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ABSTRACT

In conflict zones, women and girls are frequently the most vulnerable and suffer the most harm.
Their precarious position makes them easy target for heinous human rights violations such as rape
and torture. Women survivors of these atrocities often must live with vivid and horrifying
memories of rape, war, and death for the rest of their lives. This was the case for women who
survived the Gukurahundi massacres in Zimbabwe’s Matabeleland and Midlands areas, where the
Fifth Brigade army committed grave human rights violations. The violence that happened between
1983 and 1987 left communities wounded and destabilised. Understanding women’s traumatic
experiences in the context of their surroundings is crucial for understanding how they process,
recall, and deal with traumatic experiences. Furthermore, women’s experiences of trauma
constitute an important starting point for understanding their lived reality. The goal of this study
was to document women’s accounts of the Gukurahundi massacres as well as to examine how they
remember and cope with their traumatic past. This study also looked into how women express
spirituality and construct meaning in the aftermath of the atrocities. The findings reveal that sexual
violence trauma memories are highly detailed and enduring, even over long periods of time.
Survivors recall their rape experiences clearly and in great detail, and their memories have shaped
their current worldview. The personal experiences that women relate in this study include not just
a history of what happened during Gukurahundi, but also the ongoing suffering and pain that they
continue to endure in the present. Despite a possible Christian background, the women make no
mention of their Christian faith and instead rely on their African traditional beliefs to construct and
find meaning for their trauma. as a result, the chain of events and their repercussions are understood
from a cultural standpoint.



Chapter 1

1.1 Background

The Matabeleland and Midlands regions in Zimbabwe have a long history of violence, which has
left a legacy of pain and trauma. The experiences and past memories of this region have thus been
powerfully shaped by violence. Communities were severely scarred and destabilised by the
violence of Gukurahundi, which occurred between 1983 to 1987. Gukurahundi is a Shona word
which means the early rain which wash away the chaff before the spring rains. Following
Mugabe’s ascension to power in 1980, his administration was constantly threatened by dissidents®.
In 1983, the Government deployed a military unit called the Fifth Brigade, a North Korean trained
army to the Matabeleland and Midlands provinces to supposedly deal with dissident activities. The
Fifth Brigade was unique from all other Zimbabwean army units as it directly subordinated to the
Prime Minister’s office and not coordinated into the typical armed force structures. This army unit
was responsible for killings, mass detentions, disappearances, torture, rape, and other gross human
rights violations committed against civilians in this region. When the violence ended in 1987, at
least 20 000 Ndebele people had been murdered. ZANU PF mostly recruited from the Shona
majority, whilst ZAPU had a large support base among the minority Ndebele. Some scholars
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2012 and Ngwenya 2014) believe that Gukurahundi was a political strategy by
Mugabe to create a one-party state. He sought to weaken and destroy the main opposition party

ZAPU, led by his opponent Joshua Nkomo and its support base. The Matabeleland and Midlands

! Dissidents were disgruntled ex ZIPRA the military wing of ZAPU. It also comprised of a group of dissidents called
Super ZAPU which was trained and funded by South Africa



regions were Nkomo’s strong support bases. The violence ended in 1987 when the Unity Accord

was signed, leading to the proclamation of 22 December as the Unity Day in Zimbabwe.

This violence to date remains a dark chapter in the Matabeleland and Midlands regions. 38 years
after The Gukurahundi massacres, this issue is far from being closed. According to Rwafa (2012:
323), “Zimbabwe is confronted with painful past events due to the past's unresolved legacies”.
Rwafa perceives the country as a “wounded nation where surviving victims of Gukurahundi are
still simmering with anger, resentment, and frustration”. The Gukurahundi violence left people
with both emotional and physical scars. As one of them said, “This wound is huge, and deep...the
liberation war was painful, but it had a purpose... The war that followed was much worse. It was
fearful, unforgettable, and unacknowledged” (CCJP 2007: 96). One would assume that after such
a traumatic event the nation would have undertaken a healing process to deal with devastating
effects of the violence. Unfortunately, the Government has done nothing tangible in terms of
publicly acknowledging the atrocities. For many years, the Government refused to acknowledge
the Gukurahundi atrocities and criminalised any talk of it. President Mugabe dismissed it as a
moment of madness, downplaying its effects on the victims. Gukurahundi was more than a
“moment of madness” as President Mugabe would have us believe. Gukurahundi remains a period
of conflict that has been neglected for a long time causing public outcry every time it is brought
up. The Mnangagwa administration opened space in 2018 for people to engage on the issue.
However, his position has been questioned by many civic society activists as insincere, and a
means to gain support in the Matabeleland region. In a meeting with Mnangagwa in Bulawayo,

civic society organizations operating under the Matabeleland Collective banner? told President

2 The Matabeleland collective is a network of Civil Society Organizations and Churches based in Bulawayo,
Matabeleland region
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Emmerson Mnangagwa that people in the region did not believe he was sincere in addressing the
Gukurahundi issue (Sithole 2020)3. This sentiment is also shared by Prof Welshman Ncube who
believes that Emmerson Mnangagwa lacks sincerity to resolve the controversial Gukurahundi issue

(Matendere 2020)*.

Various Gukurahundi scholars (Eppel 2006, Ndlovu 2009, Motsi 2010, Ngwenya 2014 et al.) have
stated that Gukurahundi victims are psychologically and spiritually wounded. This is because,
trauma alters people’s view of the environment by “creating a screen for experiences and
perceptions associated with potential spiritual events” (Farley 2007: 3). To cope with the aftermath
of Gukurahundi, people have adopted a variety of methods, including drunkenness, traditional

rites, and a fervent belief in God (Ndlovu 2009: 237).

In rural Matabeleland, spirituality and community are at the heart of life, and Eppel (2006) argues
that Gukurahundi is a spiritual issue that tore into the core fabric of the affected communities.
According to Shari Eppel® many people in Matabeleland believe the region is haunted by the
“angry dead,” who were buried in the wrong place and did not have the proper rituals performed
at the time of their murder and burial. “People say these angry dead are the ones who make bad

things happen in the family and the community, to keep reminding them: I am in the wrong place,

3Sithole, P. 2020. Mnangagwa not sincere: Gukurahundi victims, Newsday newspaper 15 February.
https://www.newsday.co.zw/2020/02/mnangagwa-not-sincere-gukurahundi-victims/

4 In an exclusive interview with Southern Eye, Prof Welshman Ncube, a constitutional lawyer, and politician, said
Mnangagwa had so far not shown seriousness in resolving the issue despite his public stunts on the issue. Ncube
was part of the Catholic Commission for Peace and Justice, which documented the Gukurahundi
atrocities. https://bulawayo24.com/index-id-news-sc-national-byo-191550.html

5 Healing the dead (A documentary on Gukurahundi Genocide Exhumations). https://youtu.be/5PutviwpOoo
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| need to come home”. This spiritual aspect is also highlighted by Ndlovu (2009) where survivors
emphasized that they would like Gukurahundi to be addressed culturally as “iGukurahundi idinga
isiko”. Isiko refers to culture or tradition, denoting that victims favour cultural approaches to
addressing the problem. With respect to Gukurahundi, Werbner (1991:187) notes that there was a
rise of sangomas (spiritual healers) to deal with the spiritual legacies of the violent episode. As

Eppel puts it, in order to “heal the living there is need to heal the dead”.

