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Introduction

It is one thing to have been what I’ve been through, but to have no one acknowledge your
pain enhances that pain threefold.  To suffer in silence is the greatest kind of suffering.

(Kizende, 2007, p. 33)

The Democratic of Congo (DRC) is currently embroiled in one of the world’s
most violent conflicts.  Although it has already claimed over 5.4 million lives since 1998
and is now considered the deadliest conflict since World War II (International Rescue
Committee, 2009), it has received pitifully scant attention from the international
community.  Yet, as the horrors of the war are slowly being exposed, it has become
evident that the conflict in Congo is like no other that the world has witnessed.  It has
effectively become a war on women (60 Minutes, 2008).  The systematic, widespread use
of rape as a weapon of war is being carried out by all armed groups involved and it is
estimated that tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of women and girls have been
subjected to indescribable acts of sexual violence and human rights violations since the
conflict began in 1996 (Gettlemen, 2008).  Congolese women and girls are bearing the
devastating brunt of the crisis and eastern Congo is currently considered to be one of the
most dangerous places in the world to be a woman or a girl (Center for American
Progress, 2009).  Well-known women’s activist Eve Ensler has labeled the disturbing
epidemic of sexual violence in the DRC as “femicide—a systematic campaign to destroy
women” (quoted in Gettlemen, 2008, p. 3).

For the countless survivors of rape in Congo, their physical and psychological
pain is so immense, it is immeasurable and for some, even impossible to describe.  Due
to a culture of impunity and intense stigma regarding sexual violence, women in Congo
have buried their pain and kept their stories to themselves, causing many to suffer alone
in silence (Csete et al., 2002; Ohambe et al., 2004).  The silencing of women’s voices has
not only intensified their shame and deprived them of dignity, but it has also denied
survivors a means by which to articulate their trauma and express how they envision
peace.  In this paper, I will therefore explore the role that women’s stories of pain,
victimization, courage, and survival can play in peacebuilding efforts in the Democratic
Republic of Congo.  I will also discuss how rape narratives can both challenge and
perpetuate essentialist assumptions about female victimhood as well as analyze the
unequal global power dynamics that are reinforced when Congolese women’s narratives
are disseminated in the West.  Ultimately, however, I seek to show that women
subjected to sexual violence and trauma can not only “transform their identities as
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victims into active agents for peacebuilding” (Salbi, 2007, p. 6) by sharing their stories of
survival, but that these narratives can also help promote the reconciliation that is
fundamental for meaningful, sustainable conflict resolution to be achieved in Congo.

Before delving into the topic at hand, I would first like to share some of my fears
as a writer and the problematic issues I encountered with undertaking this subject of
research.  The writing of this Master’s thesis was an incredibly emotional journey, both
because of the time and effort required for such a task and because reading so many
overwhelmingly horrific rape narratives was, at times, almost too much to bear.  From
the outset, I was hesitant to write about the plight of ‘Third’ World, African women and
the agency of African rape victims, especially as a white, privileged, Western female.  I
even find the use of terms such as ‘First’ vs. ‘Third’ world women and Western vs. non-
Western peoples problematic (hence the quotation marks), as they infer a morally
hierarchical relationship between myself and ‘others.’  However, the use of these terms
was necessary at points since the majority of my sources employed them, and while I
intend for them to be descriptive (i.e. by the ‘West,’ I mean to indicate North America
and Europe geographically), I too am guilty of reductive binary thinking by using them
myself.  The thought of reproducing the gendered and racist stereotypes that I am
seeking to debunk simply by writing about them terrifies me and this was something I
struggled to avoid throughout my paper.  As I will discuss later, even theories that
attempt to emphasize the agency of rape victims have the dangerous potential to
perpetuate beliefs about female passivity; it is for this reason that I tried to use the term
rape survivor as opposed to victim as much as possible since I hope to avert reifying a
‘female victim’ discourse.  Further, one of my main critiques of the sharing of women’s
narratives from Congo is the ways in which they have been disseminated by Western
media sources.  And yet, as a white Westerner myself, I too am a mediated source that
has filtered and selected particular information and stories to support my argument.
While unavoidable, it is important to acknowledge the biases inherent in my own
writing and research as well as in those I am critiquing.

Additionally, there are some basic points I would like to highlight now (even
though I will discuss them in depth later) because they are important notions to keep in
mind while reading this paper.  One, although the telling of women’s narratives can
help facilitate personal and national healing in conflict societies, it is essential to realize
that the sharing of traumatic accounts can also be very retraumatizing for survivors.
Thus, the act of remaining silent or not telling a story can just as easily be a form of
agency as voicing trauma and no woman should feel obligated to share her story if she
does not wish to.  Second, despite the fact that narratives can also be instrumental for
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peacebuilding efforts, it is unjust to place the onus specifically on women to advocate for
peace or forgive grievances.  Just as not all men commit violence, not all women want
peace.  And although it is usually expected that women can and should forgive more
easily than men, women should not be required to forgive their rapists for the sake of
reconciliation.  It is all too often women’s emotional labor to forgive and forget and to
seek amity, but men and women must both want peace and be willing to work together
towards achieving it if peacebuilding efforts are to succeed.  Finally, there are many
other important factors that must be dealt with before communities can begin to heal,
such as seeking accountability and justice for war crimes as well as apology, forgiveness,
and retribution for survivors (Porter, 2007a).  Though my thesis specifically focuses on
the ability of narration to promote reconciliation efforts, storytelling is only a tiny piece
of the puzzle in the complex process of peacebuilding.  Therefore, while the sharing of
narratives can play an important role in this process, it is important to remember that
storytelling alone cannot bring about peace and reconciliation in post-conflict societies.

Methodology

As the overarching goal of my research is to explore the various ways that women’s
narratives can influence reconciliation and peace efforts in the DRC, I utilized the
following methodologies to acquire information:

• Literature review of research regarding women and peacebuilding;
• Literature review of publications by humanitarian, nongovernmental,

governmental, and multilateral organizations addressing sexual violence and/or
peacebuilding specifically in the DRC;

• Internet search to locate organizations (with a particular focus on local women’s
grassroots organizations in Congo) and review of their programs and/or
publications addressing sexual violence and women’s inclusion in peacebuilding
to draw lessons learned; and

• Internet search and review of women’s personal narratives from Congo as
disseminated through Western media and by organizations working in the field.1

1.1 Why these methodologies?

                                                  
1 Due to the limits of this paper and the state of the crisis in Congo, narratives disseminated through
Western media and organizations were the only sources available to me at the time of my research.  The
problematic biases inherent in mediated sources are something I will discuss in the subsequent section.
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Despite the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 13252 and
increasing efforts by various organizations3 to promote the inclusion of women in
conflict resolution and peacebuilding efforts, understanding women’s agency as
peacebuilders and how to better include them in the process is a highly under-
researched area (Porter, 2007a).  Because this concept has until recently gone
unexplored, policy papers and publications from organizations addressing the topic of
women and peacebuilding contain most of the information in this field.  As the majority
of studies are available online, conducting Internet research proved the most effective
way to obtain current data and reports, which I was then able to review and analyze.
This methodology allowed me to achieve the following goals:

• Discover what kinds of sources (i.e. newspaper and/or magazine articles,
television shows, NGOs or humanitarian agencies, films, etc.) are publishing or
disseminating women’s narratives from Congo;

• Assess how many organizations are working with female victims of sexual
violence or addressing the issue in the DRC;4

• Review programs offered by organizations working to assist victims of sexual
violence;

• Gain insight as to how (or if) women are involved in peacebuilding efforts in
Congo; and

• Obtain stories and personal accounts describing women’s experiences (mostly of
sexual violence) in Congo.

I am also greatly indebted to the work of Elizabeth Porter (see 2007a; 2007b), who
has conducted extensive research on women and international peacebuilding.  I have
based the majority of my arguments on her studies, which critically examine the role of
women in global peace efforts from an ethical feminist and humanist standpoint.
                                                  
2 SCR (1325) reaffirms: “The important role of women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts and in
peacebuilding and stressing the importance of their equal participation and full involvement in all efforts
for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security, and the need to increase their role in decision-
making with regard to conflict prevention and resolution” (quoted in Porter, 2007a, p. 11).
3 Notable organizations working in this field include: the NGO Working Group on Women and
International Peace and Security (NGOWG), which is comprised of Ohambe et al. and Women Waging
Peace, the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), Amnesty International,
International Women’s Tribune Center, the Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children,
Women’s Caucus for Gender Justice, the Hague Appeal for Peace, and UNIFEM (Porter, 2007a, p. 11).
Others working in Congo include Human Rights Watch, RAISE Hope for Congo, Women for Women
International, and the International Rescue Committee.
4 Although it is impossible to count the actual number of organizations working in Congo dealing with
sexual violence, some of the most active include: UNIFEM, Amnesty International, Csete et al., International
Rescue Commission, HEAL Africa, RAISE Hope for Congo, Friends in Congo, V-DAY, International Crisis
Group, MONUC, Medecins Sans Frontieres, Women Peacemakers Program, Ohambe et al., as well as many
others.
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Porter’s research encompasses many of the issues I sought to explore and I find her
writing to be both didactic and insightful.  Therefore, in addition to online research, I
have incorporated much of her literature into my own work since it has greatly shaped
my knowledge of this field.

1.2 Limitations of and obstacles to research

Although more attention is finally being brought to the “war against women in
Congo” (CBS, 2008, p.1), coverage of the rape crisis there by Western NGOs and the
media is a relatively recent phenomenon.5  Subsequently, I was only able to find first-
person testimonials from survivors in reports from human rights groups,6 high-profile
US media figures (such as Oprah Winfrey and CNN’s Anderson Cooper), and on certain
organizations’ websites.  Some very moving documentaries containing interviews with
female rape survivors7 are also starting to draw attention to the issue.  Books or
collections of women’s narratives specifically from Congo are nonexistent but I believe
this is due to the relatively recent ‘discovery’ of the epidemic of sexual violence there.
Thus, since Western news sources, NGO websites, and documentaries appear to provide
some of the only stories from women and girls who have been raped in Congo, it overall
proved impossible to obtain women’s narratives that were not mediated through a
Western source and disseminated for a Western audience.  I realize that direct
interviews with survivors themselves would have produced more fruitful results
however, carrying out field-work in the DRC or contacting organizations working with
victims was not feasible given the current condition of the country.8

My initial goal had been to conduct a discourse analysis of women’s stories to
better understand how females subjected to sexual violence conceptualize their
victimhood and agency.  However, the problems posed by the biases inherent in the
sources making such accounts available greatly altered the direction of my paper.9

                                                  
5 The first report I was able to find on the widespread use of rape as a weapon of war in Congo is from 2002
but most date from 2007 till present.
6 These include Human Rights Watch, International Alert, and the International Rescue Committee.
7 Such documentaries include: Lumo (2007), The Greatest Silence: Rape in the Congo (2008), and Women in War
Zones: Sexual Violence in the Congo (2009), and can be purchased or viewed online.  The Greatest Silence was
initially broadcast on HBO and received critical acclaim at the 2008 Sundance Film Festival.
8 While I tried contacting almost 200 organizations in Congo via phone and email, I received only two
responses, as most apparently do not have working phone numbers or access to Internet.  Consequently,
this made obtaining information from organizations working directly with survivors virtually impossible.
Please see Chapter 2 for further details.
9 Such biases include: that the data gathered from informants is cultivated through subjective interviews,
which reflect which subjects the interviewer finds most pertinent and denies survivors the ability to
construct their narrative as they see fit; translation of stories from native dialects into English alters the
‘voice’ of the narrative and glosses over cultural nuances; and how stigma and taboos, as well as the
complicated nature of voicing pain, limits survivors’ abilities to not only share their stories, but also to
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Because mediated sources influence both how women’s narratives are constructed and
whose stories are ultimately told, they do not genuinely reflect women’s experiences
from a first-person perspective.  If anything, the ways in which women’s stories are
mediated reflects the hegemonic discourses and assumptions that undergird the
representation of female identity.  Consequently, I will not individually analyze
Congolese women’s ‘first-person’ accounts to try to understand their self-perception as
victims or survivors since such narratives, even with good intentions, are inherently
shaped and altered by the sources that disseminate them.10  Despite the biased nature
and limited amount of stories collected from women in the DRC, those that have been
made available (in the West) cannot be discredited entirely, however, since they still
provide a “window to the situation within for the outside world” (Hoole, 2007, p. 30),
and thus help us to better grasp the realities of women’s lives in Congo.  I will therefore
examine the aspects and implications of women’s narratives in a broader sense to
explore how they can be useful for peacebuilding efforts.

