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ABSTRACT
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This article addresses discourses on gender and sexual violence in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo. Based on discussions with 101
ex-combatants, we examine how former FDLR members make
sense of sexual violence by studying prevailing gendered images of
Self and Other. This analysis of potential perpetrators’ mindset is
part of the puzzle to find preventive measures. The findings
demonstrate that ex-combatants attribute overwhelming power to
biological ‘givens’ such as ‘urges’, ‘basic needs’ and ‘domination’ in
their interpretation of sexuality. They also differentiate themselves
from out-groups - enemy fighters and other nationals, especially
Congolese - by attributing the latter with lower degrees of restraint.
These insights demonstrate that a process of Othering is at work
at the intersection of sex-gender-nation within the Congolese
warscape, which complicates existing knowledge of sexual violence.
The findings also suggest that the theoretical understanding of the
phenomenon of sexual violence in war needs to place the notion of
intersectionality central stage.
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This article addresses discourses on gender and sexual violence in the Eastern Democratic
Republic of the Congo (DRC). In particular, we seek to answer how ex-combatants of one of
the armed groups, the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) make sense
of sexual violence by examining prevailing gendered images of Self and Other in their
ranks. Much has been written on their use of sexual violence, but very little on their understandings and beliefs about war-related sexual violence.
Most of the literature on sexual violence in Eastern Congo attempts to uncover patterns,
explanations or motives for the widespread existence of sexual violence. An important
debate in that respect is whether, or to what degree sexual violence is used as ‘a
weapon of war’. Other explanations point towards widespread impunity, military indiscipline, opportunism, intoxication as well as superstition and religious belief. We do not
aim to test or verify these explanations. Instead, we examine how actors in the conflict
make sense of sexual violence: how they talk about sexuality, gender and violence in
relation to the Congolese warscape. In doing so, we aim to unearth their dominant interpretative framework. This evidently includes the actors’ own explanations for this type of
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violence, yet, it should be underlined that we do not take these self-reported reasons for
granted. Instead, our goal here is to provide an analysis of their interpretations. This
includes, given the sensitivity of the topic, reflecting on any denial of involvement in
cases of what might be empirically documented as instances of sexual violence. Such
an exercise in interpretation also implies attention to what is not said.
We argue that such an undertaking provides important insights into the origins of
sexual violence in the Congo. We aim both to contribute to recent calls to pay more attention to the ideational – ideas, beliefs, worldviews, ideology and cognitive structures – in
the study of violence since this dimension has been obscured by a dominant focus on
economic and situational logics in recent years (Sanin and Wood 2014; see also Straus
2015) and to add to the increasingly rich literature on intersectionality (McCall 2005;
Davis 2008; Shields 2008) by attempting to explain, rather than just acknowledge the linkages among social identities and how they define and shape one another (Shields 2008,
304). Through our focus on ex-rebels, we tap into a rarely solicited source of information.
Most of the insights on sexual violence in Eastern Congo are derived from hospital records,
documentation by human rights organisations, opinion surveys and interviews with
victims. A limited number of studies, whose approach we follow, make use of data systematically collected among (ex-) combatants: Baaz and Stern’s studies with soldiers from the
regular Congolese army (FARDC) (2008, 2010, 2013), Kelly’s study on the Maï Maï’s (2010)
and the report by Elbert et al. on ex-combatants from multiple armed groups operating in
the Kivus (2013). Such an approach aims to understand (possible) perpetrators’ interpretation of this type of violence which in turn may produce ideas for more efficient responses
and prevention measures.
We recognise the inherent difficulties of talking about sexual violence with actors that
barely admit or even completely deny that they have been perpetrators. Yet, we still find it
useful to explore this avenue, not to take the ex-rebels’ denials and justifications at face
value, but to initiate a discussion about gender, sex and violence with a group of actors
that do admit to having played a significant role in the conflict in the East of Congo
and who are, if not perpetrators, at least observers of sexual violence.
In journalistic accounts of sexual violence from Congo, the perpetrators are often portrayed as violent, barbaric beasts, which represent uncivilised exceptions in modern
warfare (Baaz and Stern 2013, 24–27). This image makes it easy to create a comfortable
distance between primarily Western audiences and the African rapist, translated into a
modern, civilised Self and a Barbaric Other. The latter points to a subject position that is
driven by primordial sexual urges. A process of Othering is taking place in order to
render endemic sexual violence in the Congo intelligible. In doing so, rape, rapists
and, at times, the raped are considered divergent from ‘Western’ norms and civilised
Selves. Such a process implies that, in Congo, norms guiding sexual intercourse and
male–female relations are seen as determined by biology and nature. Sex, or the biological and bodily characteristics defining men and women and the relations between
them, dominate over gender, the socially constructed roles for men and women regulated by social norms that a society considers appropriate at a given point in time. Such
a reading of the phenomenon of sexual violence in the Congo makes a strong connection between the categories of sex, gender and race (Baaz and Stern 2013, 26). Seen
from outside of the Congolese warscape, the bodies that rape and are raped are
racialised.
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This article argues that this perception is reproduced in the ex-FDLR members’ narratives about sexual violence, where they represent the civilised Self and the Congolese
(combatants) the barbaric Other. However, we argue that the frame guiding the FDLR’s
interpretative work connects sex/gender with nationality/ethnicity instead of race.
These findings complicate the existing knowledge on sexual violence in the DRC by
demonstrating that a process of Othering in relation to sexual violence is at work within
the Congolese warscape as well. The relationship among overlapping social categories
and their subjective experiences is captured by the notion of intersectionality. The conclusion argues that an intersectional approach will do justice to the complexity of the processes driving sexual violence in war while also being able to conceptually clarify the
nature of the phenomenon.
Our main finding is that the FDLR ex-combatants attribute overwhelming power to biological ‘givens’ such as ‘urges’, ‘gratification’, ‘basic needs’, ‘strength’ and ‘domination’ in
their reading of sexuality. In addition, the ex-FDLR combatants differentiate themselves
from out-groups – enemy combatants and other nationals – by attributing lower
degrees of restraint to the latter in their exercise of the above-mentioned biological
givens, especially in relation to women. The documentation of their involvement in
sexual violence1 suggests this is probably a kind of accusation in the mirror. Instead,
their folk understanding of sexual violence and gender relations is used to demarcate
Self and Other as friend–enemy, insider–outsider, civilised–barbaric in the social landscape
of Eastern Congo’s conflict.
The article is structured as follows. We first provide an overview of the (Eastern) Congolese conflict, with a focus on the phenomenon of sexual violence, giving a rationale for our
choice to examine how ex-combatants make sense of sexual violence. We elaborate on
what the ex-combatants’ stories tell us and, importantly: what they do not tell us. The
next section provides an overview of the research design, data collection and analysis.
Subsequently, we discuss prevailing images of the perpetrators, victims and the nature
of sexuality in the ranks of the ex-FDLR. A final section discusses how the difference
between Self and Other is manufactured, the process of Othering, through the notion
of restraint of biological givens. The conclusion articulates why it is important to
develop a better understanding of how combatants, involved in or closely observing
sexual violence, make sense of this phenomenon.

