, reforms targeted specific areas and specific agents for redress in an
attempt to criminalize sexual violence and increase women’s status through legal rights
aimed at enhancing their economic and political participation in society. Although the
Congolese constitution saw significant reform in the aftermath of the Congolese wars,
25
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specifically in the area of sexual violence and gender equality, these reforms mean little in
the local context of eastern DRC where the state has little authority, violence remains
widespread, and women do not always recognize the significance of these formal rights.

GENDER EQUALITY THROUGH LEGISLATION
Since the Congolese wars, pressure by international institutions has focused on the
DRC’s obligation to implement international procedures into national legislation. They
assumed that by incorporating gender equality and criminalizing gender violence, change
would occur. The Congo is party to numerous international human rights instruments and
conventions regarding international humanitarian law created to protect women and girls
from gender based violence in both times or war and times of peace. These include, but are
not limited to the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR),
CEDAW, and “The African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights.”28 International
documents, resolutions and laws articulate a set of global rules regarding the treatment of
human beings. These protocols are necessarily broad enough to gain global consensus;
however, this often prevents them from having the teeth necessary to implement
meaningful change by themselves. To be effective it is important to localize these global
procedures in the national constitution. Furthermore, effective procedures of
implementation and enforcement are necessary to ensure real success.29
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The majority of constitutional reform in the DRC has focused on gendered violence,
specifically sexual violence against women and girls. This is demonstrated by the marked
change in legislation that occurred with the new criminal code adopted in 2006. It
prohibited sixteen different types of sexual violence, including rape. However, marital
rapes, and other forms of domestic violence, remain absent under the law.30 Despite high
instances of domestic violence, there are currently no state measures in place to protect or
assist victims of domestic violence, including in instances of marital rape. This example is
but one that demonstrated how the laws put in place to protect and promote women’s
human rights remain at variance with the reality of women’s lives.31
There is often a huge distance between where the laws are created and where they
are to be deployed, resulting in varying levels of significance and success. Human rights
discourse and gender equality embedded in international legislation are based on white
feminism representative of the western world. These universal concepts often overshadow
the meaning of gender and gender violence at the local level. This is apparent in the DRC
where a number of human rights campaigns dealing with violence against women focus on
the promotion of gender equality as the best way to protect women from violence.32 A
number of these campaigns argued that archaic laws such as those in the Congolese Family
Code promoted women’s second-class status in society and needed to be abolished for
women’s rights to be realized.33
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In response to pressure by the United Nations, World Bank and NGO’s, the DRC
adopted a new constitution in 2006. The new constitution promised to promote equality
between Congolese men and women by ensuring the protection and promotion of women’s
rights by eliminating all forms of discrimination in civil, political, economic, and social
areas.34 It offered protection against all forms of violence against women that occurred in
both their public and private lives with the law determining the conditions for the
application of these rights.35 However, while amendments were made to the Congolese
Family Code, it continues to define the husband as the head of a household and requires his
wife to obey him in all things.36 Amongst other constraints, wives require husbands’
permission to work outside the home, to perform legal actions, and to open a bank
account.37 Advocates argue that these laws are just some of the ways gender based violence
was perpetuated in the DRC despite being in blatant violation of international standards of
equality between men and women.
While gender and development theory argue that these issues are the cornerstone of
women’s rights and insist on women’s economic and political emancipation as a necessary
step for their liberation, it fails to acknowledge that these laws do not have the same
significance in eastern DRC as they do in western countries. While women may not legally
be able to open a bank account according to the Congolese Family Code, this may not be a
matter of concern for Congolese women given that there are only sixty banking branches
across the entire country, and only 60,000-100,000 out of a population of approximately 67
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million inhabitants, have a bank account. 38 Similarly, although a woman is assumed to
require her husband’s permission to work outside the home, economic realities show this is
far from the norm with most women acting as the main income provider in their
households.39 Thus, although international perceptions informed by white feminism see the
reform of these laws as essential for gender equality, in eastern DRC Congolese women
may see these priorities as divorced from the reality of how things really are.
The promotion of free market economy assumed to address economic inequalities is
another example of how the international perspective is at odds with local interests that
support local economic wellbeing.40 Gender and development theory assumes that conflict
has exasperated women’s disadvantaged position in the formal economy, and in turn, has
increased the burden of female-headed households. These assumptions are at the root of
international intervention programs aimed at bringing women into the formal economy and
removing barriers to their financial autonomy. However, this ignores that women already
make up the majority of providers largely through their work in the informal sector. While
the international community assumes that the informal sector characterizes precarious work
and insecurity, in eastern DRC the economy is largely informal with only four percent of
the population having stable positions in the formal economy.41 Therefore, pushing women
into a collapsed formal economy has few benefits.