Overview

Chapter 1 explains the conceptual framework, definitions of terms, and theories
on which I am basing my arguments for this thesis.  I will discuss the notions of
victimhood and agency, as well as peacebuilding and reconciliation, to explain how I
will be employing these terms specifically in the context of this paper and how they fit
into a broader context of women’s studies/feminist theory.  In Chapter 2, I will provide
an overview of the history and current status of the conflict in Congo to show why this
issue should be of great concern to the global community and why reconciliation is so
fundamental for peace to be achieved there.  In Chapter 3, I will explore the role that
narratives can play in peacebuilding efforts in general while providing specific examples
of how or why women’s narratives are especially relevant to the case of Congo.  Due to
the ethnic and gendered dimensions of the violence, as well as the particularly brutal
nature of it, I argue that the sharing of women’s narratives can not only restore dignity
to female survivors and allow some women to begin to heal, but that their stories can
also encourage empathy and bridge ethnic differences to (re)build relationships based
on mutual experiences of pain and suffering.

                                                                                                                                                      
provide ‘truthful’ accounts of what they have experienced.  I will further explore these and other issues in
Chapters 4 and 5.
10 At points I do include certain quotes from narratives that I found particularly striking or moving, and
some that seem to generally reflect a lot of the women’s experiences since many expressed similar emotions
or recounted similar details.
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However, there are many obstacles that prohibit narratives from being told.
Cultural factors such as shame and stigma deter many women from sharing their
stories, which are often incredibly personal, humiliating, and too traumatic to retell.
Additionally, the implications of voicing ‘trauma,’ silence, truth, and memory affect how
victims remember and articulate their pain, which raises questions about the credibility
and value of storytelling.  It is these problems that I will delve into in Chapter 4.  Lastly,
as a critical feminist researcher, it is of the utmost importance that I acknowledge and
analyze the power dynamics related to this subject of study.  In my final chapter, I will
therefore discuss how women’s narratives from Congo can perpetuate negative
stereotypes about Africa and female victimhood while reinforcing white, Western
feminist hegemony (Mohanty, 1988), which can hinder, rather than help, the situation of
victimized women.  Ultimately, however, I maintain that the promotion and sharing of
women’s narratives not only restores dignity to those who have been subjected to
trauma during conflict, but also that the telling of their stories can play an enormously
positive role in conflict resolution, reconciliation, and peacebuilding efforts in the DRC.

Chapter 1: Conceptual Framework

Since feminist theory is grounded in women’s lives and aims to analyze the role and
meaning of gender in those lives and in society, women’s personal narratives are essential
primary documents for feminist research.

(Barbre et. al, 1989, p.4)

Women, men, and children are all harmfully affected by war.  Nevertheless,
research on women in conflict situations indicates that because of their status as wives,
mothers, and the primary caretakers in society, women are affected by and experience
the pain and suffering wrought by conflict differently than their male counterparts
(UNIFEM, 2009; Porter, 2007a).  Although it is imperative not assume an “essentialist
homogeneity” (Pryse, 2000, p. 108) amongst women since the various factors that make
up a woman’s identity influence how they will experience conflict differently from each
other, that “women share a common experience of oppression and subordination”
(Crowley and Himmelweit, 1992, p. 286) is particularly evident in situations of violent
conflict.  For many post-modern feminists, “the concept of gender as a singular
standpoint is as fraught as the notion of global sisterhood” (Kaplan, 1996, p. 171) and I
am highly aware that promoting the categorization of ‘women’ dangerously ignores
“the myriad ways in which women across the globe are linked in diverse and unequal
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relations” (Davis, 2007, p. 9).  However, when rape of women and girls is used as a
weapon of war, to deny that ‘women’ are affected by conflict in other ways than men for
fear of making essentialist claims seriously disregards the gendered nature of violence in
conflict and its disastrous effects on female populations.  And, “where difference and
plurality are prioritized over commonality and coexistence, the political potential to
speak for…women’s rights is lost”  (Porter, 2007a, p. 84).  Thus, while it is important to
recognize the range of factors that differentiate women’s experiences in conflict, I believe
that employing “strategic essentialism” (Spivak, 1993) to promote the sharing of
women’s narratives is absolutely necessary to address the issue of sexual violence in the
DRC.

The notions of agency, subjectivity, and victimhood warrant discussion as well
since they are terms that must be employed with care when discussing sexual violence.
According to Mani (1992), one of the problems posed by agency within feminist theory
is that it still remains poorly theorized despite being a central issue of concern.  As Mani
(1992, p. 320) shows in her research on sati (widow-burning) in India, it is often difficult
to simultaneously conceptualize “women’s systematic subordination and the ways in
which they negotiate oppressive, even determining, social conditions.”  This is especially
true in instances where ‘First World’ or ‘Western’ women aim to theorize the ‘plight’ of
‘Third World’ women.  Yet, the notion of agency is critical for feminist theory because it
illuminates how unequal power relations construct women’s subjectivity and how
women embody, challenge, or negotiate the confining identities imposed on them by
hegemonic patriarchal structures (Mahmood, 2001; Crowley and Himmelweit, 1992).
Understanding female agency therefore “provides both the source of insight and means
of action which lead to social change” (Barbre et. al, 1989, p.6).

Female agency becomes even more problematic in the context of sexual violence
since women must initially be dominated and violated in order for them to be able to
assert agency (Hesford, 1999).  Although women have the ability to assert or reclaim
agency during and after rape, this paradox still automatically presupposes that women’s
essential identity is that of victim: one must be victimized to become a survivor.
Discourses about sexual violence therefore tend to counterproductively “emphasize
women’s passive victimization” (Martin, 1992, p. 280) even as they seek to demonstrate
women’s resiliency.  As Mani (1992, p. 320) reminds us, however:

The discourse of woman as victim has been invaluable to feminism in pointing to
the systematic character of gender domination.  But if it is not employed with
care, or in conjunction with a dynamic conception of agency, it leaves us with
reductive representations of women as primarily beings who are passive and
acted upon.
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It is for this reason that I find the epidemic of sexual violence in the DRC
particularly difficult to conceptualize.  In 2007, the UN declared that rape in the Congo is
“the worst in the world” due to the “uncommonly brutal nature of the crimes” (quoted
in Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009).  Doctors working in Congo have described
the attacks being made on women as the “monstrosity of the century” (60 Minutes, 2008).
When reading women’s accounts about the insufferable violence they have been
subjected to, it is hard not to perceive the women and girls of Congo as anything but
victims.  To declare otherwise would seem to vastly trivialize the physical and emotional
trauma they have had to endure.  But, just as feminists often promote ‘survivor
discourses’ to counter assumptions of female victimization (Hesford, 1999), I believe that
the sharing of survivor stories from women in Congo can have the same effect.  Women’s
narratives not only expose the brutality of their victimization, but they are also evidence
of women’s enormous capacity to cope with and counter such violent oppression.  By
showing how females have responded to sexual violence and male domination with
strength, resilience, and the resolve to reclaim their personhood, their traumatic
accounts allow us to better grasp how women can “remain agents even in the moments
in which [they] are being intimately, viciously oppressed” (Mani, 1992, p. 320).

Importantly, the definition of victimhood in conflict situations extends to more
than just women.  It is an umbrella term that takes into account multiple forms of
oppression, pain, and trauma caused by war and all of those affected by it.  According to
Porter (2007a, p. 119, emphasis mine), victims in conflict include:

those who are bereaved, maimed, scarred, injured, tortured, intimidated,
humiliated, raped, and those who suffer from the loss of home, land, dignity and
loved ones…Victims suffer trauma.11

What is significant about this definition is that it encompasses all parties involved in
conflict.  By including soldiers or rapists since they too are often traumatized by war and
the atrocities they have committed, it does not exclusively focus on or emphasize female
victimhood.   While this definition glosses over the gender-specific nature of much
victimization in conflict situations, it also challenges dualist assumptions of aggressive
male perpetrator/passive female victim and allows for more fluid understandings of
gender roles in war.

Lastly, the terms peacebuilding and reconciliation must be clarified before I
explore the role that women’s narratives can play in these two processes.  According to
Porter (2007b, p. 22), peacebuilding involves:

                                                  
11 For an explanation and further discussion of the term ‘trauma,’ please see Chapter 4.



13

all processes that build positive relationships, heal wounds, reconcile antagonist
differences, restore esteem, respect rights, meet basic needs, enhance equality,
instill feelings of security, empower moral agency and are democratic, inclusive,
and just.

Although this notion of peacebuilding is very broad and conceptions of what
peacebuilding entails greatly depend on the cultural context or nature of the conflict, I
particularly like Porter’s definition because it encompasses both the formal and informal
aspects of the process.  As research on women and peacebuilding shows, most women
in conflict situations are active in peacemaking efforts, but predominantly in less visible
ways, i.e. they often play the role of ‘behind-the-scene’ mediators or healers in their
communities (Porter, 2007a; Koch, 2008).  But, “[as] mothers, heads of households,
community leaders, and survivors of wartime violence, women help sustain the
foundation upon which peace can be built” (Noma, 2008, p. 7).  Women’s insight and
input is thus essential for establishing long-term peace in post-conflict societies.
However, women around the world are still largely excluded from ‘formal’ peace
processes (i.e. legal or political proceedings) and are rarely present at the negotiating
table, where terms and conditions for post-war settings are established.  By excluding
women from formal negotiations, the multiple ways in which conflict particularly affect
them are often ignored.  Women’s specific needs in post-war settings (such as
reproductive health care) are therefore insufficiently taken into account and
opportunities for transforming the gender relations that perpetuate women’s
subordination and exclusion are also greatly missed (Koch, 2008).  But, if we employ
Porter’s definition and understand peacebuilding as a process that extends beyond the
political or legal sphere, it becomes strikingly clear that women lay the groundwork that
makes ‘formal’ processes possible, as they are often the first to attempt to rebuild their
war-torn communities (Porter, 2007a).  While women’s narratives fall under the
‘informal’ aspects of peacemaking, their stories greatly contribute to the discussions and
‘formal’ agreements that lead to armistice.  In this paper, I will therefore look at the role
that narration plays in the broader context of peacebuilding efforts, since women’s
stories essentially facilitate the first phase of pacification that is requisite for establishing
more inclusive, sustainable peace in post-conflict societies.

Highly linked to the notion of peacebuilding is that of reconciliation.
Reconciliation is necessary “after gross human rights violations…have left relationships
so twisted that people cannot find ways to work meaningfully together” (Porter, 2007a,
p. 153).  The most common definition of reconciliation means “to restore friendship or
harmony” (Merriam-Webster, 2009).  Like peacebuilding, however, reconciliation can
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mean very different things to different people, particularly when stereotypes about or
hatred of ethnic ‘others’ has led to intense fear, mistrust, and (misdirected) blame for
wartime offenses.  For some, reconciliation requires acknowledgement of abuses
committed, public apologies from perpetrators, or monetary retribution for losses
incurred.  For others, reconciliation means attaining a minimal level coexistence with
former enemies and nothing further (Porter, 2007a).  Despite these variations, I will
focus on the aspect of reconciliation that addresses the restoration of relationships (note,
not necessarily friendships) due to the unique features of the conflict in Congo, where the
scale and horrific nature of human rights violations has literally destroyed the social
fabric of the nation (Ohambe et al., 2004).