Zimbabwe is a Christian country, and most rural people follow African traditional religions,
Christianity, or a combination of the two. As the Gukurahundi occurred among religious mission
schools and hospitals, the Church is an intrinsic aspect of Gukurahundi memory. Second,
Gukurahundi victims belong to various religious organisations and faiths, which is likely to
influence how they respond to their traumatic past. According to a study by Ndlovu (2009) , formal
and informal religious worldviews and dispensations were cited by almost everyone as the cause
for their continued survival in the aftermath of Gukurahundi (2009: 202). One female survivor in
Ndlovu’s study says, “I gave myself over to faith and told myself that God allowed whatever
happened to happen. It is in the past ... and I should look to the future. That is how I understand
the occurrence, and that is how | continue to live amidst the trauma”. The participant claims that
her faith in Christ has helped her heal from her trauma, albeit it is still a work in progress (Ndlovvu

2009: 217).

Culture and spiritual dimensions are connected in Zimbabwe, as they are in many other Southern
African countries, and this applies to practitioners of both traditional and Christian faiths. As a
result, any meaningful and effective recovery programme will need to address these factors in

some way. The mixture of Christian and Ndebele traditional religion in dealing with the dead and
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disappeared in the wake of Gukurahundi is a key aspect of the social and cultural dynamic.
Religion and spirituality are commonly mentioned in discussions about post-traumatic healing and
how people interpret crises, the coping mechanisms they use, and the short and long-term trauma

impacts.

According to Heal Zimbabwe® (2015), the salient point is that the victims of the Gukurahundi era
are in dire need of trauma healing, reparations, and counseling. The “beginning of healing would
enhance the possibility of reconciliation, while the beginning of reconciliation would further the
possibility of healing” (Staub et al. 2005: 302). Drawing from South Africa and to a certain extent
Rwanda, we learn the importance of reconciliation after conflict. The process did not only reveal
human rights abuses committed but also served as a healing tool to relate stories and experiences,
to address acts of remorse, forgiveness, and reparation. The primary goal of reconciliation is to
rebuild and unify a scarred nation by restoring broken relationships, ensuring healing and
sustainable peace. This process of reconciliation includes acknowledgment of guilt and reparation
as well as providing a platform for survivors to share their experiences. According to Hamber, the
traumatic experience is not the only issue that must be addressed. When deciding on a healing
plan, it is vital to consider how the individual or his or her community understands the experience.
This is due to the fact that different violent political acts can have diverse cultural meanings and
consequences (Hamber 2003: 78). That is to say, the cultural context, beliefs, and practises
influence how a community or individual reacts to or is influenced by a specific act of violence.
Reconciliation is a much more significant step, with deep spiritual roots. However, this has not yet

happened in the communities that were affected by the Gukurahundi violence.

5 Heal Zimbabwe Trust (HZT) is a Zimbabwean NGO established in 2009 whose mandate is to prevent and

transform conflicts through social justice and human rights protection.
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As the primary victims, women were left with little community support, profound physical, and
psychological trauma. The “traumas women experience exceed the scars written on their bodies
and their minds by the violence that they witnessed, and the violence afflicted on them” (Gobodo-
Madikizela et al. 2014: 88). According, to The Standard Newspaper (Maphosa 2019), during an
all-female meeting conducted by the National Peace and Reconciliation Commission (NPRC) in
Entumbane high-density suburb in Bulawayo, some women reportedly wept while narrating their
horrendous Gukurahundi experiences to the NPRC. This emotional response perhaps indicates the
immense suffering these communities continue to suffer decades after the Gukurahundi violence
ended. As Cole (2004: 87) notes, “not only is pain social, but it is also historically constituted and
expressed so that painful symptoms can, in some cases, be read as a kind of archive of historical

memories.”

Vambe (2014: 295) states that the legacy of Gukurahundi still lives on as people have not forgotten
the pain of their trauma and the atrocities of the past are still very raw to them. Musanhu, an NPRC
commissioner, said “listening to survivors’ testimonies was heart-rending. The stories that women
told were heart-rending and very emotional; no one deserves to go through what some women
went through during the Gukurahundi era”’. Musanhu emphasized the need to create gender
sensitive structures for the women to tell their stories and hear women’s experiences of

Gukurahundi.

7 Quoted in The Standard Newspaper
https://www.thestandard.co.zw/2019/08/04/gukurahundi-victims-narrate-harrowing-tales/
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Women’s multiple conflict experiences tend to be ignored or not highlighted in detail, especially
in the post conflict situation. “African women typically have to negotiate their claims to their own,
authentic voice and history, within and between two systems of pernicious and homogenizing
generalization which both render them invisible, voiceless and outside of history” (Du Toit 2008:
419). While 1 am conscious of various studies done on Gukurahundi with references to women
made, | am not aware of any study that has zeroed in on women’s experiences; hence there is room

for a study on women during and after Gukurahundi.

To expose the truth about the Gukurahundi massacres, the Legal Resources Foundation and the
Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace (CCJP) produced a report entitled “Breaking the
Silence, Building True Peace” in 1997. The CCJP report is the only authoritative and
comprehensive report that extensively documented the Gukurahundi atrocities. The report
compiled statements from victims and other key informants during the Gukurahundi era. The
report was an endevour by civil society to expose the events in the early 1980s. In a previous study,
a gender analysis of the report that | conducted revealed some shortcomings and gaps in the
academic literature on Gukurahundi. The research findings revealed the widespread, systematic
use of rape against women and the brutality of the violence perpetrated during that time. Though
the report was comprehensive, exposing the brutality of violence, the principle of gender equality
was naively spelled out as women are reported as extensions of men. Women’s experiences are
included in the report but not in detail as they are included based on merely being victims.
Furthermore, there is no gender-disaggregated data in the CCJP report, which examines how the
violence-affected men and women differently. Moreover, one cannot overlook the fact that the

CCJP report was compiled at a time when gender issues were not common in Zimbabwe. Issues
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of gender in the country at the time were generally a new phenomenon, and the treatment of gender
issues was not a priority. The Zimbabwe National Gender Policy (2004: 1), described the country

as a “highly unequal society” in terms of gender equality.

It is against this background that this research seeks to emphasize the enduring legacy of the
Gukurahundi violence among women survivors, how it affects the memories of a certain number
of women. “Women’s stories reveal gaps and contradictions in available information. By talking

about themselves, they insert themselves into the discourse” (Brown 2013:7).