The international community posits the importance of the inclusion of women in all
realms of society, with specific emphasis on the economy and political decision making
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positions because these are assumed to improve women’s social status and thus, enhance
gender equality. However, the international community offers a simplistic understanding of
why this inclusion is important, and does not always contextualize the significance of
inclusion in specific local realities.42 Laura Sjoberg demonstrates in her article
“Reconstructing Women In Post Conflict Rwanda” that while women may have
experienced considerable advances in the political realm, they have experienced setbacks in
other areas of gender equality.43 In the 2008 election, Rwandan women had over fifty six
percent of elected seats in their national parliament.44 Although Rwandan women had the
highest political representation of women in the world, they remain ranked 135 out of 146
on the Gender Development Index and experience higher than average rates of gender
based violence including domestic violence and rape, which has only increased since the
genocide.45 Thus, improved representation does not necessarily mean gender equality has
improved, nor does it translate to a decrease in gender-based violence in the country.46
These changes in legislation and interventions meant to empower women show that
while women advance in some areas, they may experience setbacks in others.47 Although
white feminist approaches have simplified women’s status to that of global subordinate
under patriarchy, in reality it is much more complicated and insists on a thorough local
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analysis.48 While formal equality is an important issue that should be included in
international and national legislation, international interventions have failed to ask if these
issues are important for local Congolese women. To a woman fighting for survival in a war,
or a woman who is already the main provider in her family, or a woman who already helps
make decisions in her community, formal economic and political equality may not be
considered significant.49 Thus, the application of laws created in the context of white
feminism cannot be universally applied as the sole answer to important challenges facing
women in the DRC.

DISCONNECTION BETWEEN THE NATIONAL AND LOCAL
Most of the changes pursued in international law and in the DRC’s national
constitution have had little effect because they have not reached the local level or addressed
issues of real concern to Congolese citizens. Human rights advocacy and legislation
development are the activities of the national elite and international community, thus they
usually do not resonate at the grassroots level where these laws are not understood or
enforced. The number of women in eastern DRC who do not know about legislation meant
to promote women’s human rights is very high. Although most women were aware of the
clauses regarding gender equality in the new constitution, only 32.4 percent knew about
other international statues such as CEDAW, and only four percent of Congolese women
knew about resolution 1820, which declares wartime sexual violence a war crime and a
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violation of women’s human rights.50 Thus, women who are unaware of their formal rights
are unlikely to claim recourse when those rights are violated.
Furthermore, within human rights rhetoric women are encouraged to recognize their
rights and violations of those rights; however, the obligation of protecting those rights falls
on the state.51 In eastern DRC there is a divergence between international assumptions of
state authority and local norms of protection. Whereas historically, Congolese women
relied on norms of kinship and care for protection, human rights rhetoric asks them to
abandon these social bonds and rely on the state for protection.52
This is highly problematic in eastern DRC due to the hostile relationship between
the state and its citizens. Throughout history, the state has represented more of a threat to
local eastern Congolese people than a beneficial structure, resulting from decades of
pervasive corruption and abuse of citizens by their government. Tracing back from Leopold
to Kabila, government officials used public office as a means to accumulate personal
wealth largely at the expense of the public good.53 Agents of the state ranging from
administration to the security sector have been largely responsible for the majority of
human rights violations throughout history. Whether through the dismantling of health care
infrastructure or armed forces looting civilians, Congolese citizens have been exploited,
threatened, and oppressed by the state causing them to see it as a hostile threat to their
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survival rather than as a protector to vulnerable citizens.54
In eastern DRC, state authority has not existed since the early 1990s.55 By the mid
1980s the national and local government had lost most of their capacity to maintain public
order.56 When the state became incapable of providing social services or of protecting its
citizens, other civil society organizations stepped in. Although most organizations operate
in de jure partnership with the state, they remain in control of most decisions and serve as
the only social service providers in the region. In eastern DRC these organizations have
effectively substituted state management, thus usurping authority from the government.57
Although the legitimacy and authority of the Congolese government remain
important to the international community, civil society organizations and local NGOs hold
far more significance to local populations. In eastern DRC, non-state actors maintain social
order, operating schools, hospitals and providing basic security in some areas.58 These civil
society organizations in many ways function as the state, maintaining a basic level of public
order, managing disputes, operating institutions, and providing security.59
Therefore, although the international community encourages state capacity building,
in actuality, civil organizations tend to remain the main providers of social order, security,
and services.60 For example, unlike the state whose authority has continued to weaken since
the post colonial era, the Catholic church has maintained its position as the strongest
institution in Congolese society, and the only functioning institution in the insecure areas of
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eastern DRC.61 The church’s continuous presence has earned it a high degree of trust and
authority amongst the population.62 Although the state has attempted to reassert authority
with the assistance of international initiatives, the trust necessary for the government to reattain legitimacy among the population does not exist in eastern DRC where many feel the
state has abandoned them.63 The relatively few Congolese women who understand their
juridical rights are unlikely to assert them if the state cannot deliver on its claims of
protection.64 Thus, this international human rights discourse has not achieved grassroots
appropriation.