Porter (2007a) notes that reconciliation must include the following factors to be
successful: acknowledgement of survivors’ pain and “restoration of self-dignity” (p. 183)
to those who have suffered humiliation and abuse; development of empathy for victims,
which can help “humanize the enemy” (p. 180) and deconstruct notions of the ‘other;’
and identification of common ground between enemies since shared experiences of pain
and suffering can often bridge difference and help mend wounds (p. 166).12  These are
very complex moral issues that involve dealing with intense emotions, unspeakable
pain, and unforgivable evils.  Thus, in some settings, reconciliation is an ostensibly
unattainable goal and does not come easily, if ever.  It should therefore be noted that
reconciliation is highly idealistic and presumptuous since it generally assumes “how
relationships should be” (Porter, 2007a, p. 156, emphasis mine).  Yet, despite differing
beliefs about what a ‘good’ relationship entails, I genuinely believe that most people
would rather live in peace than in war; most people would prefer to have ‘good’
relations than to be in constant conflict with enemies.  Thus, while reconciliation may for
some seem like a far-fetched, if not impossible, hope, I do believe it is something worth
striving for.  Reconciliation is therefore “both an ideal and a process” (Porter, 2007a, p.
183).  It is culturally specific, highly optimistic, and requires dealing with deeply painful
and complicated emotions.  But, in helping to deal with the past so that societies riddled
by violence and conflict can look forward to the future, it plays a fundamental, crucial
role in any peacebuilding process.

                                                  
12 Other important features of reconciliation involve apology, forgiveness, compassionate listening, and
retribution (Porter, 2007a; 2007b).  However, I will focus on the three factors mentioned above since
women’s narratives are most relevant to the initial phases and ‘informal’ aspects of reconciliation efforts,
which is the focus of my paper.  Apology, forgiveness, listening, and justice are more related to ‘formal’
aspects of reconciliation, such as in legal settings or truth commissions, which I will briefly discuss in
Chapter 5 but which also fall outside the limits of my research.
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Chapter 2: Conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo

The word rape or sexual violence cannot fully translate the horror that hundreds of
thousands of women are living in this part of the world.

 (quoted in United States Senate Committee on the Judiciary, 2008)

2.1 Overview

Since 1996, the Democratic Republic of Congo has been engaged in a civil war
that has claimed over 5 million lives and subjected hundreds of thousands of civilians to
rape, torture, mutilation, displacement, and other grievous human rights abuses
(International Rescue Committee, 2009).  Though the roots of the war can be traced to
Congo’s colonial past,13 the major sources of the conflict today are linked to Congo’s vast
wealth of resources and the influence of past regional wars.  Following the Rwandan
genocide in 1994, thousands of Hutus and Tutsis fled across the border to seek refuge in
Congo’s forests, where they then formed resistance militias with the help of other
neighboring countries, namely Rwanda, Uganda, Burundi, and the Congolese
government itself (Freeman, 2008).  While I will not delve into the complicated nature of
the relations between warring factions since that would be to write another paper, it is
significant to note that the war being fought on Congo’s soil involves at least seven
different militias who are fighting over power and access to Congo’s natural resources,
which include some of Africa’s largest supplies of diamonds, gold, timber, and coltan
(Csete et al., 2002).14

It is also important to note that the armed groups are comprised of various ethnic
tribes that have historically deep-rooted, antagonistic relations.  The implication of
ethnicity in this particular conflict is two-fold.  One, as most militias wage guerilla-style
warfare and are in constant flux between Congo and their country of origin, there is little
respect for Congo’s laws and even less ability for the government to locate or punish
perpetrators.  This has led to a violent culture of impunity that allows soldiers and
civilians to rape, pillage, loot, and murder without any fear of getting caught, let alone
punished (Csete et al., 2002; Ohambe et al., 2004).  Second, “injustice, retribution and

                                                  
13 See Hochschild, Adam (1998) King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in Colonial
Africa.  Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
14 It should be noted that much reporting on the DRC has ignored the West’s (and particularly the United
States’) role in funding the conflict.  Coltan is the principal mineral used to produce many electronic devices,
specifically cellular phones and laptop computers.  Industrialized nations’ insatiable demand for resources
originating from Congo has therefore enormously helped fuel the conflict between militias, who seek to
retain control of the mines, as well as helped finance the area’s vast illegal arms trade (V-Day, 2009; Ohambe
et al., 2004; United States Senate Committee on the Judiciary, 2008).



16

power imbalances between tribes, created or fueled during colonial times, continue to
reverberate across state borders, inciting new bloodshed” (Freeman, 2008, p. 3).  Thus,
unresolved disputes that are inextricably linked to Africa’s colonial history, past intra-
state conflicts, and beliefs about or hatred of the ethnic ‘other’ enemies have played a
significant role in prolonging this conflict.

Although a peace accord was signed in 2002, fighting still continues to wreak
havoc on the eastern provinces of Congo, where the DRC borders Rwanda, Uganda, and
Burundi (Ohambe et al., 2004).  The consequences of this thirteen-year conflict on the
DRC have been disastrous.  The entire nation’s infrastructure and economy has been
destroyed, leading to one of the most epic humanitarian crises in recent history (Csete et
al., 2002; Ohambe et al., 2004).  A study carried out by International Alert in 2004
estimated that there are over 400,000 displaced persons in the province of South Kivu
(one of the most affected areas) alone, 96% of who have no access to humanitarian aid or
health care.  In addition, sexual violence and rape, which is used indiscriminately as a
weapon of war by all forces involved, is unmatched in its levels of scale and brutality
(Ohambe et al., 2004).  Due to the distinctive role that sexual violence has played in this
conflict, I will now briefly describe the cultural factors that make rape such an effective
tool of destruction in the DRC and how it has affected Congolese women, girls, and
society.

2.2 Rape as a Weapon of War

When used as a weapon of war, rape is “meant to humiliate, demoralize, and
eventually destroy an ethnic group” (Porter, 2007a, p. 72).  Its “prime aim is to inflict
trauma and thus to destroy family ties and group solidarity within the enemy camp”
(Diken and Laustsen, 2005, p. 111).  Given the value placed on women’s virginity and
purity in Congolese society (Ohambe et al., 2004), the mass raping of women makes
them “unsuitable for marriage and motherhood” (quoted in Diken and Laustsen, 2005,
p. 117) while humiliating and rendering impotent the husbands and fathers who fail to
protect them.  Sexualized terror also aims to produce ‘tainted,’ unwanted children in
enemy groups and spread deadly diseases such as HIV, which makes it an indirect, yet
powerful, mode of ethnic cleansing (Diken and Laustsen, 2005).  The mass raping of
female populations subsequently leaves an indelible “imprint on the individual and
collective psyche that is difficult to erase” (quoted in United States Senate Committee on
the Judiciary, 2008).  By attacking, defiling, and in effect ‘ruining’ those who symbolize
the heart of the family and community, rape is a highly effective military strategy in
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ethnically-driven conflicts since it ultimately devastates the ethnic group from which the
victim originates (Diken and Laustsen, 2005; Porter, 2007a).

Rape is not only an effective weapon of war because of the trauma it inflicts on
entire communities, but the perverse and intimate nature of the crime also stigmatizes
and terrorizes women into silence, making it a highly invisible tactic that is very difficult
to prevent.  The ways in which rape stigmatizes and silences women is incredibly
relevant in the DRC.  In Congo, rape is still regarded as “a deeply reprehensible act [that
causes] extreme humiliation for the victim and her family, especially her husband”
(Ohambe et al., 2004, p. 27).  Sadly, due to Congo’s patriarchal social structure that
maintains unequal gender relations, female victims are often held equally accountable
for the shame and humiliation they have brought upon themselves, their families, and
their community (Ohambe et al., 2004).  Thus, Congolese women, rather than their rapists,
are still viewed as to blame for sexual violence; many narratives indicate that women
feel incredible guilt afterwards as they too see themselves as somehow responsible for
the attacks.  Further, men often reject their wives who have been sexually violated for
fear of contracting HIV and because having “sexual relations with a woman who has
been raped is considered ‘intolerable’ in the DRC” (Freeman, 2008, p. 31).  This acute
level of stigmatization has encouraged a culture of silence regarding rape and sexual
violence since many women would rather hide what has happened to them than face
ostracism or expulsion from their communities (Ohambe et al., 2004).  The intense
stigma attached to women and girls who are raped in Congo therefore remains one of
the largest causal factors that perpetuates the silencing of women and prohibits them
from seeking health care and assistance, voicing their trauma, and finding “support and
solidarity in their healing” (Freeman, 2008, p. 18).  Sadly, female survivors of rape and
sexual violence in the DRC have been “left to bear the pain alone, without the solace of
peace, or the possibility of justice” (quoted in United States Senate Committee on the
Judiciary, 2008).

While sexual violation is a particularly degrading experience for any person to
have to suffer, the level of brutality and horrific manner in which women are being
raped in Congo deserves added attention.  In addition to the staggering number of
women and girls starting to come forward, the gruesome characteristics of the crimes
committed makes it hard to wonder how people are capable of such evil.  Women are
often not just raped once or twice.  Many are gang-raped, sometimes by six, seven, even
twenty soldiers at one time (The Greatest Silence, 2008), and often in public or in front of
their families.  Husbands and fathers are forced to watch their wives and daughters
being raped, and families are forced to bear witness to the sexual violation, castration,
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torture, disembowelment, mutilation, and murder of their loved ones.  Enforced incest is
a particularly unique feature of the war in Congo and many stories indicate that fathers
are often made to rape their daughters or sons their mothers at gunpoint as their family
members are made to watch.  Many refuse and are executed as a result.  Those who do
submit feel intense guilt, disgust, and shame, which has ruptured countless family ties
and ruined familial relations in enemy camps.  In addition to gang rape, many women
have been kidnapped and forced into sexual servitude for up to months or years at a
time.  They are often raped everyday by various men in the most degrading of manners.
(Csete et al., 2002; Ohambe et al., 2004; O, The Oprah Magazine, 2005; Women for Women
International, 2009).  The physical pain that women and girls have been made to endure
is indescribable and unfathomable.   Besides forced oral, vaginal, and anal sex, many
females report being raped with broken bottles, machetes, sticks, tree branches, the
barrels of guns, and even bananas smeared with chili pepper oil (Ohambe et al., 2004).
The majority of these rapes are accompanied by “torture, especially beatings, wounding
with machetes, mutilation or burning of genitals, especially if the victim resists”
(Ohambe et al., 2004, p. 60).  The youngest female survivors who have been treated at
Panzi hospital15 have been just a few months old; the oldest, 86 (The Greatest Silence, 2008).
Apparently no woman or girl in Congo is safe.  As hard as it is to read about such
horrific brutality, it is impossible to imagine having to live through it.

2.3 The Devastating Effects of Sexual Violence

The consequences of this sort of sexual violence on Congolese women, girls, and
their society as a whole are immense.  Many women have been rendered infertile or
have developed traumatic gynecological fistulas16 as a result of sexual attacks (V-Day,
2009; Csete et al., 2002).  As abortion is still illegal in the DRC, those who become
impregnated are forced to carry their rapists’ children.  Because such women and their
‘tainted’ babies are viewed and treated as societal abjects and because carrying a rapist’s
child often has severe psychological ramifications on the mother, bearing and raising
children born of sexual violence can be “an extremely cruel form of torture” (quoted in
Diken and Laustsen, 2005, p. 112) in and of itself for survivors.  And, the rate at which
women who have been raped are susceptible to contracting HIV or other sexually

                                                  
15 Panzi hospital is the only hospital in Congo that is equipped to treat survivors of rape, yet it is highly
understaffed, overwhelmed by the number of patients, and in dire need of supplies (V-Day 2009).
16 Usually caused by prolonged obstructed labor, fistulas are holes that develop between a woman’s vaginal
walls and her rectum and/or bladder, which cause them to become incontinent.  It also increases their risk
for pregnancy complications and contracting sexually transmitted diseases.  Worse yet, due to their inability
to maintain their bodily functions, women with fistulas continually smell of urine and feces and are thereby
shunned by their communities and rejected by their husbands (V-Day, 2009; USAID, 2006).
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transmitted diseases is incalculable considering that up to 60% of men in armed groups
are estimated to be HIV positive (Csete et al., 2002).  Furthermore, many women are
incapable of working, having children, or taking care of their families due to the injuries
they sustain from rape.  This has had disastrous consequences on Congo’s social and
political infrastructure, as women “are responsible for the upkeep and preservation of
their communities, whose survival depends largely on their productive and
reproductive capacities” (Ohambe et al., 2004, p. 44).  The DRC is therefore not only
faced “with a serious public health problem, [but also with]…the erosion of the
economic and social fabric of rural communities” (Ohambe et al., 2004, p. 39).