Various non-governmental and civic society organizations like Habakkuk Trust and The Center
for Innovation and Technology have, over the years, sought to break the silence on Gukurahundi
by documenting victims’ testimonies. In the African context, the narratives of surviving victims
on how they move on with their lives in the wake of such tragedies are invaluable. | approach the
Gukurahundi violence from a gender perspective by employing a feminist lens to document and
understand women’s experiences. Men have done much of the academic research on Gukurahundi.
This study’s significance is that it exclusively brings to the forefront the experiences of women
during and after Gukurahundi by inserting women’s voices into the academic. | attempt to bring
the women from the margins to the center and to hear their subjugated stories by developing a
body of knowledge and scholarship of women’s lived experiences to understand what and how
they remember as well as how they express spirituality in their narratives. Notably, feminist
therapy values the trauma survivors’ cultural context as culture conditions how a person responds
and processes trauma. It also understands that spirituality can either be a stumbling block or a
resilience factor in trauma recovery. “Feminist standpoint epistemology challenges us to examine

society through women’s eyes critically. What do women's experiences teach us about how society
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functions as a whole? Do women's experiences and the knowledge gleaned from these experiences
offer us unique perspectives and insights into the world around us?” (Brooks 2011: 57). Baker
(1998: 1-2) raises valuable questions about historical narratives: How do we hear and write
women’s voices, and what happens when we try? In examining women’s experiences , it is
imperative to ask guiding questions as raised by Brooks and Baker. Overall, studies of women’s
circumstances require a gender perspective to guide the examination of gender power relations

that may be harmful to women’s health. This research will, therefore, be guided by these questions.

1.2 Motivation for research

The motivation for this research was driven by personal experiences of working with various non-
governmental organizations in the Matabeleland region. On the job, experience involved frequent
field visits and interaction with communities affected by Gukurahundi. It revealed that the issue
of Gukurahundi is still raw at an intense level decades after the violence ended. A case in point is
a lady who shared her story during a trauma healing workshop in 2009. She narrated how memories
of witnessing her husband’s painful death continue to haunt her. She wailed out of control as she
narrated her story and how particular objects, and smells give her flashbacks of the horror she
experienced. This kind of response seems to be the norm in Matabeleland as many people have
not been afforded the opportunity to deal with painful memories and past traumas. In relation to
this study, | am both an ‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’ of Malawian descent. However, by virtue of
being born and raised in Matabeleland, I carry the wounds of the society that | was raised in and

empathise with the victims of Gukurahundi.
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1.3 Key research gquestion
The key research question is how women Gukurahundi survivors, supported by the Habakkuk
Trust and The Center for Innovation and Technology (CITE), recall, share and deal with their

experiences of trauma.

1.4 Research sub question

The main research question can be divided in the following sub questions: The first sub question
is what are the experiences of women survivors of Gukurahundi supported by the Habakkuk Trust
and CITE; The second sub-question focuses on how women survivors of Gukurahundi remember
and express their traumatic experiences. The last sub-question seeks to uncover how the women
articulate spirituality and how it helps them cope with their traumatic past. These questions will

thus guide the research.

1.5 Objectives

The objective of this study is to document the experiences of the women survivors supported by
the Habakkuk Trust and CITE; to analyze the women's narratives; to understand how they deal
with their traumatic experiences and to explore how spirituality is articulated by the women

survivors of Gukurahundi.

1.6 Methodology

Given the restrictions that the UKZN Research Office imposed on researchers to protect research
participants from Covid and the impossibility to travel, the research, which was originally intended

to rely on fieldwork, is largely based on Internet sources, particularly the first three chapters. As
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mentioned in the Declaration on Plagiarism on p.2 and in consultation with the supervisor, | made
a conscious effort to quote sources as diligently and meticulously as possible. This study is a
desktop research that will utilize Internet sources and two documentary footages on Gukurahundi

as relevant data sources.

According to Karlin & Johnson (2011: 1), “new media has not only opened up new avenues for
communicating with audiences, but they have also created new opportunities for data collection
and analysis”. Documentaries provide social change through storytelling and can be an invaluable
source of data. They serve as a powerful medium for research knowledge mobilization. Since the
Gukurahundi, “there has been a culture of denialism among ZANU PF officials” (Rwafa 2012:
319). Various non-governmental and civic society organizations have taken the lead in seeking the
truth, acknowledging that the events occurred and assisting victims in various capacities. These
organizations have produced various documentaries on Gukurahundi to open up debate on the

issue and the injustices perpetrated.

In this study, I rely on two documentaries conducted by two organizations, namely Habakkuk
Trust and The Center for Innovation and Technology (CITE). These two documentaries were
chosen because they both focus on women’s experiences during and after Gukurahundi. Second,
as previously stated, due to Covid limits, | was unable to undertake fieldwork; as a result, | chose
these two documentaries because they were recent recordings produced in 2020. The two
documentaries were accessed via YouTube, which is a public domain on the internet. The
documentaries share victims’ experiences from Lupane, Tsholotsho, and Matobo in the

Matabeleland region during and after Gukurahundi. The survivor’s perceptions represented in the
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documentaries will offer a window through which it is possible to understand the phenomenon
under study. The documentary by Habakkuk Trust entitled ‘Untold stories of women’ captures
women’s stories of rape and torture. This documentary has five women sharing their testimonies
during and after Gukurahundi. Habakkuk Trust is a Christian organisation based in Bulawayo,
Zimbabwe that was created in 2000 by a group of Church leaders and concerned individuals. The
organisation’s goal is advocacy, research, and information dissemination, as well as capacity
building in the Matabeleland region. The documentary’s focus, according to the executive director
of Habakkuk trust, Dumisani Ngwenya® was to reveal effects of Gukurahundi on women and have

a body of documented knowledge to guide future truth recovery efforts.

The second documentary by Centre for Innovation and Technology (CITE), entitled ‘I want my
virginity back’ which involves 17 women captures women’s rape testimonies. The documentary
focuses on the victims’ plea for acknowledgement, healing, and rehabilitation. The 50-minute
documentary was shot in a variety of places throughout Matabeleland, particularly in communities
severely devastated by Gukurahundi, such as Matopo, Kezi, Lupane, Nkayi, and Tsholotsho. CITE
is a non-governmental organisation established in 2015 with the mission to create space for

creativity and promote “artivism” which is the creative fusion of art and activism for social change®

According to CITE director Zenzele Ndebele, the documentary’s goal was to create public
awareness about the Gukurahundi crisis. The documentary was the finale of CITE's first virtual
Asakhe Film Festival, which took place from October 9 to October 30, 2020. The Film Festival

aimed at highlighting the importance of transitional justice using film and testimonies from the

8 https://www.pressreader.com/zimbabwe/newsday-zimbabwe/20200813/281788516418049
% https://cite.org.zw/
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survivors. In an interview with Newsday (2020), Ndebele explains that the title ‘I want my
virginity back’ was decided after a thorough assessment of the stories of the participants. Some

women indicated that they want their virginity restored, which is how the title came about.°.

In both documentaries some of the women’s faces are blurred to conceal their identity. Both
documentaries were released in 2020, hence they are able to expose the women’s past experiences
and their enduring legacy of the trauma. The documentaries use voice-overs, flashbacks, music,

and images to drive its narrative ahead.