Sexual violence in the Congo
Eastern Congo has become characterised by the presence of numerous armed groups,
continuing conflicts and, partly as a result of the former, extensive accounts of sexual
violence during the last two decades. The UN report documenting the human rights violations committed during the two Congolese wars states that ‘between 1993 and 2003,
sexual violence was a daily reality from which Congolese women gained no respite’
(United Nations 2010, 318). Despite a formal end to the Congolese wars at the
macro-level in 2003, localised violence never ended. To the contrary, it became generalised. As a result of this widespread occurrence of sexual violence, Congo at large has
been surnamed the ‘rape capital of the world’ by UN officials while journalistic accounts
use expressions such as a ‘rape epidemic’ to characterise the situation (New York Times
2007).2

224

B. INGELAERE AND N. WILÉN

It is difficult to define ‘sexual violence’ in war (Cohen, Green, and Wood 2013, 2). The
International Criminal Court (ICC) identifies six typologies of sexual crimes: ‘rape’; ‘sexual
slavery’; ‘enforced prostitution’; ‘forced pregnancy’; ‘enforced sterilisation’ and any other
form of sexual violence of comparable gravity’ (ICC 2002a, 2002b), encompassed within
a broad category of ‘wartime sexual violence’. Such a broad category takes into account
the fact that perpetrators of wartime sexual violence are not only armed combatants
and that victims are not only women but also boys and men. This study, however,
focuses mostly on a subset of this encompassing category of ‘wartime sexual violence’,
namely, rape committed by armed combatants whether on male or female victims. We
also take into account ‘sexual slavery’ as well as ‘sexual torture’ or ‘genital mutilation’
although the latter are not explicitly mentioned nor defined by the ICC.3
The topic of sexual violence has received more attention during the last two decades,
especially in the aftermath of the Bosnian and Rwandan conflicts (Seifert 1994; Stiglmayer 1994; De Brouwer and Chu 2009). The occurrence of systematic and seemingly
strategic sexual violence took the topic from the category of unavoidable consequences
of war and put it into that of weapons of war (Anderson 2010). The research on sexual
violence has since then encompassed three different key themes; explaining the occurrence (or lack of occurrence) of sexual violence (e.g. Wood 2006; Cohen 2013); documenting the disproportional risks and harms suffered by women in conflict zones
(e.g. Hynes 2004) and analysing the identity and agency of victims or perpetrators of
sexual violence (e.g. Moser and Clark 2001). The first trend, attempting to explain
sexual violence, has divided researchers along two broad themes: those who consider
sexual violence to be so systematic and endemic, that it has to be treated as a tool
of warfare (e.g. Carter 2010) and those who argue that this explanation is simplifying
a much more complex reality (see e.g. Wood 2006, 2008, 2009; Cohen, Green, and
Wood 2013). Although there are some differences of approach, most recognise that
sexual violence at times is used strategically, depending on context, perpetrator and
victim. The second trend, attempting to draw attention to the disproportional risks
and harms suffered by women in conflict zones, has been firmly anchored in feminist
approaches, emphasising gendered accounts of violence, often drawing on the notion
of ‘militarised masculinities’ or institutional cultures to explain the occurrence of
sexual violence during conflict (see e.g. Enloe 2000).
This article has an interest in analysing the identity and agency of victims or perpetrators of sexual violence (such as Moser and Clark 2001) and joins therefore the literature
categorised in the third trend. While human rights reports and NGO studies quite regularly
describe instances of sexual violence and its victims, relatively few authors examine the
perpetrators’ narratives. The reason for this focus on victims may be related to problems
in identifying the perpetrators. A study based on the Panzi records states that it is difficult
to specify responsibility beyond the generic term ‘armed combatants’ (HHI 2010, 34).
Human rights organisations also report that the victim’s identification of the perpetrator’s
identity needs to be treated with caution (HRW 2002; Amnesty International 2004). A
second reason may be the sensitivity of the topic and the reluctance of letting potential
perpetrators be heard and/or fear of being associated with the aggressors (Baaz and
Stern 2013). Therefore, few studies have looked into how non-state armed groups perceive
and interpret sexual violence in the Congo, yet these groups remain identified, alongside
the Congolese army, as the main perpetrators. Those researchers who have overcome

JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY AFRICAN STUDIES

225

these obstacles have most often focused on the national armed forces (Baaz and Stern
2009, 2010, 2013), the Mai-Mai, a Congolese militia (HHI 2009; Kelly 2010) or a collection
of all armed groups together (Elbert et al. 2013).
This article examines one particular non-state, armed group that is an important player
in the Congolese warscape but which has not been examined in-depth so far in relation to
sexual violence: FDLR. The FDLR was established around the year 2000 and emerged from
the remnants of militia, the so-called Interahamwe,4 and the Rwandan Armed Forces (FAR)
that fled Rwanda after the 1994 genocide after being defeated by the Rwandan Patriotic
Army (RPA), the rebel movement headed by current Rwandan president Paul Kagame. The
organisation behaves as a ‘State within the State’ in the Kivu’s and is experienced as an
occupation force by the local Congolese population (Pole Institute 2010, 10). The military
strength of the FDLR was estimated at approximately 7000 forces (and thousands of civilian dependents or sympathisers) in 2007 (Romkema 2007, 47) but continued to decline
towards an estimated 1200–1500 forces in 2013 due to losses occurred during military
operations, defections and repatriation towards Rwanda (Elbert et al. 2013). The 2009
UN expert report on DRC identified multiple groups responsible for sexual crimes, including the FDLR (United Nations 2010). Their involvement in sexual crimes is also documented in survey research (Lawry et al. 2014). The FDLR or FDLR-splinter groups such as the
‘Rasta’ or ‘Mongols’ have repeatedly been cited as being involved in sexual violence
(Rafti 2006, 15). FDLR combatants have also reportedly staged attacks on civilians, including mass rape, as a response to joint military operations against the rebel group in 2008
(HRW 2009a, 2009b, 78–82; New York Times 2010).
Our examination of how one of these non-state armed groups, accused of involvement
in sexual violence acts, makes sense of the latter, thus complements available insights on
how perpetrators understand, interpret and talk about sexual violence.

Methodology
This article is based on research undertaken with ex-FDLR rebels that returned to Rwanda
after having spent many years in eastern Congo as combatants. In the period between
September and November 2009 several weeks were spent in the demobilisation camp
‘Mutobo’ and in a rural sector (hill-village), both situated in northern Rwanda.5 The demobilisation camp is a transit centre where combatants returning from the DRC need to
spend a period of approximately three months before they are re-integrated into their
communities of origin throughout Rwanda. During this period, the ex-rebels receive an
intense programme of mainly information and re-education activities.6 The bulk of the
interviews were conducted in the Mutobo camp. At the start of the research activities
there were 315 persons residing in the camp. This number had increased to 396 at the
end of our research period. The camp commander and personnel facilitated the initial
introduction of the researcher.7 A former FDLR officer also residing in the camp and
with supervising authority over the ex-combatants was appointed as facilitator. It needs
to be noted however, that these people – camp commander, camp personnel and supervising FDLR officer – were never present during the interviews and that all of the interviews were conducted in a private place with only the selected group of participants
present. These took place in a closed-off room in the demobilisation camp or, if the
room was not available, in a remote corner on the camp premises. Research was also
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conducted in a local community in the Northern region. In order to assess (and avoid) the
potential influence of the camp environment on the statements of the participants, a significant number of interviews were conducted with ex-rebels who had already finished
their three-month period in the camp and returned to their hill of origin. No significant
differences were observed when comparing the statements by respondents residing in
or outside of the demobilisation camp.
Most of the research was done through focus groups. Evidently, discussions in a
group-setting on a sensitive topic such as sexual violence need to be handled with
care. However, when the objective is to unearth the dominating, hegemonic perspective
animating a particular organisation, such as the FDLR, it seems important to move
beyond the individual perspective in data-gathering. It is precisely the group-setting
that facilitates the exploration of a commonly constructed discourse. We do not
contest that individual participants might have voiced different viewpoints in case
they had been interviewed separately. But our focus lies beyond the individual and
with the FDLR as a group of combatants involved in sexual violence. From this perspective, there is no inherent bias in our research set-up. Moreover, other studies on sexual
violence in DRC with soldiers or ex-combatants have also used group discussions as
research instrument (Baaz and Stern 2009, 2010, 2013; Kelly 2010; Elbert et al. 2013).
Indeed, the group interaction allows the participants to more clearly define their positions, as hearing others’ comments may lead to either positive or negative exclamations, while also allowing the participants to choose whether to voice an opinion or
not (Söderström 2011, 147). It is also argued that the group interview setting enhances
the possibility to see (sexual) identity at work (Allen 2005, 53).
The interviews explored the nature of life in general in the Congo and for women in
particular: gender relations and sexuality in Congo, the existence, motives and nature of
sexual violence, the existence, motives and nature of genital mutilation, the attitudes
and reactions towards sexual violence by civilians and armed groups, the reaction
within the FDLR movement regarding acts of sexual violence, the image of women and
men in Congo, and potential strategies to stop sexual violence. To avoid alarming participants by asking questions on this sensitive topic, we repeatedly reiterated that we were
interested in the phenomenon of sexual violence as such rather than in the identification
of individual perpetrators. We approached the ex-combatants as ‘observers’ of the overall
war situation and of sexual violence in Congo.
Twenty focus group discussions were organised with 101 participants, in groups of
5–10. In the selection of participants, we strove to have variation regarding age, ranks
and regions/units where the combatants had served. Officers and soldiers were interviewed in separate groups in order to avoid the influence of authority figures during
the discussions. The first author, who is male, conducted or supervised the discussions,
assisted by two male Rwandan translators with extensive fieldwork and interviewing
experience.8 One facilitated the group discussions while the other recorded the statements of the respondents.9 Expressions in Kinyarwanda with a specific meaning were
separately recorded, discussed afterwards between the researchers involved in the data
collection and compared with the translated statements. In doing so, the objective was
to identify and clarify specific choices of words or expressions in Kinyarwanda. This
process yielded recurring themes which were analysed to produce the following
account.
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Making sense of the perpetrator, the victim and the act
Ex-FDLR members’ interpretations and portrayals of the perpetrator, the victim and the act
of sexual violence form the basis for our analysis in the following section. The stories we
are analysing do not give us material to test theories of sexual violence or draw conclusions regarding the profile of the perpetrators. What we do claim to be able to retrieve
from these stories are ideas and beliefs regarding gender, sex and violence of actors that
are part of the Congolese warscape. Such insights increase our understanding of the
beliefs and norms that underlie the phenomenon of sexual violence. In doing so, we
can learn about the origins of its occurrence, especially its nature, scale and intensity. It
should therefore be kept in mind that whereas the interviewed ex-rebels do not speak
from the position of perpetrators it does not mean they were and are unrelated to that
type of violence. Instead, it is precisely their relatedness and how they make sense of it
in all its complexity – for example their own explanations that include denial, silence, justification and blaming others – that needs examination.