The effects of rape on women’s health are not only economic, however.  “These
acts of sexual violence have left the victims with profound physical, psychological, and
emotional trauma” (Ohambe et al., 2004, p. 35).  Such degrading and humiliating
experiences have caused women and girls to lose their dignity, their honor, their self-
esteem, and their families as a result of the stigma and shame that drives many them
from their communities.  In the majority of cases reported, most survivors of rape suffer
severe “behavioral and psychological problems—[such as] constant fear, shame, self-
loathing, sweating insomnia, nightmares, memory loss, and aggression” (Ohambe et al.,
2004, p. 61), which is only exacerbated by abjection and stigmatization.  One survivor
disturbingly equated the experience of her rape with that of death.  According to
Antoinette (O, The Oprah Magazine, 2005, p. 2):

It was painful.  It was like they were piercing a knife to my heart and the pain
would go from my heart to my head and to my body.  I just wanted to die.  In
fact, I think I did die that day.  Being raped is like dying.  They kill you.  You
become numb.  You are breathing, but you are not alive.  They kill you by taking
away your self-worth, your dignity.

For women who have been subjected to sexual violence in Congo, surviving their rapes
is only the first step in a struggle to stay alive, both in the physical and psychological
sense.  As grief, rejection, and despair are all these women have come to know, the
widespread use of rape as a weapon of war in the DRC is in effect killing its entire
female population by devastating their families and communities, robbing them of
dignity and personhood, and depriving them of happiness, hope, and the will to live.
The effects of such atrocious human rights abuses will be long-lasting in many ways but
the sooner this battle being waged on women’s bodies ends, the sooner the conflict’s
survivors can begin to heal.

Chapter 3: The Role of Narratives in Reconciliation and Peacebuilding
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They tell me that hearing my story helps them.  I tell them that they can do the same.
When they talk about what happened to them, they can help other women heal, too.

 (Kizende, 2007, p. 35)

As I have hoped to illustrate thus far, the Democratic Republic of Congo is mired
in one of the world’s worst humanitarian crises.  The mass use of rape as a weapon of
war has also had serious ramifications on the nation’s economic and social infrastructure
by ravaging communities, tearing apart families, incapacitating and rendering its most
productive and reproductive members infertile, and leaving survivors with immense
physical and psychological wounds.  The women and girls who have been subjected to
humiliating, traumatizing acts of sexual violence have suffered in silence for too long
and the voices of female survivors can no longer go ignored if the conflict in Congo and
the systematic raping of women used to fuel it is to end.  In this chapter, I will discuss
the diverse roles that women’s narratives can play in reconciliation and peacebuilding.
In doing so, I aim to show that the sharing of women’s stories is fundamental for
promoting healing and for achieving meaningful, sustainable peace in the DRC.

3.1 Breaking the Silence

By helping to “‘name’ issues that have previously gone unmentioned, …the real
power of a narrative is its potential to illuminate a social problem and create social
change” (Reviere, 2007, p.5).  This has become very clear as more women in Congo are
beginning to speak out against sexual violence.  One of the main reasons why rape
remains such a potent weapon of war in Congo is because it is still an unspeakable and
‘unnamed’ issue there.  As more women and girls have started to come forward and
‘break the silence,’17 however, it has become blaringly evident that rape is not a
“uniquely horrific crime” (Csete et al., 2002, p. 87) or an isolated occurrence in Congo,
but is rather a systematic war tactic being used to destroy entire communities and carry
out ethnic cleansing.  Women’s narratives have therefore helped reveal the extensive
implications and consequences of sexual violence as well as the “complex set of abuses
and discriminatory patterns against women and girls” (Csete et al., 2002, p. 87) in Congo
that condones the systematic rape of its female population.  Furthermore, by bringing
attention to the issue, women who have been raped have also begun to realize that they
are not alone in their suffering.  After witnessing other women’s testimonies, one
survivor named Honorata said, “I started to realize that I was not the only one who had

                                                  
17 This is largely due to increased efforts from local Congolese grassroots groups and the international
community to reach out to victims.
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gone through what I'd been through” (Women for Women International, 2008).  Sharing
their stories with one another has shown women that others have suffered the same fate,
which can help them find support amongst a community of survivors and lessen the
stigma and shame they have been made to feel.  By talking about sexual violence (often
with much frankness and courage), female survivors have opened the world’s eyes to
the horrific epidemic of rape in Congo and found solace knowing that other women
have experienced similar pain.  The sharing of women’s narratives in the DRC can
therefore serve as a catalyst for condemning rape and changing the culture of silence
that allows perpetrators to continually rape with impunity.

3.2 Shame and Healing

Hearing survivors’ stories not only provides relief and support to other women
who share similar experiences of pain and suffering, but it can also help restore their
dignity and lessen the shame they have been made to feel.  “The importance of telling
truth narratives18 lies not only in exposing the horrors of abuses, but also in releasing the
debilitating potential of shame” (Porter, 2007b, p. 23).  Shame, which is caused by the
stigma attached to women who have been raped, is one of the most devastating and
long-lasting psychological effects of sexual violence (Dymond, 2008).19  As discussed in
Chapter 2, the stigmatization of such women in the DRC and the humiliation and
isolation they are made to feel is acute.  Eve Ensler, who has worked with thousands of
sexually abused women in Congo, claims that, “every single survivor reported that…she
felt ‘free’” (V-Day, 2009) after telling her story.  Storytelling therefore provides women
and girls with an outlet to voice their trauma20 and to express the feelings of sadness,
guilt, anger, or disgust that they have internalized.  In doing so, this allows many
women to finally begin to heal (Porter, 2007b).  Honorata, the survivor mentioned above,
further explained:

It is one thing to have been through what I have been through.  But to have no
one acknowledge your pain enhances that pain threefold…Your willingness to
recognize my humanity has given voice to my distress and meaning to my pain
(Kizende, 2007, p. 34).

Porter stresses the pertinent role that this “act of acknowledgement” (2007a, p. 109) of
survivors’ suffering plays in both their healing and in conflict resolution.  According to
Porter (2007a, p. 183), “recognition is crucial for many women; having their offences
                                                  
18 For Porter (2007b, p.21), “’truth narratives’ are stories about people’s lives as they understand them.”
19 For a more in-depth psychoanalytical analysis of shame, please see Diken and Laustsen 2005.
20 The retelling of traumatic accounts is also highly paradoxical in that retelling stories forces victims to
relive their experiences, which can cause them even further trauma.  This is a problematic issue that I will
explore in Chapter 4.
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acknowledged, recognized as hurtful, [and] as destroying self-esteem…are important
dimensions toward healing.”  Also fundamental to healing is the restoration of dignity
to those who have been made to feel inhuman.  Dehumanization is the underlying factor
that allows mass rape and crimes against humanity to occur, as it requires the absolute
“non-recognition of the other as a human being” (quoted in Porter, 2007a, p. 180).  Those
subjected to sexual violence are particularly reduced to nothing but an “object of
penetration, …to an incubator for an enemy seed” (Diken and Laustsen, 2005, p. 122).
Raping women, especially in demeaning and humiliating manners, essentially turns them
into objects, which robs them of any sort of personhood or self-respect.  Thus, the
“restoration of self-dignity [to survivors] is the first step” (Porter, 2007a, p. 142) in any
peacebuilding process.  By telling their stories, women can find a cathartic outlet for the
release of festering emotions and free themselves of feelings of worthlessness and
shame.  Additionally, telling one’s story allows for others to acknowledge a survivor’s
pain, suffering, and humanity: something that is absolutely necessary for promoting the
personal and communal healing that makes reconciliation possible.  While many other
factors are necessary for attaining peace, such as establishing justice and accountability
for war crimes or providing retribution or therapy to survivors, narration plays a vital
role in facilitating all of these processes.  Thus, although storytelling on its own may not
be enough for reconciling enemies after such violent conflict, the sharing of personal
accounts is a keystone element of peacebuilding.

3.3 Humanizing the ‘Other’ and Cultivating Empathy

While reaffirming the humanity in women and girls who have been raped is
crucial for their recovery, this curative act also makes possible two other vital steps in
reconciliation and peacebuilding processes.  As all sides in war are subject to trauma and
loss, listening to tragic stories that resound with one’s own personal experiences helps to
humanize the enemy and foster empathy amongst warring factions.  According to Porter
(2007a), a minimal level of empathy must occur in order for there to be reconciliation
between former enemies.  In this sense, “empathy involves imagining the others’
situations in order to understand the perspective of another person” (Porter, 2007a, p.
180).21  Empathy therefore intrinsically entails recognizing the humanity in another

                                                  
21 Porter draws on Yuval-Davis’s concept of “rooting and shifting” (2007a, p. 88-9) as one way to achieve
empathy.  This process requires that “each participant in the dialogue brings with her the rooting in her own
membership and identity, but at the same time tries to shift in order to put herself in a situation of exchange
with women who have a different membership and identity” (quoted in Pryse, 2000, p. 109).  Rooting and
shifting, however, does require “a genuine attempt to try to understand where another person is coming
from, particularly when there are extreme differences which have been the root cause of deeply held
grievances” (Porter, 2007a, p. 89).
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person since one must be able to acknowledge another’s emotions in order to relate to
them.  The telling of emotional or moving stories enables this humanization by
“[putting] a human face to suffering” (quoted in Noma, 2007, p. 10).  Narration helps
show that no matter one’s ethnic background, origin, or the crimes they have been
subjected to or committed, everyone has suffered trauma; everyone is victimized by war.
As female survivors in Congo have started to come together and share their stories,
women from diverse ethnic groups have begun to interact with and relate to one
another, despite initial feelings of mistrust or hatred.  Importantly, this has allowed
survivors to “make peace with women from various tribes, often from the tribe who
committed the sexual violence” (HEAL Africa, 2009).  In recounting their experiences,
women have also been forced to realize that the men committing these acts are each
other’s husbands, sons, fathers, or brothers.  As painful a realization as this may be, it
has encouraged female survivors to develop empathy for ‘others’ who have suffered
similar pain and abuse and to recognize the humanity in enemy ‘other’ survivors and
perpetrators.  The sharing of personal accounts therefore helps "promote empathy across
different social locations” (Noma, 2007, p. 12) by encouraging victims to “[see] enough
humanity in the ‘other’ to recognize shared values” (Porter, 2007a, p. 181) or similar
experiences of pain, suffering, and loss.

Additionally, because storytelling provides a means by which survivors can
explain their interpretation of events, air grievances, and express their anger or pain, it
also helps to expose “different understandings of the root causes of conflict” (Porter,
2007a, p. 179) and the underlying beliefs that fuel it.  This can further help to dismantle
myths or false stereotypes that allows one to see humanness in the ‘other,’ which, as
discussed above, is requisite for cultivating empathy.  This is particularly significant for
reconciliation in Congo since the deeply-rooted ethnic tensions between groups that
have spurred intense mistrust of ‘others’ play a large role in prolonging the violence.
When sharing their traumatic experiences, women often reveal their differing
perceptions about why the conflict began or whom they see as perpetrators of violent
acts.  For instance, interviews conducted by Human Rights Watch with Congolese
female rape survivors revealed that some of them “simply attributed crimes to members
of those groups they themselves didn’t like” (Csete et al., 2002, p. 26) when they were
otherwise unable to identity their rapist.  The sharing of women’s stories can therefore
lay bare the cultural beliefs or ethnic stereotypes that lead to mistrust and propagate
hatred, as well as highlight different interpretations of history or understandings of the
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conflict from the perspective of those involved.   The narrative form allows survivors
and perpetrators alike to “talk through differences, to tell personal and group stories,
and to compare perspectives to try to understand others’ views of the past” (Porter,
2007b, p. 21), which is crucial for building trust, healing wounds, and helping
individuals and communities work towards building a peaceful future (Porter, 2007b).