According to memory scholars such as Wood & Hammons (2012: 80), “the nature of memory is
subjective”, and credibility is achieved through the use of multiple stories together with other kinds
of research to balance conflicting memories and interpretation. Therefore, secondary data will also
be consulted to validate information, fill in the gaps in the information given, and analyze data. |
will rely on methodological triangulation, which involves using multiple data sources and
approach to researching a question. According to Heale & Forbes (2013: 1), the objective of
triangulation is to increase credibility and validity in the findings through “the confirmation of a
proposition using two or more independent measures” as a means to add richness and depth to a
research inquiry. Data collection will involve extensive reading and analyzing a vast collection of
existing documents on the secondary sources, published books, and academic articles will be
consulted. The most authoritative text on the Gukurahundi atrocities, “Breaking the Silence,
Building True Peace: A Report on the Disturbances in Matabeleland and the Midlands in 1980 to

19887, will be consulted. Various academic scholars refer to this report for historical background

10 https://www.newsday.co.zw/2020/11/cite-launches-i-want-my-virginity-back/
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and testimonies. This provides evidence of archival material, interviews, media reports, legal
records of clients, human rights reports, case files, academic research, medical records, photos,
and evidence of exhumed bodies. The photographs show us the brutality of the atrocities
committed during that time and enrich the readers’ understanding. Since this study will entail an

in-depth study of the aforementioned sources, it will be qualitative research.

1.7 Theoretical framework
Feminist standpoint theory “From margins to center”

1.7 a) Introduction

The feminist ideology is founded on the intrinsic belief that women suffer injustice because of
their sex; hence their varied contexts must be the locus of feminist analyses. It is a feminist
worldview that provides for a new way of understanding the problem by drawing on the
experiences and insights of women as a marginalised and oppressed minority. Feminist research
generates knowledge by drawing on women’s experience of living in a highly inequal society
where women are subordinate to men. Moreover, feminist research “generates its problematics
from the perspective of women’s experiences and uses these experiences as significant indicators
of the ‘realities’ against which hypotheses explain women’s lives in a manner that may be tested
and yield existential and phenomenological significance” (Chege 2010: 106). The outcome is a
richer, diverse understanding of the unique views of different women leading to empowerment

and improved social policies.

As previously mentioned, this study seeks to bring women survivors’ experiences of Gukurahundi
to the forefront and in academic discourse. Such research requires a framework that embodies
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women’s experience by applying a feminist lens to view the women’s stories and analyze them.
According to Harding (1987: 7), women should be allowed to share their experiences, in their own
terms and their voices in the best way they know-how as their reality is embedded in their
experiences. In turn, feminist scholars should understand women’s lived realities as portrayed by
their stories paying particular attention to what is said and what is not said. Their silences are not
underestimated (what they say by their silences) as they form part of the analysis. “Feminist
theories are the most significant theories used for analyzing women and men’s status in society
while trying to bring a change to women’s subordination caused and reinforced by gender
inequalities in patriarchal societies” (Diop 2017: 4 ). Therefore, this research was conducted with

this in mind in the broad context of the Feminist Standpoint Theory.

“It its initial formulation, feminist standpoint theory followed classical Marxism in grounding
ideology critique in a theory of objective truth and in drawing political prescriptions from a theory
of the objective interests of women” (Hawkesworth 1999: 135). A new wave of the feminist
movement emerged in the late 1960s due to feminist consciousness both inside and outside
academia. Women’s increasing awareness arose from their recognition of disparities in the
exclusion of their voices and experiences in a variety of settings. In academia, their own life
experiences contradicted with their research studies and theoretical frameworks they were
learning. The fact that women’s voices and experiences were insufficiently researched highlighted
the prevailing social inequalities. This saw the emergence of the Feminist Standpoint Theory and
debates around it. This theoretical perspective argues that knowledge stems from a social position
and suggests that research has ignored and marginalized women’s unique experiences. By making

women’s experiences the point of entry for research and scholarship, feminist standpoint scholars
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begin to fill in the gaps and exposing the rich array of new knowledge within women’s

experiences.

1.7 b) What is a standpoint?

“A standpoint emerges from, but is not reducible to, the individual actors' specific experiences
sharing a social position” (Steckle 2018: 39). Standpoints explain in-depth the given conditions of
the lives of people in marginalized or subordinate social groups and are not to be understood as
merely different views of the same object or entity. To achieve in-depth descriptions of people’s
social position, “standpoints thereby seek to create new conceptual and discursive tools, thus
creating new forms of expression and knowledge that allow for articulating those conditions in
ways that are not distorted by the ruling androcentric conceptual system” (Steckle 2018: 38-39).
A standpoint is not simply a perspective occupied simply by the fact of being a woman. It is a
perspective that values and emanates from one’s socio-historical position as a starting point.
“Standpoints, therefore, theorize from and derive their epistemic privilege from the gap in the
everyday lives and experiences of subordinate groups. So too does the focus on gender itself:
gender appears, emerges, as a phenomenon, we can all see only from the perspective of women's

lives.” (Harding 1991: 68).

Our social reality experiences are highly likely to be conditioned, shaped by the dominant ways of
thinking and life forms regardless of whether we are located in a priviledged or subordinate
positions. Standpoints enable one to introspect and see their own beliefs and practices with new
eyes. Privileged groups have the opportunity to “critically evaluate the ignorance routinely
generated by positions of social privilege by seeing things that might otherwise have been
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invisible” (Steckle 2018:41). It is through this introspect that those in positions of social privilege
can learn a great deal about themselves by allowing their thought to be informed by standpoints’
accounts. This is the position that | take, to critically analyse the voices and experiences of women
with an open mind so as to see what might otherwise have been invisible. We see from below by
educating ourselves about women’s struggles, looking at our ignorance, and discovering the many
assumptions that have guided us. As an African female scholar, | approach this research from a
Zimbabwean woman’s standpoint. Baker (1998: 1-2) raises valuable questions about historical
narratives: How do we hear and write women’s voices, and what happens when we try? Therefore,
| choose to examine women’s narratives with new eyes and hear their stories with empathy. Also,
as a black African, I understand that African spirituality touches on, and informs every facet of our
lives as Zimbabweans, hence | closely examine the spiritual constructions of Gukurahundi as

articulated by women survivors.

1.7 c) Feminist Standpoint theory as an analytical tool

Imre Lakatos (1970:132) “defined an analytical tool as a heuristic device that illuminates an area
of inquiry, framing a set of questions for investigation, identifying puzzles or problems in need of
exploration or clarification, and providing concepts and hypotheses to guide research”. The
feminist standpoint theory works towards valuing objectivity as a goal of inquiry, while at the
same time accommodating, analysing, and understanding the position of women in relation to their
social location, power, and unique experiences. It stands on the notion that marginalized
individuals® perspectives can help create a more objective account of the world. Feminist
standpoint theorists have introduced conceptions of “situated knowledges” (Haraway, 1991),

“subjugated knowledges” (Collins, 1990), and “strong objectivity” (Harding, 1991) in a bid to
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account for the multiplicity and diversity of women’s perspectives and experiences without
succumbing to relativism. All the concepts mentioned above value objectivity and are all premised
on the thought that women’s experiences are multi-faceted based on their position, locality, and
context. Feminist standpoint theorists build on each other’s work, hence the common goal of
advancing epistemologies of women’s experiences and to redress women’s historical
misrepresentation and exclusion from hegemonic knowledge canons. Postmodern feminists advise
feminists to be wary not to totalise and exclude when speaking for and about women. To rectify
these exclusion and misrepresentation problems, “a more diverse range of human experiences first
needs to be consulted and integrated into a scientific practice for a more situated and contextual

form of knowledge, rather than a universal truth” (Steckle 2018: 2).