The perpetrator
The FDLR’s involvement in sexual violence has been documented. The (ex-) members bear
major responsibility both for its scale and its brutality which is testified by the fact that the
ICC issued an arrest warrant against longtime FDLR military commander General Mudacamura for war crimes committed under his command, including rape, torture and mutilations.10 Indeed, all members of the focus groups recognised that there were instances
of sexual violence in East Congo, where they were based. They admit that FDLR
members were and are involved in these crimes, especially in the more recent period,
before their demobilisation. In their view, the reason for this is that specific acts of
sexual violence became condoned within their ranks.
(All) Yes, it’s true, there is sexual violence against women in Congo. […]. (3) I used to be the
bodyguard of an [FDLR] officer with the rank of Major and we received a lot of complaints of
cases of sexual violence against women. […] Women often presented themselves to say they
had been raped. I’ve seen personally at least 20 cases and at least 5 of them concerned FDLR
members.11
(1) Me, I saw one of the FDLR combatants rape a woman and he was punished by giving him a
death sentence. (4) Me, I know the case of someone killed for having raped a Rwandan
woman. (1) Of course, there were guys who raped and their acts went unnoticed. Others
were boasting about raping women during military operations. (3) Those who raped told
their friends only, in private.12

Generally speaking however, the majority of our respondents attributed most of the sexual
violence to Congolese soldiers, whereas a few recognised that splinter groups of FDLR
such as the ‘Rasta’ and the ‘Mongols’ were also among the worst perpetrators:
(1) Yes, it [sexual violence] exists. But also, one needs to take into account that Congolese
women are easy. Apart from some isolated cases, Rwandans don’t rape. The Congolese military or the MAÏ-MAÏ rape women because they don’t have money to pay for women’s ‘sexual
services’. Rwandans pay the Congolese with whom they have sexual relations, they don’t force
them. (2) The Congolese military rape women out of ignorance. (3) Those soldiers are not educated and they do whatever they want.13
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The one [in our ranks] who had committed rape was considered to be someone without value,
he did not get other [military] missions. The people who committed these types of acts went
to enrol with the MAÏ-MAÏ or the MONGOL because they were cursed in the FDLR.14

Apart from the Mongols, it was hence the Congolese male (soldier) who was identiﬁed as
the most common perpetrator of sexual violence. He was described as someone lazy, who
let his wife or wives, as he often was seen as a polygamist, do all the work, with little to no
respect for women in general.
In the Congo, the men are polygamous and it is the women who do all the work.15

The FDLR members differentiate between the perpetrators of ‘normal’ rapes, which can be
resembled to what Baaz and Stern call ‘lust rape’, and the ‘abnormal’ rapes. Here, ‘lust rape’
was deﬁned as ‘the rape when a soldier is away, when he has not seen his women for a
while and has needs and no money. This is the lust⁄need rape [viol ya posa]’ (Baaz and
Stern 2009, 495). These rapes usually do not involve more than the perpetrator and the
victim and are seen almost as necessary acts for the rapist who needs to follow his biological needs. It can also be likened to Enloe’s idea of ‘recreational rape’ (2000). The perpetrators of gang rapes, of sexual violence against children or of genital mutilation, are however
understood as different from the others.16
All of that [genital mutiliation] comes from craziness. I know about the case of a Rwandan
woman who was raped by 4 FARDC soldiers and after that ignominy, the soldiers tried to
use their bayonets to cut the genital parts. Those who do that are like savage beasts.17

In contrast to the ‘lust’ or ‘recreational’ rape, the aggressors of this type of sexual violence
are considered as ‘crazy beasts’ and hence beyond what can be considered as normal. This,
more aggressive sexual violence is often explained by the combatants as the consequence
of drugs or alcohol:
Congolese soldiers are heavy consumers of drugs – hemp – and strong, locally made, liquors
and when drunk those military guys attack women. In times of war, there are no laws, it’s the
law of the strongest that reigns.18
The MONGOL’s wickedness can drive them anywhere. They take drugs and become like
monsters.19

The link between drugs and especially brutal sexual violence was also put forward by excombatants interviewed in Elbert et al.’s study (2013, 31). Here the authors remind us that
this link may also function as a justiﬁcation for immoral behaviour, in other words, the perpetrators or the observers of the violence may attempt to explain and/or excuse the act by
evoking the use of drugs or alcohol. In this way, the author of the crime can be portrayed
as ‘not in his right senses’ while committing the crime. This may both elicit more social
acceptance and serve to furnish legal beneﬁts in a possible prosecution.
The combatants’ portrayal of perpetrators is hence one that both accentuates the difference between themselves and the other, but also indirectly points out similarities. The
differences in the narratives are significant in terms of origin and education. Firstly, the
ex-combatants designate the perpetrator as (for the most part) Congolese, rather than
Rwandan. Secondly, they depict the Congolese man as someone lazy who lets women
do all the hard work, while they (the Rwandan combatants) were seen as more
‘modern’ men who helped their wives in their everyday chores. They underlined their
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education and observance of gender equality to emphasise the difference between themselves and the Others. The Congolese perpetrators are both distinguished from the
Rwandan ex-combatants by their national identity and by their supposed education,
meaning in this context that they are perceived to be uneducated and uncivilised,
which reveals the location of intersectionality for the perpetrators as clearly distant and
differentiated from the Rwandans.
Yet, despite these differences, the Rwandans did not deny their own ‘sexual urges’, but
argued that they handled them in another way, by paying for a woman rather than sexually
abusing her. In other words, they acknowledged the existence of a (male) biological need to
be sexually satisfied as a driving force behind sexual violence. This can be compared to
Kirby’s description of the ‘unreason mode’ where sexual violence ‘takes the form of a
drive or a bond, biological or social psychological’ (2013, 810). The gender identity was
thus a commonly shared identity, although the other, intersected identities, in particular
the national and education identities, were used to create a distance and a difference.
This reflects Shield’s observation that gender is not always the most important social identity as these ex-combatants try to prove, but it is the most pervasive, visible and codified
(2008, 307) as despite their insistence on difference, they adhere to the same pervasive
gender identity, where a certain interpretation of masculinity is codified in the same terms.
This type of reasoning was nevertheless not used when discussing perpetrators of
‘abnormal’ sexual violence, such as child molestation, gang rapes and/or genital mutilation. Here there were tangible efforts to make sure that the line between these ‘barbarians’
and the FDLR combatants was clear, and that they (the combatants) knew right from
wrong (i.e. that these rapes were unacceptable). We will come back to these issues of
creating distance between Self and Other in relation to (relatively) more violent sexual violence in later sections.