However, it should noted that asking survivors to see the humanity in an enemy
group that has committed atrociously inhumane acts remains one of the largest obstacles
to successful peacebuilding (Porter, 2007a; 2007b).  For women who have been viciously
violated, tortured, and raped, it is understandable that some are unwilling or incapable
of seeing their perpetrators as human or worthy of such recognition.  And, to expect
women to develop empathy for and to forgive their perpetrators is a dangerous
presupposition that arises all too often after conflict and war.  According to Scheper-
Hughes, “emotion work is frequently gendered work” (2004, p. 188).  Western notions of
the mind and body have greatly shaped beliefs about men and women that ascribe them
particularly gendered emotional roles.  Subsequently, we have been culturally inscribed
to believe that:

women and the female are associated with nature, body, and feeling, just as men
and the male are associated with culture, mind, and reason.  It is expected that
women will be more emotionally responsive than men; consequently, society
relegates more emotional work, including love work and grief work, to them
(Scheper-Hughes, 2004, p. 188).

In most societies, it is therefore women’s emotional duty to grieve, mourn, and forgive.
In my opinion, this is a heavily unfair emotional weight to place on women who have
already suffered intense trauma.  Further still, “expecting a victim to cease resentment
and condemnation can be even more damaging and dehumanizing in the sense of
adding the burden of guilt to one already carrying a heavy yoke” (quoted in Porter,
2007a, p. 166).  To develop empathy for their rapists is an incredibly difficult and
emotionally arduous feat that often tests the limits of the human capacity for
compassion.  However, Porter’s research provides inspiring examples of survivors who
have forgiven their perpetrators in even the most evil of circumstances.  Stories about
women, for instance, who have taken in orphans from enemy groups that murdered
their own family members are proof that “the generosity of the human spirit knows no
bounds” (Porter, 2007a, p. 176).  Thus, while expecting female survivors of wartime
sexual violence to see the humanity in their rapists encumbers them with an onerous
emotional burden, many women can and do forgive for the sake of community healing
and reconciliation after war.  Just as humans have the moral agency to commit
unspeakable evils, they also have the profound moral capacity to apologize, forgive, and
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recognize the humanity in even the most inhumane of persons (Porter, 2007a).  But, as
Porter (2007a, p. 183) importantly notes, “it is those who have been harmed who can set
the boundaries of forgiveness.”  For some, certain evils are unforgivable and only
survivors can decide who and what acts they are capable of pardoning.

3.4 Identification of Common Ground and Shared Priorities

Identifying common ground with former enemies is another primary step in
rebuilding strained relations since it helps to uncover the “shared priorities that promote
reconciliation” (Porter, 2007a, p. 179).  Basic concerns for many women in conflict
situations, such as finding food or shelter for their children and family, often unite them
in a collective quest for peace.  Accordingly, “the common concerns of women form an
agenda that can transcend ethnic, cultural, and religious divisions” (Porter, 2007a, p. 87).
Identifying such commonality “is [thus] an important way to address shared needs and
build workable coalitions” (Porter, 2007a, p. 87).  According to Porter (2007a, p.89):

In conflict societies, sharing stories about pain and fear is typically a starting
point to building trust between adversaries as both sides begin to realize that
there is common ground in shared pain and suffering, and the desire to move on.

For many female survivors, realizing that women from enemy camps have also been
made to endure sexual violence or witness the murder of loved ones helps bring
together those who have experienced similar anguish.  Additionally, most narratives
from women in conflict situations emphasize the many obstacles they face not only in
dealing with their own trauma, but also in trying to provide for their families and
reestablish any semblance of their lives as they were before war (Csete et al., 2002;
Women for Women International, 2008).  As such, women’s stories can highlight the
numerous priorities, needs, and desires that they share, namely: hope for the end of
violence, education for their children, and the ability to return home safely and begin
rebuilding their lives (Women for Women International, 2008).  Thus, women’s
narratives can play a large role in promoting reconciliation efforts based on common
needs, the shared experiences of loss, and mutual want for peace.  Emphasizing
commonalities in post-conflict societies is vital to bridging differences and initiating
conflict resolution.  The telling of women’s stories that illuminate these shared priorities
is therefore a worthwhile place to start.

3.5 ‘Women as Victims’ and Female Agency
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By voicing their traumatic experiences, women who have been raped can also feel
empowered to turn from victims into active agents.  The act of telling a story is in and of
itself a form of agency, as it “is [an] active rather than passive” (Barbre et al., 1989, p.101)
process that requires formulating and verbalizing a narrative.  Though not all victims
want or are able to describe what they have suffered22 and the act of not telling a story or
choosing to remain silent is a form of agency as well (Porter aptly reminds us that
“choice is the hallmark of moral agency” (2007a, p. 127)), all survivors are confronted
with the challenge of making choices about how to deal with the past.   While some
women choose to remain silent (which I will discuss further in Chapter 4), some women
also choose to “share their plight and triumphs with others” (Salbi, 2007, p.6).  I in no
way wish to judge or give more value to either form of coping with trauma since that is
for the survivor, and the survivor alone, to decide.  However, as “subjectivity is the way
people make sense of their relation to the world, …it is through narration that the axes
of identity and subjectivity become explicit” (Ludvig, 2006, p. 249).  Women’s rape
narratives can therefore reveal how females subjected to sexual violence understand
their personhood or social circumstances from their point of view.  As such, the act of
telling a story also allows survivors to express how “they perceive and analyze their
situation, and the ways and means that they themselves would advocate for breaking
free of it” (Ohambe et al., 2004, p. 13).  This is significant because Western discourses
tend to label women who have been raped as passive victims while they may self-
identify as survivors, which limits our ability to see them as potential political or social
actors.  Such narratives simultaneously reveal how survivors have responded to or see
themselves as able to fight against gender oppression, and what they believe is
politically, legally, or culturally needed to do so.  Consequently, by constructing and
sharing her narrative, a female rape survivor is able to assert agency as well as
demonstrate her capacity or desire to change her social condition.

Challenging assumptions about women as victims in the context of conflict and war
is important for various reasons.  For the sake of this paper, I will focus specifically on
two purposes that deconstructing this notion can serve.  Firstly, ‘women as victims’
dominates most Western policy discourse on gender, conflict, and peacebuilding (Porter,
2007a).  This is an essentialist assumption that ignores the various ways that women are
involved in and affected by conflict differently.  As El-Bushra points out, “the notion of

                                                  
22 This is partly due to the paradoxical nature of voicing trauma since describing pain is in many ways
‘beyond language;’ it is sometimes impossible for victims to find words that give justice to the pain they
have had to endure (Chiwengo, 2008; Mertus, 2004; Porter, 2007b).  Trauma is therefore highly related to the
notions of silence and memory, which I will discuss in the following chapter.



27

women as ‘victims’ of war needs questioning on several grounds” (2007, p. 135) since
much evidence exists that women are often directly or indirectly involved in war efforts,
whether they are engaged in fighting as soldiers or providing food, services, and other
types of support to those actually in combat (p. 135).23  Additionally, it is crucial not to
assume that all women are victimized by conflict in the same way or that all women are
even victimized.  A woman or girl’s age, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation,
nationality, etc. concurrently shape how she is affected in conflict situations.  In the
DRC, where certain women are targeted based on ethnicity or because of their specific
location at a particular moment in time,24 the various factors that constitute her identity
and locate her historically significantly determine how she will experience violent
conflict.  Women’s diverse political, religious, and/or cultural beliefs also influence their
“interpretations of what is necessary to build peace and practice reconciliations” (Porter,
2007a, p. 1).  Narratives can therefore reveal differing understandings of ‘peace’ as well
as provide insight as to what women from different enemy groups see as critical for
promoting reconciliation.  Subsequently, the promotion and sharing of women’s stories
in conflict situations can challenge essentialist assumptions about women as victims by
illustrating the multiple, dynamic roles that they play in fueling, supporting, or seeking
to end conflict.  Women’s stories also bring to light culturally relevant and socially
sensitive understandings of peace and reconciliation that acknowledge the numerous
ways in which women experience and respond to conflict and, perhaps more
importantly, how or if they wish to end it.

Secondly, understanding the agency of female rape survivors is imperative for
promoting their involvement in reconciliation and peacebuilding processes.  The
tendency to see women primarily as victims of violence has dangerously obscured the
many other roles they play in contributing to war or in promoting and building peace,
which in turn has affected how they are involved in formal conflict resolution efforts
(UNIFEM, 2009).  According to El-Bushra (2007, p. 135):

to cast women as ‘victims’ of male violence in war ignores the complex realities of
women’s experience, denying them agency and negating the spirit with which
women have responded to crisis.  Women’s testimonies and other evidence from
around the world paint a pattern whereby women tend to withstand personal
agonies they have undergone with resilience, commit themselves to maintaining
their households with energy and assertiveness, and make active decisions about
shaping their political realities.

                                                  
23 Because enemy groups have forced many women in Congo into sexual servitude, it is vital to note the
distinction between those who willingly provide such services to soldiers or militias and those women who
are violently coerced into doing so.
24 For instance, women in the eastern provinces of Congo face a much higher risk of being attacked since this
is where most militias enter the country and are based (Csete et al., 2002).
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Discourses that essentialize women’s roles as wives, mothers, and victims of war
perpetuate stereotypes about ‘inherent’ female passivity, nurturance, and pacifism (i.e.
‘weak’ character traits),25 which unrealistically ignores the diverse ways in which
women respond to conflict and “discourages their inclusion as active decision makers in
political arenas” (El-Bushra, 2007, p. 131).  As “[women’s] different experiences give
them different perspectives on the social and economic ills to be addressed in any peace
agreement” (UNIFEM, 2009), we must start to consider women as  “resourceful
survivors with potential for leadership” (El-Bushra, 2007, p. 144) for them to be involved
in peacebuilding efforts.  Although not all women may desire peace, women’s stories of
survival, courage, and determination provide inspiring examples of “women who refuse
to remain victims and…who wish to contribute to the development of their countries
and a culture of peace in the world” (Noma, 2007, p. 11).  Female narratives can
therefore play a crucial role in promoting the inclusion of women in peacebuilding
efforts, which is fundamental for any sort of sustainable peace to be achieved in post-
conflict societies.