A feminist standpoint theory thereby makes women’s experiences the starting point whereby
knowledge is constructed from women’s concrete life experiences. “By making women’s concrete
life experiences the primary source of our investigations can we then construct knowledge that
accurately reflects and represents women” (Brooks 2011:56). As Collins (1990: 209) puts it,
women’s concrete experiences should always guide the research process and provide the ultimate

“criterion for credibility”.

In conducting feminist research and beginning the analysis process, one has to provide a baseline
of inquiry by questioning the motives and interests that are served by the construction and
development of the knowledge. Such research then infuses a gender approach to ensure that
women are consulted, and their voices heard in the process. One can therefore think and theorise

about how the social world works from the perspectives of those systematically assigned socially
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subordinate locations. Therefore, the feminist standpoint theory calls for objectivity to better
understand and respond to marginalized and neglected social groups interests, questions, and
concerns. As an analytical tool, feminist standpoint theory proposes a way of gathering data for
analysis that surmises multiplicity and complexity. Researchers must consider competing accounts
of the same phenomenon where multiple views have been collected allowing for plurality and

diversity creating a clearer picture of women’s lived experiences (Hawkesworth 1999: 150).

The feminist theory helps to illuminate the forms in which women’s lives and personal narratives
are constructed. It provides a lens through which to view life stories refracted from different angles,
highlighting how women’s experiences are multi-faceted. “Standpoint theory can be fruitfully
adopted as an analytical tool that illuminates an area of inquiry, framing a set of questions for
investigation, identifying puzzles or problems in need of exploration or clarification, and providing
concepts and hypotheses to guide research” (Hawkesworth 1999: 132). Oksala (2016: 392)
suggests, “feminist theory must retrieve experience” to allow for new depictions of reality. The
argument raised by Oksala is that experience cannot be merely reduced to theories of social
construction and that “the evidence of experience crucially makes collective political action
possible by allowing us to not only identify with other people but to dis-identify from the

singularity of our position by connecting our experiences to others”.

The feminist standpoint theory argues that all knowledge is socially situated. There is “neither
universal womanhood or femininity”, as these are constructed based on women’s varied social
contexts, experiences, desires, and interests, which are subject to change. Therefore, it explores

interconnections between diversity issues and to empower women socially, economically, and
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politically (DeVault & Gross 2012; Hesse-Biber, 2012). Brown emphasizes that “women's
experience is thoroughly constructed, historically, and culturally varied, and interpreted without
end” (Brown 1995: 41). This account argues that the feminist standpoint theory, as a critical
approach, “needs not to imply representationalism or relativism” as women are not one group of
people with the same backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives. Their oppression varies by
culture, religion, color, economic level, and educational attainment. Furthermore, African women
have a different starting point as gender construction in Africa intersects with the socio-cultural
and historical backgrounds. African women are victims of racism, neo-colonialism, culture,
religion, socio-economic mechanisms of operation, and dictatorial or corrupt systems, in addition
to sexism and patriarchal social systems. In addition, “they have unique experiences in addition to

the shared sources of oppression” (Bayu 2019: 55).

Proponents of the feminist standpoint theory argue “that we do not live in a unified, common
world”, hence seeks to deconstruct the concept of the universal woman and avoid ethnocentric bias
or essentialism. In exploring the constructions of gender inequality, we recognize that each
woman’s life story differs (Goel 2017: 4). The notion of totalising grand narratives or a theory of
everything is ruled out under this approach. It rejects portraying women as a cohesive, monolithic
entity against patriarchal social forces and androcentric ways of thinking, as problematic as their
challenges and backgrounds are. Women come from every ethnicity, social class, sexuality, and
culture. As aresult, their experiences, , difficulties, and opinions differ from one another. Concerns
over what could constitute feminist viewpoint “epistemological foundations arose as a result of
the rejection of the universal woman as a fundamental or essential notion” (Steckle 2018:43).

Harding discredits the idea that women's experiences, activities, struggles, or perspectives are all
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the same (Harding 1991: 174). Distinct cultural groupings of women have different kinds of social

experiences or viewpoints, or struggles.

All knowledge is bound by locality and is contextual considering the influence of social context.
The idea that all knowledge is enabled or limited by social context including “knowledge generated
by standpoints”, is “situated knowledge” a term initially coined by feminist philosopher Donna
Haraway (1988). As a result, every social position both allows and restricts what researchers can
learn about the subject of their inquiry. In this regard Harding (1991: 211) claims “that one can
argue for the scientific and epistemological advantage of starting from the lives of those who have
been devalued, neglected, excluded from the center of the social order; who provide perspectives
from the other side of racial struggles; which enable a different perspective, one from everyday
life; which in some cases provide outsider within perspectives.” Harding and other feminists
contend that in order to replace the traditional topics of knowledge, new models of knowledge are
required. As a result, feminist viewpoint theory aligns with “current approaches to epistemologies
of ignorance”. They articulate and give voice to the things that are ignored by the “dominant

knowledge systems” (Steckle 2018: 9.)

The feminist viewpoint theory is dedicated to uplifting women, but it also requires critical analysis
of society, culture, and ideology. It is a theory of knowledge formation as well as a way of
conducting research and a call to political action (Brooks 2011: 54). The feminist perspective
pushes us to view and comprehend the world through the eyes and experiences of oppressed
women, and to use oppressed women’s knowledge to spearhead social change. Marginalized

groups are placed in positions that allow them to ask new questions and propose new answers to
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problems that have been neglected, suppressed, or explained away in the past. Women as a
marginalized group are seeking to establish more favorable conditions for gender equality and
justice. Feminist standpoint scholars encourage us to study society through the lens of use
women’s experiences. A feminist perspective is a mode of seeing the world, a point of view on
social reality, that is based on and formed directly from the experiences of women. The next step

is to put what we have learned from women’s experiences into practice.

1.7 d) African feminism as a branch of standpoint theory

Under the umbrella of postcolonial feminism, African feminism can also be considered as a
branching feminist standpoint ideology as it considers context and positionality of women. African
feminists (Oyewumi 2003, Coetzee 2017, Bergman 2016, Diop 2017, Bayu 2019 et al. ) contend
that African women’s bodies are inextricably linked to their cultural surroundings. They claim that
mainstream Western feminism failed to recognise the diverse races, socioeconomic places, cultural
aspects, conditions, and multitudes of intersectionality that African women experience. Western
feminism according to Bergman (2016: 8) wields the kind of hegemony that allows them to define
other people’s identities. African feminism therefore contends that western feminism is unsuited
for African women since it views them as oppressed, uneducated, and oppressed. In a nutshell,
western feminism does not regard third-world women as free, unconstrained by their own norms.
Coetzee (2017: 5) emphasises that “the African woman must be aware that she is not only a woman

but also an African and a citizen of the Third World .