The victim
The victims, who in the FDLR narratives are understood to be almost exclusively women
and girls, are for the majority of cases identified to be Congolese.20 The picture of the Congolese woman painted by the FDLR members is a rather contrast-filled image which displays a person who is both hardworking and capable but simultaneously naïve,
uneducated, disrespected and easily manipulated. The description of the Congolese
woman as someone who is working hard is linked to the perceived relations between Congolese men and women where the man is seen as lazy. In this image, the Congolese
women are understood to be both active and obedient:
(1) The Congolese woman is the one who is actually in charge of the household, it is she that is
taking care of everything (2) The woman takes the man’s role when it comes to the running of
the household. The Congolese man doesn’t do anything for the household. (1) In Congo, a
woman is without value. A woman’s worth is only visible in bed and apart from that: she’s
like a house servant.21

Yet, despite the recognition of her hard work, the FDLR’s interpretation of the Congolese
woman is characterised by disrespect. The Congolese woman is seen as someone who is
both promiscuous and ‘cheap’, who has sexual relations with anyone, either because she is
‘bought’ with money or food, or because she is simply ‘easy’ and takes the initiative to
have sex.
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Me, I can’t marry a Congolese because they are like prostitutes, they don’t retain themselves,
they are not like the Rwandan women.22
(1) For the Congolese, having sex is like a game, everyone does it with everyone. (2) At least
80% of Congolese women have sexual intercourse with no matter whom, without any
problem.23

Some of the members recognise that the ‘easiness’ stems from the difﬁculties and
shortages experienced by Congolese women, who lack the most basic commodities,
whereas others see it as an inherent characteristic of the Congolese women. This can
be compared to Higate’s observation that peacekeepers who have sexual relations with
local women during missions perceive them as ‘instrumental in exploiting the biological
needs of their clients’ (2007, 107). The social context and hardship are excluded from
their interpretations of (sexual) relations, thereby framing the women as active agents
and the relations as between equals (Spencer 2005, 171). This understanding of Congolese
women as ‘easy’ complements their image as disrespected. FDLR members maintained
that the Congolese woman was uneducated, lacked basic knowledge of her rights, and
was mainly used as a ‘tool’ by others. Quite contradictory to the image of the Congolese
woman as an active ‘man-eater then, from this perspective she was likened to a passive
object, rather than a living human being.
A woman has almost no rights in the Congo, they are not free. They have no importance in
society. You can slap a Congolese woman as you like without any consequence.24
In the Congo, a woman does has no value, when you have a woman in the Congo it is like you
have a wheelbarrow.25

Here, Baider’s socio-semantic analysis of the word ‘woman’, comes to mind, as she shows
how comprising adjectives around the noun ‘woman’, represents a despising attitude,
which ultimately results in the representation of the female as nothing more than an
object (2004, 222). In the ex-FDLR combatant’s narrative, various adjectives served this
purpose: ranging from Congolese, through easy, or naïve, to uneducated. Overall, the
body of the Congolese woman is equated with the image of Congo as a site to satisfy
primary needs:
It is said that the Congo is like a big restaurant, one can find to eat and to drink easily, and it is
also the case for women. As one cannot spend a day without finding to eat in the Congo, similarly one cannot go a day without finding a woman with which one can have sexual
intercourse.26

From these paragraphs, one can create a picture of the victim of sexual violence from the excombatant’s perspective as, for the most part, a Congolese woman who is highly disrespected in Congolese society, often treated as a tool or an object with little or no understandings of her rights, yet hardworking and productive. Parallel to this image is a more crude
visualisation of the Congolese woman as someone promiscuous, who not only agrees to
sex for very little compensation, but sometimes even initiates sexual relations: a transgression of the expected behaviour of women for the combatants. On a deeper level, the Congolese women are like food and drinks; she needs to be consumed on a daily basis. In
other words, the Congolese women satisfy literal consumption needs. The Congolese
woman is therefore juxtaposed and considered radically Other from the Rwandan woman:
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(All) The Congolese women are easy to manipulate in order to get sex. (2) The Congolese
women are direct, if she does not have the time to have sexual relations; she says it clearly,
not beating around the bush.27

The ex-combatants’ quotes emphasise the nationality, gender and sex of the victims, yet it
is apparent that their national identity is considered as crucial in order to be able to distance the Congolese women from their ‘own’, Rwandan women. In other words, the Congolese women are seen to have several subordinate identities: female (gender),
uneducated (social class), Congolese (nationality), which together makes it possible for
narrators to make them invisible (Shields 2008, 308), or at least as marginal ﬁgures in
the narratives. It is likely that this depiction of the Congolese women also helps to
create distance between perpetrators and victims as well as observers and victims to
the point where, even as observers of sexual violence, there is an instant creation of a
‘Self and Other’ perspective, which makes it easier to execute, accept or passively
observe sexual violence. We will return to this issue in the conclusion. It is important to
keep in mind, as mentioned earlier, that these perceptions should not be taken for
granted as ‘objectively’ true but rather as indications of their self-perception in relation
to others. This is also the case when examining the ‘explanations’ for the occurrence of
sexual violence in the following section.