Some local organizations are finding a way to bridge the divide between universal
human rights concepts and local realities.65 Nevertheless, international initiatives continue
to base their interventions on thematic knowledge of peace building and white feminism,
according to non-negotiable principles rooted in international development initiatives that
overshadow local history and politics.66 These organizations tend to ignore local knowledge
in favour of their habitual way of operating. For example, in the District of Ituri where local
violence has remained fairly constant since the outbreak of conflict in 1996, the
international community implemented a number of peace building initiatives, one of which
aimed to teach local organizations how to mediate conflict. This program ignored the fact
that these local actors conducted mediation on a daily basis, and had done so long before
the international community had arrived. Despite experiencing relative success prior to
these international interventions, the international community was quick to point out that
61
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“this was not the right kind of mediation,” and reorganized the local organizations
according to international standards rooted western notions of liberal peacebuilding.67 This
is problematic as it can disempower local civil society organizations whose initiatives and
energy is undermined by the international community’s assumed expertise.68
Instead of prioritizing international models of intervention, the benefits of local
grassroots initiatives run by civil society should be explored because the local knowledge
and understanding these organizations possess can be invaluable for building sustainable
interventions. Although they do not always have the money or capabilities of
internationally funded organizations, they usually possess substantial legitimacy within the
community and understand the cultural heterogeneity and history of the region.69 Whereas
international organizations base their efforts of intervention on what they have heard the
biggest problem is, whom they rely on for this information can change their initiatives.70 As
Laura Seay asserts,
Western diplomats who visit on a two-day trip to discuss sexual violence are taken
to meet the same informants that the World Bank consultants, on a mission to
develop small businesses, met just the week before… Journalists seem to follow the
same route, with everyone writing a story about rape using quotes from Dr Denis
Mukwege at Panzi Hospital.71
Although this represents an effort by international community to obtain local actors’
opinions, the use of a small number of informants is problematic as these informants have a
tendency to repeat the same narrative of problems and solutions that reinforce the dominant
international perspective.72 This perspective tends to differ from the thinking of general
67

Ibid., 16-17.
Ibid., 17.
69
Ibid., 23.
70
Seay, “Whither Civil Society?” 5.
71
Ibid.
72
Ibid.
68

129

populations they aim to help, yet whose voices remain largely unheard in the planning of
international interventions.
Local organizations base their mandates on what they know the problems are, from
having lived with them.73 This gives local organizations more legitimacy because local
populations recognize that these organizations understand their problems and are more
likely to stay in the community even when the international funds run out. Whereas local
organizations work to achieve local legitimacy in their community to make their programs
successful, international interventions achieve legitimacy from the international community
such as the UN Security Council.74 In order to do this they have to tailor their programs to
popular causes written in human rights vernacular. Unfortunately, this vernacular does not
always translate down to the local level on its own. It often has to be reworked to fit the
particularities of the local community thus; partnerships between international and local
organizations are beneficial.
Similarly, when local groups adequately present their problems in human rights
discourse, local problems can find a global audience allowing a forum for resistance. In the
DRC, prior to the negotiations at Sun City some local women’s groups formed
transnational bonds with global women’s organizations to promote their participation in the
upcoming peace process. Amongst these groups, hundreds of new gender networks were
developed to help promote women’s participation through global conferences, education
seminars and protests. Although only ten women participating in a limited capacity at the
final discussion, it represents the power of international human rights rhetoric when it is
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localized in grassroots organizations.75
This initiative, like so many others, show that although there is substantial
differentiation between local realities and the international community’s perception of the
problem and solution to violence in eastern DRC, there are ways to bridge this divergence
through the cooperation of local initiatives with international organizations. Although steps
have been made in the direction of understanding the local context, further success is
dependent on rethinking the superiority of gender and development theory as it is applied in
the complex context of the DRC. Understanding that women in the DRC do not prioritize
the same issues or experience violence in the same way as western women is a crucial
starting point. Only when the divergence between the proposed problem and solution meet
with the reality on the ground can sustainable peace begin to build in the DRC.