3.6 Collective Memory

Finally, the collection and sharing of women and girl’s narratives is essential for
constructing a collective Congolese memory that justly acknowledges and honors the
war’s most silenced, invisible survivors.  Creating a collective memory in countries with
deeply painful wounds is crucial not only for personal and communal healing but also
in shaping how nations deal with the past in order to look to the future (Porter, 2007a).
As of yet, “Congolese victims of rape do not have narrative memorials that accurately
represent their wounds”(Chiwengo, 2008, p. 87).  All too often in post-conflict societies,
women’s experiences “are erased from the historical record” (quoted in Noma, 2007, p.
11) along with recognition of the immense suffering and pain that they have endured.
“Narratives of violence, which speak and record tragic events experienced by the
marginalized, the oppressed, and the silent dead, are memorial narratives that invite
remembrance” (Chiwengo, 2008, p. 80) as well as “moral and political involvement”
(Chiwengo, 2008, p. 83) from those whom choose to listen and sympathize with them.
Thus, documenting women’s stories of brutality and victimization not only helps to

                                                  
25 The overwhelming majority of narratives disseminated by Western sources are from women who describe
their trauma in relation to the loss of their children, husbands, and families.  While this is understandable
considering that a large percentage of the rape survivors in the DRC are married with children and I do not
wish to deny the reality that any of these women have had to face, clearly certain kinds of narratives are
promoted over others.  In Chapter 5, I will discuss how this has helped to reinforce gender stereotypes and
homogenize the unique experiences of Congolese women.
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preserve and properly pay homage to both their plights and triumphs (which, as
discussed earlier, is crucial for healing), but they can also incite empathy and action
from the global community to assist survivors.26  Additionally, one of the main
objectives “of transitional justice is to confront the legacies of human rights abuses and
human suffering” (Porter, 2007a, p. 127) that occur during violent conflict.  Societies
must confront grievances of the past before they can begin building peaceful futures.
However, as women’s voices are continually silenced both during and after conflict
situations, the creation of memorial narratives dangerously tends to “minimize and
silence some stories and memories while promoting others” (Chiwengo, 2008, p. 83).
This only further robs women of their personhood and denies them agency by
disregarding their pain and erasing their tragic experiences from Congolese history.
Deciding which memories to uphold and which stories to tell also has great moral
implications for those whose experiences are made to be forgotten, which enormously
shapes how communities recover and move forward from conflict (Porter, 2007a).  How
are women who have been raped, tortured, and subjected to heinous human rights
abuses supposed to be able to heal and/or reconcile if transgressions go ignored,
apologies remain unsaid, and the voices of the most grievously oppressed remain
stifled?  A collective Congolese memory cannot be collective or meaningful at all if the
most poignant and tragic stories are expunged from the historical record.  Thus, women
and girl’s voices must be recorded and listened to so that the atrocities committed
against them, as well as the courage and resilience with which they responded to
violence, is not forgotten for generations to come.27

Chapter 4: The Limits of Narration

Rape silences women by silencing their bodies ... silences her to an object and then
silences her again as an abuse of power.  She is silenced by her community's perception of
her self worth.  The silence of expression is to add another layer to the horror of the
violence.

                                                  
26 While Western involvement in humanitarian crises in Africa can be enormously helpful (and at times
necessary), it can also problematically preserve colonialist and capitalist interest in countries they seek to
aid.  Such assistance helps to maintain unequal global power structures whereby white, Western women are
bound to save their “third world sisters” (Mohanty, 1988).  These are issues that I will further explore in the
subsequent chapter.
27 As Chiwengo importantly points out, however, the sharing of collective memories from countries that
have experienced genocide or mass wartime rape does have negative implications.  Although building
memorial narratives is incredibly important for national healing, preserving historical records, and
(hopefully) deterring the recurrence of similar events in the future, such narratives “are fluid, malleable, and
pervious [and are therefore] susceptible to global international interpretations” (Chiwengo, 2008, p. 81).
When taken out of context or viewed from a removed perspective, memorial narratives about African
atrocities are often sensationalized in the West, which dangerously reinforces racist stereotypes and
preserves certain memories over others.  In essence, the West often decides which events in other countries
are important to remember and which countries deserve or ‘need’ their intervention.
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(quoted in The Heights, 2009)

In the previous chapter, I have argued that the telling of stories creates spaces for
survivors to share their experiences, explain their interpretations of events, express their
beliefs about ‘others,’ air their grievances, and show their capacity for compassion and
resilience.  I have also argued that in doing so, women and girls who have been raped
can begin to heal by freeing themselves of feelings of shame, regaining dignity, and
finding support amongst other survivors who have suffered similar fates.  Narratives
can also humanize seemingly inhumane enemies and cultivate empathy that can help
mend the most irreparable of wounds.  The sharing of stories essentially allows for
communities to finally voice their trauma and begin dealing with the past so that they
can start working together towards building peaceful futures.  However, various factors
exist that prohibit or discourage stories from being told or collected and others that limit
their ‘effectiveness’ (i.e. their ‘truthfulness’ or believability).  In the following sections, I
will explore some of the issues that hinder narration and how this affects the inclusion of
women’s testimonies in peacebuilding efforts.

4.1 Structural Factors

Due to the current state of the crisis in the Democratic Republic of Congo, providing
services and assistance to survivors has proved to be an insurmountably difficult task.
Despite the signing of a peace agreement in 2002, eruptions of violence, mass rape, and
extreme loss of life continue to devastate Congo’s eastern provinces (International
Rescue Committee, 2009).  As a result of the militias, who have pillaged farms, homes,
medical centers, and entire villages in their fight to control access to mining areas and
the country’s vast mineral resources, only “13% of roads can be used regularly by
traffic” and 80% of roads are “either just tracks, or in a totally dilapidated state, which
makes them in effect impassible” (Ohambe et al, 2004, p. 18).  This, in addition to the
extremely militarized nature of the area, makes accessing and meeting the needs of
survivors often impossible.  As a result, “women in Eastern Congo have to walk for days
to reach health centers and are frequently subjected to attacks again during their journey
to seek help” (quoted in United States Senate Committee on the Judiciary, 2008).  Thus,
the nation’s total lack of infrastructure, persisting violence, and the militarization of
roads and forests have created an atmosphere of terror and instability that highly deters
and inhibits survivors from accessing assistance.  This has greatly exacerbated the
physical and mental suffering of those in dire need of care as well as prevented many
women from seeking out help and subsequently telling their stories.  Organizations’
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inability to reach survivors of sexual violence, as well as to provide them safe spaces to
heal and talk about their experiences, has therefore greatly limited the sharing and
collection of women’s narratives in Congo.

4.2 Stigma

While I have already discussed at length the level of stigma regarding sexual
violence in Congo and the ways in which this silences female survivors, I cannot
emphasize enough how debilitating stigma can be for those subjected to sexual violence.
According to Diken and Laustsen (2005, p. 113), “the rape victim often perceives herself
as an abject, as a ‘dirty,’ morally inferior person.  The penetration inflicts on her body
and her self as a mark, a stigma, which cannot be effaced.”  The potency of stigma
therefore lays in its ability to indelibly reduce women who have been raped to
‘untouchables;’ by inciting disgust and rejection from within the women themselves and
from their communities, stigma thereby engenders and legitimizes rape survivors’
exclusion from society.  It is no wonder, then, why so many women and girls in Congo
have kept silent about sexual violence.  Because of its ability to turn survivors into
societal outcasts, stigma remains one of most prevalent reasons why women who have
been raped do not reveal themselves and it is thus one of the largest impediments to
them talking about sexual violence and sharing their stories of suffering and survival
(Ohambe et al., 2004).

4.3 Silence and Trauma

The issue of silence has proved problematic for peacebuilding for various
reasons.  Women’s motives for maintaining silence during and after conflict are often
multi-faceted but are rarely self-evident.  Sometimes, the marginalized are politically
pressured or terrorized into silence to stifle dissent (Porter, 2007b).  “Choosing silence
may [also] be preferable to the stigma of public identification” (Porter, 2007b, p. 22), as
evidenced by the thousands of survivors in Congo who have never spoken about rape.
Because the suppression of certain voices and the promotion of others ultimately shape
how the past is dealt with, how historical ‘truths’ are remembered, and how a post-
conflict society builds its collective memory, understanding the complex nature of
silence in the context of trauma and conflict is essential for successful peacebuilding.  In
order to better grasp this issue, however, it is necessary to unpack the notion of voicing
trauma and its relation to silence.

The term trauma has numerous meanings and understandings in different
contexts.  While the word trauma can literally mean a physical blow, force, or wound,
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most see trauma in the context of war and conflict as the mental state resulting from
such wounds (Hesford, 1999).  In this sense, trauma refers to “a disordered psychic or
behavioral state resulting from severe mental or emotional stress or physical injury”
(Merriam-Webster, 2009).  In psychoanalysis, trauma is seen as “an experience lived
belatedly at the level of its unspeakable truth” (Hesford, 1999, p. 195). 28  In other words,
trauma is a “devastating and not-worked-through experience” (p. 195) that represents
the emotions, fears, pain, and desires that “cannot literally be expressed” (p. 195).  Thus,
trauma is untranslatable and can only be articulated through fantasy or the imagination.
The relevance of this paradox in relation to peacebuilding is two-fold.  One, if the
experience of trauma is considered to be “beyond language” (quoted in Porter, 2007b, p.
21) as it is “incommensurable, inexpressible, and unshareable” (quoted in Chiwengo,
2008, p. 78), how is one to be able to genuinely articulate her experiences and voice her
pain in a way that does justice to the trauma she has suffered?29  For some survivors,
their experiences have been so brutal, so painful, and so traumatic that they are unable
or unwilling to remember or put words to their lived-out nightmares.  Silence is
therefore both a result of and a way to cope with trauma.  Second, because one must find
words to describe that which is inherently indescribable, voicing trauma involves
invoking both the “imagery and symbolic” and relying on existing cultural assumptions,
beliefs, and structures in order to be expressed (Hesford, 1999, p. 195).  Consequently,
constructing a rape narrative involves “a process of negotiation with prevailing cultural
rape scripts and practices” (p. 197) whereby women must draw on the cultural
frameworks already available to them in order to describe that which is personal,
private, and unique to each survivor (p. 195).  Sadly, as such scripts have historically
been constructed by males, they tend to purport masculinist, misogynist assumptions
about femininity that help to maintain the sexual domination of men over women.  This
contradictory nature of the self-representation of trauma therefore essentially
undermines the agency of the narrator and has the potential to perpetuate hegemonic
‘truths’ about rape that women’s narratives seek to challenge.

In addition to external forces that silence survivors in conflict situations, such as
stigma or political control, the paradox of voicing trauma and the ways in which
survivors are able to conceptualize and express their experiences also shapes how
narratives are pieced together and communicated, who shares their stories or who
withholds them, what anecdotes are told and what details remain too horrific to speak
                                                  
28 For a more in-depth explanation of trauma in psychoanalysis, please see Hesford, 1999 and Culbertson,
1995.
29  This also brings up issues about narratives and ‘truthful’ accounts of trauma, which I will discuss in the
subsequent section.
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of, and whose ‘truths’ are affirmed and memories preserved.  The silence surrounding
trauma thus has had profound effects on understanding female agency, restoring
dignity to survivors and, ultimately, including women in peacebuilding efforts.  All too
often, “many who feel powerless, shamed, or without voice do not have the opportunity
to break the silence” (Porter, 2007a, p. 135).  When they do, stories of victimization and
brutality can sometimes only “tumble out quietly or angrily, incoherently or lucidly, in a
stutter or a torrent of emotion, or somewhere in between” (Porter, 2007b, p. 22).  Most
importantly,

[w]e need to understand that many women choose not to speak.  We must be present
for the silences in which women engage.  Silence can be a sign of resilience; it does
not mean that they do not know or do not remember (quoted in The Heights, 2009).

In order for women’s voices to heard, we therefore need to be conscious of the complex,
unspeakable emotions that voicing trauma requires and cognizant of the structural and
cultural factors that suppress the telling of stories.  We need to understand that silence is
not only a result of trauma, but also is a form of dealing with it.  Ultimately, we must
realize that some victims are unwillingly silenced, some remain silent because they wish
not to remember, because they cannot find the words to accurately represent their
wounds, or because doing so is too traumatic, and some actively choose silence as a
coping mechanism, a mode of self-preservation, or an act of resistance.  Once we
acknowledge that silence can simultaneously be a form of social control, a cry for help,
and a way for survivors to assert agency, we can better understand why so many
women’s stories go untold and why certain narratives are upheld whilst others fade
from the collective memory.  Because of the numerous causes and effects of silence in
dealing with trauma, it remains of one of the largest obstructions to narration.

4.4 ‘Truth’ and memory

Highly linked to the notions of trauma and silence are those of truth and memory.
Seeking the truth about atrocities committed during conflict is fundamental for
peacebuilding since it acknowledges offenses and helps identify perpetrators, which
encourages accountability for war crimes and the restoration of dignity to victims that is
necessary for promoting reconciliation.  It also allows communities “to gain deeper
understandings of different perceptions of history and to seek justice and healing on
both the personal and communal levels” (Porter, 2007b, p. 21).  However, while
establishing the ‘truth’ is necessary for nations to rebuild and move forward, many
kinds of ‘truth’ exist.  According to Judge Mahomed, who resided over the South
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African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (quoted in Porter, 2007a, p. 134), there are
three types of ‘truth’ that are relevant in human rights tribunals.  They include:

Forensic, factual truth that can be verified; documented social truth that emerges
through communal experience; and personal truth, or the truth of wounded
memories, which is highly individualistic, subjective, and not open to debate
because of the differential way in which people absorb pain.