The act
Explanations for sexual violence in war have historically been explained by assumed sexual
differences between men and women, in particular men’s supposedly enormous biological libido (Seifert 1994, 35). During periods of war, the isolation from normal social life, and
indirectly from women, ‘forces men to recur to new solutions in order to remedy sexual
urges’. The answer to this has traditionally been found in prostitution rings and brothels
stationed around military camps. However, when these ‘solutions’ are not provided, the
result has been ‘recreational rapes’, occurring because soldiers feel they are not adequately supplied with accessible women (Enloe 2000, 109–110). This explanation –
coupled with references to the ‘opportunity explanation’, namely that men are far from
normal social controls and norms regulating their behaviour and therefore seize the
opportunity to perform sexual violence (Wood 2006, 322–323) – form the basis for how
the ex-FDLR members understand sexuality.
The interviewed ex-FDLR members demonstrate an essentialist or primordial understanding of sexuality based on the idea of biological urges that need to be kept under
control by society. In doing so, they make sense of sexual violence by adopting, paradoxically, the argument put forward by early feminist researchers on gender-based violence
(MacKinnon 1994; Seifert 1994). These authors tend to ‘essentialise’ the nature of men.
Men are essentially rapists, during war they can more easily live up to their nature.28
Our interlocutors pointed out that, in times of war, these control mechanisms are
absent or can be circumvented. The situation depicted is one of war in which a ragtag
of armed groups with hardly any military discipline operates is a fertile breeding
ground for acts of sexual violence.
To rape a woman in the Congo is like leisure for the Congolese military. They [Congolese soldiers] pass a lot of time in combat zones and according to Congolese habits, a soldier needs to
have a woman wherever he is.29
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However, the ex-FDLR members articulate a distinction between themselves and others in
how to deal with these biological urges in the Congolese context of war. As we will discuss in
the next section, they – in their interpretation – restrain these urges and in doing so consider
themselves civilised. The Congolese (and some in the FDLR-ranks) do not do so and are
therefore perceived as different from them. Overall, they consider the Congolese warscape
as a sort of Hobbesian ‘state of nature’. This becomes clear when they talk about their living
conditions in the Congo and when reﬂecting on the evolution of responses towards rape in
their ranks over time. The combination of a war culture, the absence of institutional and
authority structures and the fact that they lived in a foreign country made the Rwandan
members of the FDLR believe that they lived ‘an exceptional life’.
(1) Life did not work in the Congo, there was no drugs for medical care, children did not go to
school and even pregnant women could not be cared for. (All) It was an exceptional life in
Congo. We lived like animals.30

The experience of the Congo as a state of nature emerges in the previous quotations. They
lived in a space outside the normal, where established societal norms were not only suspended but turned upside-down. The ex-FDLR combatants themselves sometimes had the
impression to live without rights, ‘as animals where the law of biological needs and the
most powerful reigns’. In this context, their ‘civilisation’ was signiﬁcantly put to the test.
This is demonstrated by the fact that discussions with the ex-FDLR members revealed
that sexual crimes were initially taken seriously and punished, even with capital punishment. Later, perpetrators of sexual violence were reported to have been given 300 beatings with a stick. Such a punishment would make the perpetrator a ‘moral’ outsider in their
ranks. The discussions suggest that internal disciplinary measures to tackle these crimes
faded over time, and, as mentioned, the ex-FDLR suggest that perpetrators of sexual
crimes would leave their ranks and enlist in splinter groups after their punishment. This
progressive relaxation of rules and norms also reﬂects the context: Eastern Congo has
been characterised by conﬂict over the past three decades and as such, norms in this
area have gradually weakened or been replaced by new norms.

The difference between Self and Other: restraint
In contrast to their Congolese homologues, who the ex-FDLR combatants consider as disrespectful of women in general and in particular during conflict, the ex-FDLR members
picture themselves as modern men who understand and appreciate a certain type of
gender equality. In their discourses there is a clear attempt to distance themselves from
the perpetrators of sexual violence through a process of Othering. Their explanations of
the occurrence of sexual violence – including the denial, justification and characterisation
of the Congolese – reveal their biological understanding of sexual intercourse and man–
woman relations and also uncovers the process of Othering that guides their interpretative
work.
Yet, this process of Othering is less pronounced when it comes to the so-called normal
rapes or the lust rapes, which are perceived and depicted as the inevitable result of exceptional circumstances, where wives are absent and social norms appear to lose their regulatory influence. In line with their biological understanding of sexuality whereby a man
needs women for sexual satisfaction, the distance between Self and Other appears to
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be remarkably smaller for these types of sexual violence. Latent in these discourses, one
may hence perceive a certain shared understanding of the situation in which the perpetrators find themselves while committing this specific type of sexual violence: understood
as a ‘lust rape’.31 The perpetrators’ and the ex-combatants’ shared gender identity appears
here to be more visible than the national and/or social class identities.
Similarly to what Baaz and Stern (2008, 2009) have found in their study of sexual violence within the Congolese army, the FDLR members trace the understanding of this
type of rape back to a lack of financial resources, that is, poverty, as the perpetrators
cannot pay for the women. From their perspective, the major difference between themselves and the perpetrators lies in the possibility of paying the woman for sex, and in
the absence of financial capacity to do so, in their capacity to restrain themselves. It is
hence not a fundamentally different view on sexuality and women that determines the
perceived difference in behaviour between the perpetrators and the ex-combatants but
rather financial means and self-control, or – in the case of the rebel group – group discipline. This reasoning evokes parallels with Weinstein’s argument of how rebels’ use of
indiscriminate violence ultimately is determined by rebel groups’ internal organisation
and discipline, rather than external factors (Weinstein 2007, 198–258). However, the discussion with the FDLR highlighted that the ex-combatants do not locate the origins of
this restraint in the organisational structures of their rebellion but rather in a nationalistic
or cultural characteristic.
Here it should of course be remembered that the chances of FDLR members expressing
any sort of understanding or empathy for perpetrators of sexual violence in the focus
groups when these individuals, according to the group’s rules, should be punished or
excluded, are slim. As Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje (2002, 173) have noted, individuals perceived as black sheep in a group are even more prone to severely condemn and judge
other black sheep. The ex-combatants’ critical discourses on both Congolese soldiers
and former FDLR members as ‘barbaric’, ‘uncivilised’ or ‘crazy’, must thus be understood
from a broader perspective. FDLR, as one of the most shunned rebel groups, is here
attempting to bring other fighters down, thereby indirectly elevating themselves on the
ladder of fighters’ reputations. This desire to distance themselves from the behaviour of
other rebel groups is even more pronounced in discourses relating to particularly brutal
rapes, or so-called evil rapes, where the perpetrator(s) attack children, mutilate or in
other ways, excessively torture the victim.32 Here, the former rebels emphasise their
understanding of right and wrong by clearly condemning these types of sexual violence:
When more than 5 individuals attack one woman or when someone who is over 20 years old
rapes a little three-year old girl, to me, that is madness.33