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CONCLUSION
This thesis presents a further understanding of where dominant narratives come
from in order to encourage policy makers and academics to explore outside the dominant
narratives used to explain the dynamics of gender violence in eastern DRC. It uses a case
study of the wartime rape narrative in the DRC to illustrate the inaccuracy of dominant
explanations of gendered violence in the region. It questions dominant narratives that
inform and impose specific development agendas, arguing that they have had little tangible
effect in the lives of ordinary Congolese women because they do not accommodate the
realities of gender and gender violence experienced in local communities. This thesis offers
a starting point for further analysis into some of the many under represented alternative
storylines of gender, gender violence and intervention in eastern DRC in the hopes of
encouraging a deeper analysis of the socio-cultural reality of local contexts affected by
international development initiatives.
There is no one true historical interpretation of Congolese history or gender
relations. However, the international community’s over reliance on dominant narratives has
resulted in the persistence of inadequate intervention initiatives that fail to accommodate
for the complex local reality in eastern DRC. From the onset of the Congolese wars in
1996, the complexity of the dynamics of violence led to an inadequate analysis of the
causes, consequences and most appropriate solutions to violence dominating international
discourse on violence in the DRC. Arguing that national and regional violence over conflict
minerals was the main cause of the conflict; this narrative ignored local causes of violence
rooted in historical antagonisms over land rights, scarce resources, and shifting ethnic
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alliances.1 Peace building interventions have been unsuccessful because they failed to
acknowledge these local dynamics. Instead, they initiate top town programs that have
proven ineffective at addressing or ending the local causes of violence.2
Within the dominant narrative, the main consequence of violence is the massive
wartime rape of many Congolese women and girls. This became the main atrocity narrative
of violence, framing all other forms of violence and encouraging specific intervention
initiatives. Most of these initiatives have proven ineffective because they are created from
gender and development frameworks encouraged by white feminism rather than local
Congolese. This externally imposed framework meant to improve gender equality is based
on western conceptions of women’s place and gender relations in eastern DRC, rather than
gender realities on the ground.3 While women in the DRC may be considered subordinate
according to western standards of modernity, within their local context many women exert
substantial authority and power in their families and communities. International narratives
on gender and gender violence ignore the nuances of local Congolese agency assuming that
all Congolese women are in need of saving from their subordinate status. However, local
Congolese women have been navigating their social lives efficiently and sustainably
through numerous social transitions and gender renegotiations for centuries. Intervention
initiatives must acknowledge that these women are not helpless victims of gender
subordination but active agents of change in their own lives.
Furthermore, women are not the only victims of gender violence. Exceptionally
high levels of wartime rape and other forms of sexual violence against women did occur
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during the wars; however, these were by no means the only form of gendered violence that
occurred. Men, women and children all suffered from distinctly gendered forms of
violence. The prioritization of women, specifically raped women, as the most prevalent
victims of violence obscures a holistic understanding of gender violence and discourages
aid interventions that accommodate for violence outside of the wartime rape narrative.
Understanding the many different dynamics of gender, gender relations and gender
violence in the DRC demonstrates the many factors that have been left out of the dominant
narratives used to explain the causes and experiences of gendered violence. Because these
factors were misinterpreted or dismissed by international analysis of the Congolese wars,
international initiatives meant to end gender violence have been ineffective at producing
meaningful change on the ground for Congolese women. Instead of using domestic
understandings of peace and gender equality, most initiatives are informed by a global
culture of development rooted in western liberal principles.4 To be successful, initiatives
have to resonate with local communities and accommodate the structural conditions of the
places they are deployed.5 This relies on an understanding of the real circumstances of the
local community, not one translated down through dominant narratives based on inaccurate
historical analysis.
Analysis of the situation in the DRC often overlooks positive change occurring in
eastern DRC since the wars ended. Most changes have resulted from the Congolese people
and their social dynamism rather than from external interventions.6 Demonstrated through
the emergence of a thriving informal economy, grassroots associations and local
4
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community solidarity networks, new social and economic survival strategies have offset the
failure of the Congolese state and the international community. Rather than being victims
of circumstance, Congolese women are active agents of change, acting independently to
make choices for themselves and their families to ensure their survival.7 The agency of
local Congolese needs to be recognized and encouraged by the international community, as
does the capacity, legitimacy and power of local grass roots organizations. These local
organizations have the most appropriate understanding of what Congolese women want and
need to thrive in their community thus their insight should be valued.
However, local organizations remain under utilized and underrepresented in
international agenda setting processes. Their voices are often dominated by national and
global elites informed by dominant narratives.8 Given the slow changing nature of
international culture of development, enabling grassroots organizations to dictate the
narrative of local needs and realities to the international community will take time. This
thesis attempts to encourage this process by questioning traditional western frameworks of
analysis and encouraging the development of alternative perspectives more attuned to local
Congolese realities. In doing so, a broader understanding of different storylines that exist
outside of dominant narratives such as the wartime rape narrative will develop, enabling
more appropriate intervention initiatives that accommodate the complex reality on the
ground of eastern DRC.
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