When searching for the ‘truth,’ one must therefore be willing to acknowledge the
multiplicity and subjectivity of the plural truths that emerge from victims’ narratives in
post-conflict societies.  I emphasize the plurality and biased nature of personal truths
since some may see this notion as an oxymoron.  While feminist standpoint theorists
(amongst others) argue that “a universal standard of objectivity” (Crowley and
Himmelweit, 1992, p. 3) and ‘objective truth’ do not exist since the philosophical
knowledge that has defined our understanding of the world was developed by and for
white, Western men, the male-generated ‘truthful’ theories that have historically
devalued and excluded women continue in many ways to shape our beliefs about
gender and social relations.  This has subsequently “masked male privilege and self-
interest” (p. 4) while helping to maintain global patriarchal hegemony.30  Uncovering
‘the truth’ about human rights abuses or wartime rape for the purposes of peacebuilding
is therefore highly problematic since no one ‘truth’ or understanding of events exists,
particularly when trauma is involved.  Further, as women’s voices are often silenced and
their experiences excluded from historical accounts, it is usually men who establish and
record the ‘truth’ about events that took place during war.  Historically, such records
have disregarded “the subjective truth of rape, exclusion, marginalization, injustice, and
silencing experienced by women in conflict zones” (Porter, 2007a, p. 134), much to the
detriment of female survivors.

To further perpetuate women’s exclusion from reconciliation and peacebuilding
efforts, voicing trauma and the ‘truth’ about rape and sexual violence comes with its
own set of complications.  “[In] the case of rape, the truth of the assault is not just
                                                  
30 Because “dominant knowledge claims…have been based primarily in the lives of men in the dominant
races, classes, and cultures” (Harding, 1991, p. 121), scientific epistemologies are inherently biased and
riddled with “partialities and distortions” (Harding, 1991, p. 121), even though they are valued as objective
truths.  Feminist standpoint theorists therefore argue that in order to maximize the objectivity of research
that excessively relies on men’s lives and men’s experiences (Harding, 1991), we must also take into account
“women’s lives as origins for scientific problematics, sources of scientific evidence, and checks against the
validity of knowledge claims” (Harding, 1991, p. 123).  Establishing “women’s lives…as the place from
which feminist research should begin” (Harding, 1991, p. 124) gives voice and importance to their lived
experiences, which are arguably different from men’s, thus allowing them to reevaluate and rearticulate
“observations of and theory about the rest of nature and social relations” (p. 124).  This does not mean that
the knowledge claims produced by women are any more objective or ‘truthful’ than men’s, but more so to
show that “there are different vantage points from which the world can be seen, no one of which can make
claim to have privileged insight into objective truth” (Crowley and Himmelweit, 1992, p. 3).
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physical, it is deeply psychological and cannot always be articulated explicitly” (Porter,
2007a, p. 140).  A natural result of the trauma caused by rape “is an inability to
remember and/or recount what fully happened” (quoted in Mertus, 2004, p. 120) so
survivors of sexual violence are often “unable to provide a consistent and linear
narrative” (p. 120) recounting their experiences.  Hence, the memories that allow for
‘truths’ to be told are also subjectively obscure and the traumatic nature of sexual assault
influences what survivors can actually remember.31  As discussed in the previous
section, some survivors remain silent because they cannot or choose not to remember
the horrors of their violation; silence can therefore also be part of the ‘truth’ (Porter,
2007a; 2007b).  The complicated interrelationship between trauma, silence, ‘truth,’ and
memory means that “[t]here can be many versions of truths about the same
interpretation of history and victimization” (Porter, 2007a, p. 151).  Communities should
therefore work towards “contributing to the truth rather than establishing the truth”
(quoted in Porter, 2007b, p. 21, emphasis mine).  However, due to the subjective and
paradoxical nature of ‘truth’ and trauma, women’s stories are often discredited, ignored,
and erased from historical memory.

In this chapter, I sought to highlight the obstacles to and limits of narration.
Structural factors that make accessing survivors practically impossible greatly hinder
women from seeking help and sharing their stories in the DRC.  Additionally, stigma
plays a large role in silencing and deterring victims from speaking out about rape and
sexual violence, so many women in Congo have kept their traumatic experiences to
themselves and have suffered alone in silence.  Lastly, silence, trauma, ‘truth,’ and
memory have an enormous effect on the construction and sharing of personal narratives.
The imbricated effects of these factors have largely exacerbated women’s exclusion from
peacebuilding by ignoring the realities of gender-based violence, denying them agency,
discounting their experiences, and dangerously erasing their versions of truth from the
collective memories of post-conflict societies.  The stories of women from Congo who
choose to tell them must therefore be listened to, recorded, and disseminated in order to
promote accountability and justice, give due recognition to the pain that survivors have
been made to suffer, and ensure that their stories are not forgotten so as to prevent
similar abuses from occurring in the future.

                                                  
31 Often during rape, many women experience dissociation, which “is a mental process that severs a
connection to a person's thoughts, memories, feelings, actions, or sense of identity.  Dissociation is a normal
response to trauma, and allows the mind to distance itself from experiences that are too much for the psyche
to process at that time” (Wikipedia, 2009).  As a result of disassociation, many survivors are unable to recall
the events of their rape.
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Chapter 5: The Repercussions of Narration

The silence surrounding the rape of Congolese women and the subsequent
representations of these violent acts are the direct consequences of how global politics
determine which memories will be upheld and which ones suppressed.

(Chiwengo, 2008, p. 86)

As I have hoped to show thus far, the telling of personal stories from women
affected by war and conflict is essential in many ways for healing deeply emotional
wounds, mending broken relations, and cultivating the empathy and compassion that is
necessary for successful peacebuilding.  However, encouraging women to talk about
their traumatic experiences and disseminating their stories to incite sympathy and
assistance from the global community can also negatively affect survivors by reinforcing
unequal global power dynamics.  As a critical feminist and someone who greatly cares
about the dire situation of Congolese women, I feel both compelled and obligated to
address the consequences that come with helping ‘Third’ world women, particularly as
a privileged, white, Western female researcher.

5.1 Voicing Trauma and Retraumatization

While talking about painful experiences can help many women who have been
silenced and victimized by conflict to begin dealing with their trauma, it is vital to
remember that voicing trauma can in fact be more traumatizing, rather than therapeutic,
for some survivors.  Ross importantly reminds us not to automatically assume that
“speaking subject” equals “healed subject” (quoted in Porter, 2007b, p. 23).  Mertus’s
(2004, p. 112) research on international wartime rape tribunals reveals that the majority
of women who testify in hearings see the trials as “dehumanizing and retraumatizing
experiences.”  Having to retell atrociously intimate, humiliating, and disturbing details
about being sexually violated (often in front of large crowds of men) forces survivors to
relive their nightmares and reopen excruciatingly painful wounds of the past in very
uncomfortable settings.  While some women find that breaking the silence can be
liberating, restorative, or cathartic, others find it distressing, embarrassing, and
agonizing to have to remember and talk about horrors they would rather forget.
Furthermore, Mertus (2004) notes that the legal settings of trials and the types of
accusatory questions rape survivors are asked greatly influences what details of her
story are made more relevant, what details are left out, and what aspects are highlighted
for the prosecution’s sake rather than for her own.
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[The] narrative of a witness is contorted to suit the needs of the audiences…By
design, the legal process does not permit witnesses to tell their own coherent
narrative; it chops their stories into digestible parts, selects a handful of parts and
sorts and refines them to create a new narrative—the legal anti-narrative (quoted
in Mertus, 2004, p.112-13).

Subsequently, women’s stories are modified to fit existing cultural and legal scripts,
which “mutes and distorts” their own unique experiences (Mertus, 2004).  The telling of
personal narratives in legal settings thus has the ability to undermine the survivor’s
agency, which counteracts the reclamation of subjectivity that telling a story should
afford her.  While the telling of women’s narratives can positively influence personal
and communal healing in post-conflict societies, we must be sensitive to the fact that
telling a story has the ability to deepen or reopen wounds, enhance pain, and exacerbate
trauma.  When asking women to share their stories, we must be aware of these dangers
so that survivors are made to feel safe and supported if and when they choose to break
the silence.  It is also imperative that they do not feel pressured to talk about what they
have suffered and that their stories are met with compassionate listening and empathetic
recognition of their pain.  I believe that the creation of more shelters or safe houses
specifically for Congolese women and girls who have been raped,32 where diverse
groups of women can come together, share their experiences, and create communities of
survivors who understand one another’s pain, is absolutely necessary to assist women in
the healing process.  This is a very difficult task given the persisting violence and
unstable state of the country, however it is vital that more survivors gain access to
support, counseling, and health services if more women in Congo are going to break the
silence about rape.

Before moving on, I would like to draw attention to some alternative options to
seeking justice and accountability that aim to better meet the needs of survivors of
wartime rape.  While women’s testimonies absolutely need to be documented to identify
and punish perpetrators of war crimes, I agree with Mertus (2004, p. 124) that “tribunals
alone do not serve [a survivor’s] need for creating a record, achieving justice, and
remembering or forgetting.”  Because of the ways in which legal settings can further
distress or silence women, deny them agency, and distort their narratives, I believe that
more organic approaches to peacebuilding would prove more effective.  According to
Mertus (2004, p. 115):

in a non-legal setting, a rape survivor would tell a much different story, focusing
not on the perpetrator, but on her feelings and fears, and how the rape has
changed her relationship with her family and community.

                                                  
32 Such as Eve Ensler’s City of Joy Center (V-Day, 2009), which houses Congolese rape survivors.
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Almost all of the narratives from women in Congo notably reveal their feelings of
intense shame, fears of stigma and contracting HIV, and facing rejection from their
husbands.  Women therefore not only need safe spaces in which to tell their stories, but
also spaces that allow for her to construct and share her personal narrative as she sees fit.
Letting women tell their stories in non-legal settings, such as in the aforementioned
shelters, may therefore allow for different ‘truths’ to emerge, as well as highlight the
needs, wants, and wishes of survivors themselves for building a post-conflict society.
Some approaches that are more sensitive to female survivors of war would include:

truth commissions inspired by grass-roots movements for reconciliation and justice;
memory projects that collect and publish without judging the accounts of survivors;
[or] popular education campaigns that encourage survivors to test their voices
(quoted in Mertus, 2004, p. 124).33

While no one method will meet the needs of every survivor of war, I believe that such
approaches would be more beneficial to survivors since they better honor women’s
experiences.  This is greatly needed to enhance women’s inclusion in peacebuilding
efforts and to help incorporate their ‘truths’ and memories into historical records.

5.2 Mediated Sources

The ability of narratives to move people from around the world to fight global
injustice is undeniable.  Stories open a window for outsiders to look in and see the
horrifying realities of hunger, poverty, war, trauma, and crisis.  Such stories have the
power to evoke empathy from the international community and incite political or
military interventions.  They also play a large role in garnering outside humanitarian
assistance that is often needed in conflict situations.  Narratives are therefore
inextricably linked to unequal international relations and global politics.  While such
stories are indispensable for grabbing international attention and for building peace,
they are often only made available through mediated Western sources for largely
Western audiences (as it is often ‘First’ world or Western countries assisting ‘Third’
world populations).  As became quite clear while looking for women’s narratives from
the DRC, stories that are disseminated through Western media sources are riddled with
stereotypes and biases that not only reflect the global power dynamics between ‘the
West and the rest,’ but that also perpetuate Western assumptions about African
subalternity.