The dominant kind of feminism in the West should therefore not be seen as universal. Bergman

(2016:11) claims that Western feminism is too privileged and bourgeois to understand African
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feminist issues and that the solutions to our problems should not come from the West. African
feminism was therefore established to create a form of feminism that acknowledges and considers
the conditions and needs of African women. The phrase African feminism refers to a holistic,
thorough, and culturally appropriate theory that tackles issues affecting black African women and
has come to reflect “the collective nature of African scholars’ distinctive portrayal of their issues
within their own contexts” (Diop 2017: 6). African feminists attempt to adapt its meaning and
application to meet unique African contexts, Sub-Saharan African cultural and traditional identity,

and African tradition preservation.

It is a framework based on tangible experience and struggle (rather than just theory) reflecting
African women’s distinctive portrayal of their struggles within their respective circumstances
whilst addressing cultural concerns and inter-ethnic acculturation, socioeconomic exploitation,
and oppression. The African feminism paradigm is based on African women’s experiences,
hardships, worries, and consciousness throughout the historical period, both colonial and
traditional. African feminist perspective recognises “the importance of social and cultural
circumstances and the social formation of meanings in terms of individual development and how
these meanings affect women’s lives” (Diop 2017:12). As a result, it is pertinent in this context of
examining Gukurahundi women survivors. This framework will enable me to untangle and peel

back the layers of rape's sociocultural-political-religious construction of Gukurahundi atrocities

Second, African feminism acknowledges and emphasises the primary relevance of motherhood
and childrearing which forms the identity of the African woman. In Africa, the position of the
mother is a position of authority itself. Motherhood is empowering and not disempowering as seen
in western feminism (Bergman 2016: 11).
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Lastly, it is a framework that prioritises context, positionality and intersectionality (Coetzee 2017:
7). Intersectionality refers to specific types of oppression that intersect, such as race and gender.
Intersectional paradigms remind us that oppression cannot be reduced to a single type of
oppression and that oppressions interact to produce injustice. The idea of intersectionality is that
“all politics are identity politics” (Cho et al 2013: 800). Cho et al. demonstrate intersectionality as
a legal analytical tool in a variety of cases including injuries to women in minority population.
Intersectionality, according to Cho et al., is a dynamic approach of analysing multiple axes of
power and inequality. In specific settings such as violence against women, structural
intersectionality defines the “multilayered and routinized forms of control” (Cho et al. 2013: 797).
In order to comprehend and intervene against the social reproduction of power, intersectionality
must be interpreted through its substantive articulation. Positionality on the other hand refers to
how differences in social position and power shape identities and access in society. Misawa (2010:
26) emphasises the fluid and relational qualities of social identity formation by noting that “all
parts of our identities are shaped by socially constructed positions and memberships to which we
belong” and which are embedded in our society. The overlapping patterns of subordination
demonstrate how specific groups of women were made particularly vulnerable to abuse, as well as
to ineffective solutions that failed to consider the structural features of the setting. The rape of
women survivors of Gukurahundi, for example, is an example of how ostensibly specific harms to
women are also harms to the larger community. The rape of Ndebele women as a minority group
was a clear case of power and dominance which needs to be examined. By employing a grounded
praxis approach, positionality and intersectional prisms not only dig and reveal multidimensional
structures of power and dominance, but they also confront the contexts that shape and impact

women.
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1.7 e) African woman's theology

Watson (2003) remarks that the reader, for the feminist theologian, can no longer be gender-
neutral. Therefore, a theological lens will also be employed to analyse how women in this research
interpret and deal with their trauma. In exploring an African woman’s theology, I look towards the
Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians. The Circle of Concerned African Women
Theologians was formed in 1989 in Ghana by African women theologians to tackle issue affecting
African women . The Circle for Concerned African Theologians African women theologians have
been mobilising to make known that women’s issues have been marginalised. African women’s
theology adds another dimension to feminist theory, the importance of culture. For African
women, it is not only gender, race, and class that influence how they are treated, but also cultural
beliefs. Concerns of women’s oppression are linked to racism, economic injustice, and religious
and cultural practices that can be harmful to African women, according to Phiri and Nadar
(2011:83). Maluleke and Nadar describe the relationship between religion, culture, and gender
socialisation as “the unholy trinity”” in underwriting a culture of violence against women (Maluleke
& Nadar 2002:14). Women have different experiences and contexts, hence their experiences of
faith and God come from different contexts, therefore one needs to be sensitivity about this fact
(Adonis 2017:66). Oduyoye (2001:16) explains that African women’s theological reflections
intertwine theology, ethics and spirituality. We must affirm the plurality in the cultural and
theological interpretations of our experiences as people living in the borderlines of religious,
cultural, racial and social plurality. As a women’s theology, the point of departure of African
women’s theology is women’s experiences. After that, there is a reflection on the experiences

identified in the stories. The reflection is from the perspective of the Christian faith.
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Kanyoro (2001:36) reminds us that in the African indigenous thought system, culture and religion
are not distinct from each other. In Africa, Kanyoro teaches that all areas of life are part of culture
and religion. There is, therefore, no part of a person’s life in Africa where culture and religion do
not play a role. It is, therefore, a great threat not to be critical of culture. Cultural practices are at
the core of African culture and, therefore, part of our identity as being African. Kanyoro
(2001:163) emphasises that the task for women theologians from Africa is to find ways to
incorporate discussions on culture in conversations of faith and spirituality so that women find it
safe to speak about issues that harm their well-being and prevent them from flourishing. “Our
stories are a basis for theology”, in speaking about faith, women find their own ways to speak
about God and create symbols, concepts, and models relevant to their context to express their

understanding of their religion (Kanyoro 2002:23).

However, culture is a double-edged sword. In some instances, culture is like the creed of the
community identity. In other instances, culture is the main justification for difference, oppression
and injustice, especially women. At times women’s actions are deeply rooted in patriarchal
socialisation. When women reflect on women of Africa as the custodians of culture, Kanyoro
encourages empathy and understanding. The influence of culture is what women in Africa add to

the feminist discourse.

1.8 Data Analysis

This study will utilize a gender approach in analyzing the data; based on the idea that gender is an
essential variable to understanding the phenomenon under study. As previously mentioned, a
feminist theory will be adopted as a lens to analyze the data. What is important to acknowledge is

that a feminist lens allows us to look at text closely to analyze how women are portrayed. Women’s
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voices become a “central tool in feminist methodology”, as language is also used to analyse the
situation (Chege 2012: 9). Chege goes on to quote Humm (1995), who states that life histories
comprise the analysis of women’s experiences based on oral narratives, resulting in feminist
knowledge. Life narratives become potentially potent in dealing with women’s oppression in many
situations when they reject universalism and focus on individual stories. When assessing data from
feminist gender study, the researcher should consider not just what is the case, but also why it is

the case.