This type of violence, which by the ex-rebels is understood as barbaric, is also often interpreted either as a consequence of drug consumption, or as individuals simply going crazy
because they can, because of their power and impunity. This view is concurrent with what
other researchers found in their interviews with ex-combatants: ‘many participants see a
clear connection between smoking marijuana, “going crazy” and raping women in the
most brutal ways’ (Elbert et al. 2013, 30). Yet, as previously stated, these perceived explanations should be seen against the possibility of rebels wanting to ‘excuse’ the behaviour
of the perpetrators (or themselves). FDLR members appeared to put forward interpretations of brutal, indiscriminate violence more in line with what Kirby has categorised as
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‘unreason’, which we brieﬂy addressed in the section on perpetrators. Kirby’s understanding of ‘unreason’ in situations of particularly aggressive sexual violence is promoting a narrative of ‘the rapist as certain type of individual, one empowered to sexual violence by
elements of their personality’ (2013, 810). This is similar to how the FLDR pictures this
type of sexual violence, as a phenomenon which is driven more by individual characteristics, than by the context itself. Translated into academic language, the barbaric type of
sexual violence such as ‘evil rape’ is attributed to disturbed individuals and thus agentdriven, while the ‘normal rape’ is something encouraged by the context and hence structure-driven.

Conclusion
It has been documented that rumours, prejudices and so-called mythico-histories about
people of other ethnic and national identity contribute to the dynamics of genocide,
war and large-scale killings in Africa’s Great Lakes Region (see e.g. Malkii 1995; International Alert 2008; Lemarchand 2009). The findings of this article demonstrate the importance of such a perspective to understand the dynamics of sexual violence. A process of
Othering is at work at the intersection of categories of sex–gender–nation. This process
builds upon dynamics of ‘Othering’ in the history of Rwanda. The overlap between
ethnic and gender categories has been observed in (the build-up to) the Rwandan genocide (Taylor 1999, 151–179). With ethnic categorisation between Hutu and Tutsi as the
main binary frame of reference inside Rwanda, it is probable that this process has been
reproduced elsewhere in the region and across national boundaries.
Yet, somewhat surprisingly, in the ex-combatants’ narratives and understanding of
sexual violence, ethnicity is not singled out as an essential factor. Instead, the intersectionality observed in the discourses centres on gender, nationality and social class (here understood as education and, in a broader sense, civility). The ex-combatants’ narratives show
how they, through their gender identities as males, share common biological urges
with other males – in this case perpetrators of sexual violence. However, their other intersecting identities as Rwandans and as ‘well educated’ and ‘civilised’ individuals, make it
possible to distance themselves from the ‘uneducated Congolese’.
At a theoretical level, the findings presented here do not point to alternative explanations for the occurrence of sexual violence but highlight the need to systematically
take into account the intersectional dimension of this phenomenon. To make use of intersectionality as a frame through which these discourses can be analysed helps to understand the connections between individual experiences, social structures and cultural
discourses and thus the importance of unpacking intersecting identities (Davis 2008,
68). Yet, we must be mindful of the specific historical and contextual features of individual
identity categories (Shields 2008, 307). In this case, the violent history between Rwanda
and the Congo has evidently played a part in the construction of the identities, just as
the current violent context shape the understandings of what is considered ‘normal’
and ‘exceptional’. Applying an intersectionality perspective has also enabled us to discover
how Congolese women, through several subordinate, intersecting identities, become
invisible actors in the narratives (Shields 2008, 308).
Although we have focused on only one of many armed groups, anecdotal evidence
suggest that such a process is at work across nationalities and armed groups. Participants
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in group discussions with Congolese citizens living in the Eastern DRC in 2009 stressed that
‘rape had not been a Congolese problem until large numbers of foreign militias in the area
‘brought’ the problem to the DRC’ (HHI 2009, 22). During a conference on the origins of
sexual violence in March 2010 in Goma, many of the Congolese participants in the audience also stated that sexual violence was introduced in their society from the outside, particularly by Rwandans (thus the FDLR).34 These statements indicate that sexual violence
would have been imported into Eastern Congo due to the (military) culture of foreign invaders. This suggests that Congolese might claim that it is precisely Rwandan invaders who
have brought them the ‘state of nature’. In fact, it might be the case that other armed
actors and nationals make sense of the sex–gender–violence nexus in exactly the same
way as the interpretative framework discussed in this article, namely the Other (combatants and their dependents) as living in a state of nature, occupied with satisfying basic
needs and gratifying biological urges.
Whether these claims are ‘objectively’ true is of little relevance. What matters is the fact
that they provide an insight into how people make sense of this type of violence. Such an
understanding thus opens the realm of the ideational and the intersectional, without
which important phenomena such as widespread sexual violence remains little understood. Further research needs to explore this issue across nationalities, ethnic affiliations
and other social categories in the Congo and in relation to other situations of widespread
sexual violence. Doing so will help to unravel the process that makes widespread and
destructive sexual violence thinkable, justifiable and executable.