                                                  
33 For more information about what these approaches entail, please see Mertus, 2004.
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 Before I embark on this critique, I want to make clear that I do not in any way
mean to trivialize or question the atrocities that have been committed against Congo’s
female population.  As mediated as their stories may be, the horrific details that they
speak of are evidence that women and girls in the DRC have been sexually victimized in
unspeakably brutal, demeaning, and gruesome manners.  Femicide, “the systematic
campaign to destroy women,” (V-Day, 2009) in Congo, is very real.  However, in
attempting to give voice to female rape survivors, we are simultaneously reinforcing
(white, colonialist) Western hegemony and further disadvantaging the populations we
seek to help.  For instance, “women’s stories are often written by the Western educated
and only vernacular narratives relating to themes considered significant in the West
receive attention” (Hoole, 2007, p. 28).  This is made clear by the fact that almost all the
testimonies I was able to find were either part of larger stories that described these
women and their situations from a third-person perspective, were through biased
interviews, or had been ‘written with the help of’ an outside party.34  In the same way
that legal settings have the ability to distort women’s stories, interviews and media
sources have the ability to pick and choose whose stories to tell, which victims to
interview, what questions they find relevant for attracting an audience, and ultimately
“which memories will be upheld and which ones suppressed” (Chiwengo, 2008, p. 86).
Furthermore, while the narratives from women in Congo do describe disturbing acts of
violence, the discourses of the articles incorporating their stories also invoke racist,
Africanist stereotypes (Chiwengo, 2008).  Adjectives such as “blood-thirsty,”
“uncivilized,” and “evil” are intermingled with descriptions of Congo as a place
“haunted by warlords and drug-crazed soldiers” (Gettlemen, 2008, p. 1) where
“thousands of men emerge from the forest to terrorize villages and steal women” (60
Minutes, 2008).  In almost every source that included women’s narratives, “Africa is
represented as ‘a metaphorical place of nonhumans;’ as a site of monstrosity and
unrestrained violence” (quoted in Chiwengo, 2008, p. 83-5).  Chiwengo justly notes how
propagating Africanist stereotypes, even in sources that contain first person
testimonials, has undermined Congolese female subjectivity and shaped our perceptions
of their victimhood by naturalizing the rape of African women.  He states (2008, p. 88-
90):

[T]he cultural differences invoked maintain their difference and barbaric
alternity…The violence, discrimination and promiscuity ‘inherent’ in their
society displace the act of rape and normalize it…Their ‘othering’ creates
distance and the cultural information provided normalizes the brutality.

                                                  
34 Though unfortunate, this is largely due to stories needing translation and is therefore unavoidable.
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Consequently, “Congo's stories of wounds and pain have not thus far had a proper
reception because they have been consistently couched in the very stereotypes
disseminated by the international media” (Chiwengo, 2008, p. 92). Chiwengo (2008, p.

90) also importantly highlights how such reports tend to “suppress the capitalist

Western interventions …that have made these rapes and the deaths of millions of people
possible.”  The glossing over of the West’s role in helping cause and fuel the conflict in
Congo “shows the extent to which global political and economic interests affect local
lives and inform the construction of local memories” (Chiwengo, 2008, p. 90).  While I do
not wish to underestimate the pain that Congolese women and girls have had to endure,
it is incredibly important to be aware of the prejudiced beliefs and masked motives that
shape Western representations of Africa, maintain presumptions of African subalternity,
and perpetuate unequal global power dynamics.  The racist descriptions accompanying
women’s stories that emphasize African men’s supposedly innate sexual voracity and
rapaciousness have also enormously shaped our perception of African sexuality and
delayed our reaction to the epidemic of systematic rape in Congo.  Thus, while the
telling of women’s stories helps expose the horrific realities that women in war face,
such narratives and the stereotypes embedded in their representation have the adverse
capacity to reinforce global hierarchical relations.

5.3 ‘First’ World Women vs. ‘Third’ World Women

Similarly, another danger that comes with disseminating women’s narratives
from ‘Third’ world countries to invoke sympathy and assistance from ‘First’ world
countries is the perpetuation of the Western feminist hegemony that Chandra Mohanty
(1988) warns against.  She argues that:

[W]estern feminists depict all women in developing countries as forever poor,
oppressed, and passive.  By perpetuating negative stereotypes, western feminists
become part of the oppressive systems they denounce, and undermine the
possibility of alliances between feminists of a range of identities and
backgrounds (quoted in Smythe, 1999, p. 133).

“Non-Western women are oftentimes conceptualized as lacking any personal agency
and being a helpless victim to a brutal patriarchy that Western women have since
transcended” (Heywood, 2006, p. 331).  Although many of the stories from women in
the DRC illustrate their enormous strength, courage, and will to survive, sources that
disseminate their stories often simultaneously present Congolese women as being
unable to do so without the help from foreign ‘sisters.’  For instance, O, the Oprah
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Magazine published an article titled “Postcards from the Edge” (2005) that included
women’s testimonials from Congo.  The introduction reads as follows:

Last December, we asked readers to write notes of support inviting these women
to tell their stories.  Here, a few of their responses, encompassing both the horror
of their experiences—and the glimmer of hope an extraordinary organization is
giving them.35

Women from Congo are therefore portrayed as incapable of telling their own stories or
regaining hope without the encouragement and support of Western women or
organizations.  Though violence against women and the pandemic of rape in Congo
must come to an end, representing African women as lacking agency only reinforces this
unequal dynamic whereby it is the duty of Western women to save their sisters in
Congo.  I recently stumbled upon an article in Marie Claire titled “USA for Africa” that
perfectly exemplifies this.  After describing the atrocities being committed against
women in the DRC, the article concludes with a quote from a 15-year old rape survivor
stating “Please, America, we place ourselves in your hands” (Iannotti, 2009, p. 116).

Despite the danger of perpetuating Western feminist hegemony, I believe that
women’s stories from Congo must be shared to expose the horrific state of abuses
against women there and to promote empathy, reconciliation, and peacebuilding on a
local and global level.  While it is hard not to feel compelled to want to help survivors
after reading their stories, it is imperative to realize that no assistance in a global
economy comes without strings attached.  I am not arguing that women in Congo would
not benefit from outside intervention to help their plight, nor am I saying that we should
not help them for fear of maintaining the power dynamics inherent in global
relationships.  What I do advocate, however, is that as Western or ‘First’ world women
looking to help those in the ‘Third’ world, we must be aware of our motives,
forthcoming and transparent about out intentions, and cognizant of the long-term
implications of our meddling, albeit altruistic, actions.

5.4 Homogenization of Women’s Experiences

Another notable feature of the testimonials and narratives from women in Congo
is the similarity in their themes.  Because the majority of the women affected are
mothers, wives, and of childbearing age, it makes sense that most of the stories recount
the loss of children, husbands, or becoming pregnant as a result of rape.  Again, my aim
is not to trivialize the trauma that is unique to each survivor or to underplay the
systematically brutal nature of rape in Congo that has subjected many women to the

                                                  
35 The organization referred to is Women for Women International, which is based in the US.
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same kinds of violence.  However, the overwhelming majority of the stories
disseminated from women and girls in the DRC are strikingly analogous.  Most, if not
all, of the women and girls are mothers or have born children of their rapists, and all of
them speak about their trauma in relation to the loss of their homes and families as well
as “their inability to accomplish their motherly obligations” (Chiwengo, 2008, p. 88).
One positive effect of these commonalities is that this allows many women to bond over
shared experiences, which as discussed in Chapter 3, is incredibly important for
reconciling relations.  Yet, the promotion of only one kind of ‘victim narrative’ helps
perpetuate essentialist, heteronormative assumptions about inherent female
motherliness and passivity.  Representing women solely as nurturing caregivers whose
subjectivity is made possible only through their relation to men and their ability to
properly mother children, has led to the homogenization of their experiences and worse,
the “simplification of the Congolese female condition” (Chiwengo, 2008, p. 90).  The
dissemination of seemingly identical stories therefore not only promotes stereotypes
about African female victimhood but it also mutes women’s individual voices.  This has
denied survivors of rape agency, limited our ability to see them as active agents rather
than as victims, and thereby maintained their exclusion from peacebuilding processes.

5.5 Silencing of Others

Finally, one of the contradictory benefits of sharing women’s stories is that while
we may be helping those whose stories we listen to, we are simultaneously silencing
others.  While I already discussed the notion of silence in Chapter 4, I focused on the
ways in which trauma and hegemonic cultural narratives silence the voices of women in
general.  However, it is important to note that the promotion of a certain kind of female
narrative, like the one described in the previous section, also silences the voices of
certain kinds of women.  While reading survivors’ stories from Congo, I thought to
myself, “Why are there no stories from female soldiers?  Or from women who support
the conflict?  Or from any female that does not desire a heterosexual, monogamous
marriage?”  Although the number of such women in Congo is probably significantly less
than the number of women who are married with children, I find it remarkable that I
was not able to find even one narrative that deviated from ‘the norm’ (i.e. victimized,
heterosexual, passive female/mother).  Yuval-Davis (2006, p. 195-9) highlights how the
homogenization of women’s experiences works to the benefit of some and the detriment
of others.  She notes:

Such narratives often reflect hegemonic discourses of identity politics that render
invisible experiences of the more marginal members of that specific social
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category and construct a homogenized ‘right way’ to be its member…Categorical
attributes are often used for the construction of inclusionary/exclusionary
boundaries that differentiate between self and ‘other,’ determining what is
‘normal’ or what is not, who is entitled to certain resources and who is not.

By promoting only a certain kind of female narrative from women in Congo, women
who do not fit the ‘proper’ role of wife or mother are further marginalized, which can
have terribly detrimental or even deadly effects as the needs of all women and girls in
Congo have been severely neglected.  To value certain women’s experiences over others
equally has the capacity to disregard women’s suffering, exclude some women from
access to resources or assistance, and intensify their trauma and societal exclusion.

Conclusion

The links between narratives and social change are complicated.  Peace and reconciliation
are possible when stories are compelling and the audience is alert, empathetic, and moved
to action.  Ending conflict is not an impossible dream as long as stories that reflect both
the realities of war and the possibilities of peace continue to be heard.

(Reviere, 2007, p.5)

As I have hoped to show over the course of this paper, the systematic use of rape
as a weapon of war in Congo has caused unparalleled horror, unspeakable pain, and
unfathomable trauma to its survivors.  The consequences of this conflict on Congo’s
political and social economy are simply immeasurable and the devastating effects of the
war will haunt its population for countless years to come.  Sexual violence in the DRC
has destroyed entire communities and families and caused thousands of women to
suffer alone for fear of the rejection and stigma that comes with telling their stories.  The
stifling of women’s voices in Congo and the suppression of their narratives has in many
ways allowed this conflict and the mass raping of women to persist by creating a culture
of silence and impunity that sanctions the destruction of Congo’s female population.
While I hope I have adequately exposed the dangers posed by the voicing of trauma and
the sharing of women’s stories, I still maintain that narration can play an incredibly
important role in reconciling relations, mending deeply emotional wounds, and
promoting the personal and communal healing that is fundamental to establishing
meaningful, sustainable peace.  Storytelling both “facilitate[s] the empowerment of those
affected and help[s] to identify and assess needs and human rights violations” (Hoole,
2007, p. 30) that have been committed during conflict.  By illustrating women’s
extraordinary resilience and the courage with which they have responded to and spoken
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out against sexual violence, narratives from women in Congo have undeniably shown
that females subjected to rape there are anything but victims.  Their stories of suffering
and survival not only demonstrate the immense moral capacity of the human spirit to
withstand the most unbearable pain in the most oppressing of circumstances but, like a
phoenix rising up from the ash, they also prove the ceaseless determination of female
survivors to rebuild their lives and their war-torn communities.  The telling of women’s
narratives is thus an essential element for building peace and reconciling the broken
relations that have mired Congo in conflict for the past thirteen years.  As I would like to
end on an optimistic note, I conclude with the following quotation from Reviere (2007,
p.5):

Many stories reveal women as victims…but hearing only narratives of pain and
suffering can lead to feelings of despair and powerlessness.  It is critical that
stories of survival, success, and concrete solutions in the face of profound
problems are also shared.  Stories of women who become heroes under
impossible circumstances can uplift and inspire.  In addition, if we define
ourselves by our problems and our oppressors rather than by our strengths, we
lose hope, and chances for change fade.  If we only think of women in the context
of war, we lose the vision of peace.
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