Researchers must create strategies for listening around and beyond words to “recover” certain
aspects of women’s lives. Therefore, a narrative analysis will also be employed to analyse the
women’s stories in the documentary footage. “Narrative analysis is a genre whereby researchers
interpret stories told within the research context and shared in everyday life. Narrative inquiry is
conceived of as both a philosophical/ theoretical approach that orients the researcher to storied
lives, and as a methodological strategy that focuses on using stories as data” (O'Toole 2013: 177).
By focusing on different factors, scholars who undertake this form of analysis come up with a
variety of interpretations and findings that are all equally substantial and important. These aspects
include, but are not limited to, the structure of the story, the functions it fulfills, the story’s content,
and how it is narrated (Parcell & Baker 2018: 1069). Stories are dense with hidden information. It
is necessary to go deeper into the meaning outside of the telling moment in order to acquire a
greater comprehension. The in-depth examination of the participants’ stories reveals both what is
going on and the participants’ interpretations of why it is happening (Feldman et al. 2004:150).

Taken together, both the feminist methodology and narrative analysis, enable approaches that
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enable direct hearing and listening to women’s life stories in considerable detail. This would enable

the researcher to construct a more complete picture of the phenomenon under investigation.

a) Narrative Analysis

Narrative analysis is used in research “where narratives are the object of study” and where
narratives are the tools to explore human memory or experience. When narrators tell a story, they
give “narrative form” to experience (Bamberg 2010: 3). The narrative form can be defined as a
series of events, experiences, or acts with a plot that connects the different elements into a coherent
whole? By examining form, structure, and content, narrative analysts try to figure out why the
story was delivered the way it was and what the storyteller was trying to say. What does he or she
include and what does he or she leave out? (Feldman et al. 2004: 148). This is the approach that |

use in this study to analyse women’s stories of Gukurahundi.

Individuals frequently make sense of the world and their role in it through the use of narratives.
People’s awareness of social and political relationships is distilled and reflected through
storytelling. “As a result, narratives can be argued to seek to explain or normalise what has
happened; they spell out why things are the way they are or have become the way they are”
(Bamberg 2010: 3). This requisite is rooted in the very nature of stories because they frequently
contain multiple interpretations. Narrative analysis is mainly concerned with how meaning is
imbued on experience, particularly human experience in real-life settings. “Examining stories in
terms of their cohesive components” has an impact on how they are told as well as their thematic
and structural makeup (Bamberg 2010:15-16). Thus, narrative analysis is a structured technique

that accounts for how people position themselves in the context of greater social life by presenting
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stories to an audience. “Narratives are stories that organize events across time and structure the
accounts of these events in ways that give meaning to the storyteller’s experiences” (Stephens &
Breheny 2013: 14). In attempting to interpret these accounts, it helps attend to these narratives

rather than abstract themes or facts. The stories themselves are important information.

Narrative analysis examines how people construct their self-accounts. The issue is not whether the
argument is correct or whether the events in question occurred, but rather how people interpret
what the storyteller is trying to say through the story. People tell stories to persuade, and we are
concerned about the meanings they are attempting to express through their stories. This type of
analysis is useful for untangling the numerous arguments in a story because stories frequently
contain several arguments. There is a need to look beyond the story, looking in linguistic means
and other bodily means. The word choice and “linguistic structure” inform the researcher about
how the storyteller makes sense of the events narrated (Strandman 2009: 351-352). In addition to
asking “what is there,” Strandman recommends that the analyst question “what is not there?” by

looking behind the text.

Traditions of narrative analysis from “both rhetoric and semiotics” recognize that one way of
creating meaning in is through attention to opposites embedded in discourse (Feldman 1995;
Feldman and Sko“ldberg 2004). Elements of the story frequently have meaning based on what they
are implicitly contrasted with, or, in other words, what they are not. When a storyteller describes
a situation, one way to discover meaning is to pay close attention to what they are implying is its

opposite.
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People are storied beings, and in order to gain a more in-depth understanding of people and their
experiences, researchers must begin with their stories. People’s stories, on the other hand, are
profoundly rooted in “narrative frameworks and narrative contexts” that make up what is
conceptualized as “institutional storytelling” (O'Toole 2018: 175). O'Toole refers to these as
“parrative landscapes,” which he defines as “storied terrains in which narratives and stories are
crafted and told”. In turn, story analysis often entails a multi-layered approach with a focus on
form (how the narrative is told), content (what is said in the narrative), and context (where the

narrative is generated and told) to demonstrate the aspects of temporality, sociality, and place.

Personal memory and collective memory are intertwined. When somebody remembers an event,
he or she is influenced by how other people remember the same event. This is the understanding
that stories do not exist in isolation. Individuals do not speak from a single point of view when
presenting stories because they draw on existing storylines, public discourses, and the stories of
others. The positions of storytellers change over time depending on which discursive resources
they employ (Esin et al. 2013: 5). “Using a more systematic approach to analyzing the story’s
participants, we can begin to notice how identity and experience are constructed at the intersection
of personal, interpersonal, and cultural narratives” (Stephens & Breheny 2013: 15). These three

intertwined analytic levels help understand narratives in research.

b) Sampling of Documentary Footage

Many contemporary social researchers are increasingly relying on video as a valuable resource.
Researchers often have access to “naturally occurring” video data due to the rising availability of

video in people’s everyday lives (Jewitt 2012: 2). | downloaded the documentary footages on
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YouTube for analysis. Analysing video data can be overwhelming. It might lead to overly detailed
and weak analysis if not properly managed. Any analytical technique used must be connected to
the data question being asked. It is, therefore, essential to determine which analytical tools can
help answer the research questions most effectively. The method developed and used in this
research is based on concepts derived from various scholars and their research work. | drew from
other researchers experience of using video as data (Riessman, 2003; Feldman et al., 2004; Jewitt,
2013; Esin et al., 2008; Bailey, 2008). I will use this guidance from these researchers in formulating

a systematic and rigorous approach that works for this research.

Analysis will begin with the researcher watching the documentary to the end to explore the
characters and storyline. Identifying the storyline is vital in getting the gist of the story. The
storyline is the primary point; therefore, “identifying a storyline or coming up with a summary of
the story allows for the researcher to have a very clear and concise idea about the argument they
want to focus on in the analysis” (Feldman et al. 2004:154). This first stage of the analysis will
entail examining the documentary footage to discover the characters, settings, events, and stories.
I will also take note of the visual prompts and voice-overs within the videos and watch the
documentary footages over and over again, taking note of anything that stands out. Repetition is

vital as it allows one to take note of something that they may have missed.

c) Transcription

The second level of analysis involves transcribing the documentary from video to verbatim text.
Jewitt (2012: 6) warns that visual data is more difficult to process since it takes a long time to

transcribe. A systematic strategy is needed to represent visual features on a transcript. | observed
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this to be accurate and decided to follow a systematic approach in transcribing the video data to
written text. Each women’s story will be transcribed and labelled. Each narrative will be sorted
out and recorded on a separate document. This process of transcription will involve documenting

both the verbal and non-verbal cues paying close attention to their story and background.