Notes
1. See for instance: https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/06/10/democratic-republic-congo-endingimpunity-sexual-violence.
2. See also Autesserre (2012) on sexual violence as a dominant narrative on the Congo.
3. We assume they can be categorised under the typology ‘any other form of sexual violence of
comparable gravity’. Sexual slavery is however considered a crime under the Rome statute and
defined under the Elements of Crime, Article 7 (1) (g)-2.
4. Interahamwe was initially the name of a militia associated with the ruling political party Mouvement Révolutionair National Pour le Développement (MRND) before and during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda. This militia played a major role in the execution of the genocide in Rwanda.
During and because of the genocide the label was used for anyone that had participated in
the genocide and, in some cases, for all Hutu. Also currently, the FDLR are generally perceived
as Interahamwe.
5. Approximately 14 days of interviewing took place in each location. The data collection was
supported by La Benevolencija Humanitarian Tools Foundation, an international NGO that
focuses on societies and individuals targeted by hate speech resulting in large-scale violence.
Permission was granted by the Rwanda Demobilisation and Reintegration Commission
(RDRC).
6. An analysis of the manual (RoR 2006) used during these Ingando sessions reveals that,
although a section is devoted to the discussion of gender policies in contemporary
Rwanda, no specific attention is paid to the issue of sexual violence. The influence of the
re-education activities on the narratives collected can therefore be considered as minimal,
especially since the ex-combatants only recently left the Congolese warscape at the time of
the interview. Moreover, the fact that the ex-combatants freely talked about the war crimes
and crimes against humanity committed by troops directed by Laurent Nkunda, a rebel
leader heading the CNDP (National Congres for the Defence of the People) considered to
be supported by the current regime in Kigali further underscores the fact that their return
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to and presence in Rwanda at the time of the interview did not result in socially desirable
responses. The supportive relationship between Nkunda and the Rwandan government is
vehemently contested by Rwandan authorities and thus a sensitive topic to openly discuss.
See, for example, the following statement: ‘Me, I was present when the soldiers of Laurent
Nkunda raped four women. These women could not walk anymore and we had to transport
them to a medical centre to seek treatment’. (FGD ‘soldiers’ – hill – ; 14/11/2009; corporal,
male, married, 32 years old).
Data-gathering was undertaken by the first author (BI).
In this case, we are of the opinion that the Rwandan nationality of the research collaborators
and the all-male nature of the interview team resulted in less reservation in response regarding the topic of sexual violence On the other hand, one needs to take into account that this
setting also resulted in verbal and non-verbal ‘identity dynamics’ that would have been different in case of involvement of female and/or Congolese interviewers. These are, however, the
strengths and limitations accompanying any interview interaction.
With facilitation we mean the fact of doing an interview while at the same time paying attention to dynamics and the moderation of the conversation.
See ICC (2012a, 2012b).
FGD ‘soldiers’ – hill – 13/11/2009; corporal, male, married, 32; (2) corporal, male, married, 28; (3)
second lieutenant, male, married, 32; (5) private first class, male, married, 29.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – hill – 13/10/2009; (1) sergeant, male, married, 32; (2) private first class, male,
single, 29; (3) corporal, male, married, 34; (4) corporal, male, married, 43.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 09/09/2009; anonymous.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – hill – 12/11/2009; staff sergeant, male, married, 44 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – “Mutobo”; 08/10/2009; (1) corporal, male, single, 23 years old; (2) private first
class, male, single, 32 years old; (3) staff sergeant, male, married, 59 years old; (4) corporal,
male, single, 28 years old; (5) corporal, male, married, 25 years old; (6) sergeant, male,
single, 26 years old. (This statement was uttered jointly by the group participants).
The existence of genital mutilation has been well documented (Mukwege and Nangini 2009).
FGD ‘officers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 05/10/2009, first lieutenant, male, married, 40 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 30/09/2009, private first class, male, single, 26 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – hill – 12/11/2009, (1) sergeant, male, married, 39 years old; (2) staff sergeant,
male, married, 44 years old, (3) sergeant, male, single, 28 years old; (4) corporal, male, married,
44; (5) sergeant, male, married, 36; (6) corporal, male, married, 25 years old. (Statement jointly
made by all group participants).
The nature of the interview questions did not limit victims to women and girls. However, boys
and men were hardly ever mentioned as victims.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 11/10/2009; (1) corporal, male, single, 32 years old; (2) corporal, male,
married, 46 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 01/10/2009, corporal, male, married, 28 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 02/10/2009, (1) corporal, male, married, 32 years old; (2) staff sergeant, male, married, 29 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 30/09/2009, private first class, male, single, 26 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 30/09/2009, corporal, male, married, 38 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 08/10/2009; sergeant, male, single, 26 years old
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 01/10/2009; (1) corporal, male, married, 28 years old; (2) corporal,
male, single, 29; (3) corporal, male, single, 30 years old; (4) corporal, male, married, 40 years
old; (5) corporal, male, single, 29 years old.
Although this way of reasoning is problematic to explain sexual violence since it cannot
account for the variation in wartime rape (Wood 2006, 2009) it is the dominant mode of thinking to make sense of sexual violence by the ex-FDLR combatants.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – hill – 12/11/2009, staff sergeant, male, married, 41 years old.
FGD ‘soldiers’ – hill – 12/11/2009; (1) sergeant, male, married, 39 years old; (2) staff sergeant,
male, married, 44, (3) sergeant, male, single, 28 years old; (4) corporal, male, married, 44 years
old; (5) sergeant, male, married, 36 years old; (6) corporal, male, married, 25 years old.
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See Baaz and Stern (2010, 31) for more on the ‘lust rape’.
For more on ‘evil rape’ see Baaz and Stern (2010, 31–32).
FGD ‘soldiers’ – ‘Mutobo’; 11/10/2009; corporal, male, single, 32 years old.
Observation Conference on ‘Perceptions et Mécanismes de Réponse Aux Violences Sexuelles à
L’Est de La RDC’, organised by REJUSCO, 15-16-17 Mars 2010, Goma, RDC. For a description of
the reactions of the Congolese participants towards the studies presented see also Moufflet
(2010, 147–150).
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