Riessman (1993: 56) recommends starting with a ‘rough transcription,” which is a first draft of the
full interview that contains all of the words as well as other notable elements of the story, such as
emotions and pauses. This enables researchers to use video data to rigorously and systematically
analyze the participants as well as how their language, facial expression, gaze, gesture, and body
elaborate one another. Recordings are transcribed into written form so that they can be investigated
thoroughly, coupled with analytic notes. Verbal and non-verbal interaction together shape
communicative meaning. “Transcriptions need to be very detailed to capture talk features such as
emphasis, speed, tone of voice, timing, and pauses, as these elements can be crucial for interpreting
data” (Bailey 2008: 127-128). There is no way to achieve an end to this type of data collection
because levels of information can be enhanced and checked continuously (Esin et al. 2013:7).

Therefore, transcription will be carried out in multiple rounds.

Translating stories is critical for researchers working across languages or between versions of the
same language. The videos by Habakkuk Trust and CITE have English subtitles. However, |
noticed that the subtitles did not capture everything that the women said. This prompted me to
translate the videos from Ndebele into English. The memos and notes will be retained throughout
the data reduction and interpretation process to establish an analytical paper trail and compare

fresh data with emergent conclusions.
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d) Coding

The foundation of narrative analysis is premised on the understanding that the stories themselves
are essential formations. Once all the stories had been collated. The data within each story was
coded, and an analysis of the codes will be conducted. I will search for emerging themes patterns
in relation to the research questions taking note of issues and discrepancies.

Extracting and clarifying meanings within the stories is also essential to analyse them in the story’s
context filling in the missing part of the argument to guide the interpretation. This entails going
further into the meaning of the story. Various scholars use the word mining for information, which
suggests digging deep to uncover that which is hidden within the stories. This means that stories
can be mined for information that would otherwise be overlooked, discarded, or labelled as
missing. “What is unspoken but suggested may be overlooked, disregarded, or difficult to
communicate to others; hence, the method’s strength is based on the multiple readings that a single
text enables” (Feldman at al 2004: 168).1 will thus micro analyse every little detail taking note of
the survivors’ verbal and nonverbal cues while sharing their experiences. The emerging themes
will be analysed in great detail using the feminist lens, as described in the theoretical framework.
Micro analyzing allows for a deep focus and rich examination of the women’s stories within a
broader gendered social and historical context. This constructionist approach process is tied to and

makes sense of the findings within specific historical and cultural contexts (Esin et al. 2013:8).

1.9 Overview of Chapters

Chapter 1 is a skeletal presentation of this study. It outlined the research topic, background,

motivation for the study, the research questions and objectives guiding this research. Furthermore,
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research methodology, theoretical framework and data analysis approach were defined in great

detail.

Chapter 2 will delve into the academic literature that has preceded this research on women in
conflict in sub-Saharan Africa violence. As noted in the theoretical framework and data analysis
strategy it is imperative to understanding women’s social and historical context; hence, academic

debates around this topic will be analysed.

Chapter 3 will unpack the aspect of trauma, memory, and spirituality by analysing academic
debates around these subject areas. This chapter will also examine trauma and spirituality from an

African perspective as this study is situated in an African setting.

Chapter 4 will document women’s testimonies of Gukurahundi. will attempt to highlight the
general themes, observations, and analysis in relation to the research questions. It will also describe
how the stories were told, how and what the women remembered. Trauma and memory in the

legacy of Gukurahundi will then be unpacked, drawing from the findings.

Chapter 5 will unpack the issue of Spirituality drawing from the women’s narratives and themes

gleaned from the finding

Chapter 6 is the conclusion where a short evaluation of the findings, and reflections on the research
process will be made. The conclusion will be rounded off by proposing some suggestions for

further research.
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Chapter 2

Women and Conflict in sub-Saharan Africa

2.1 Introduction

Violence against women during conflict has been recognised as a serious global issue because of
its serious adverse effects on women. The impact of conflict on women cannot be overstated as
they suffer the most socially, politically and economically. The conflict and post-conflict
environments have adverse effects on women in Africa, raising several worrisome gender issues.
Various research and international institutions have demonstrated the importance of addressing
concerns of women’s security, sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), and trauma in post-
conflict countries. There is consensus among various scholars that women’s conflict experiences
and consequences are fundamentally different from men’s (Puechguirbal 2012, Sandole-Staroste
2015, Shepherd 2010, Maedl 2011 et al.). Through studies conducted in numerous African
countries, researchers discovered a significant prevalence of gender-based violence (GBV) in
armed conflict. This is because armed conflict presents socio-political conditions, during which
gender-based violence escalates. Patriarchy resurfaces during the conflict and post-conflict
situations, marginalizing women. As a result, gender inequalities against women and girls are often
exacerbated during conflict periods (Mootz et al. 2017: 2). “Violence cannot be explained without
including gender as an analytic category. Accounting for war without including gender as
analytical category leads to gender blindness which means that information will not just be
incomplete, it will be unreliable” (Sandole-Staroste 2015: 8). Sandole-Staroste further highlights
that you cannot understand the other without understanding the one, hence the need to examine
the complex pathways that constitute gender-conflict relationship. Therefore, understanding

gender dynamics as well as conflict dynamics becomes critical. For most women, the end of the
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conflict is marked by the excessive impacts of trauma as well as social and economic

consequences; hence the ramifications of conflict on these women must be clearly understood.

When analysing women’s experiences in conflict and post-conflict areas, it is important to
remember that conflicts were previously analysed through a traditional lens. Bennet (2010: 1)
maintains that “gendered embodiment is a political process that has imprisoned, tortured, and
wounded millions of women and girls”. Bennet further asks valuable questions about women’s
security concerns during conflict and its adverse effects. “How do we think beyond this reality?
How do we rethink relationships between gender and violence so that we are neither deaf to what
is experienced within different African contexts nor reified into agency caricatures? How do we
think about the victimized African woman, ravaged by war, to be pitied and developed whose lives
have been radically violated by conflict and war-mongers?” (Bennet 2010: 2) It is, therefore,
paramount to analyse conflict from a feminist standpoint perspective. Detailing how armed conflict
connects to gender-based violence in conflict-affected places begins with the question: How does
armed conflict relate to gender-based violence? A feminist perspective sheds light on gender
relations between men and women prior to and during conflict, as well as the differential impact

of war and violence on them.

In this context, there is a wealth of research on women’s experiences and how they have coped in
post-conflict African countries. This chapters’ contribution is a modest attempt to review women’s
situations in conflict and post-conflict Africa using a feminist lens. The literature study is based
on the collective experiences and insights of many individuals in war-torn Sub-Saharan Africa, as
well as empirical data from numerous researchers and international humanitarian organizations.

The basis of this chapter is to examine scholarly literature and other forms of publications on
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women in mass violence by concentrating on four essential areas, namely 1) understanding
violence against women, 2) realities faced by women in conflict, 3) sexual violence in conflict, 4)

legal frameworks on women and security.

2.2 Understanding violence against women in armed conflict

“War is not a uniform phenomenon, nor its gendered consequences the same” (El Jack 2018: 19).
Exploring how gender impacts women and men's experiences of wars and conflicts, as well as the
similarities and vulnerabilities that link their experiences across Sub-Saharan Africa, is essential.
In her analysis of gender and violence, El Jack emphasizes the unequal interactions between
women and men in terms of gender roles, relationships, gendered behaviours, and their access to
decision-making during conflict and post-conflict situations. She claims that our usual
examination of “male supremacy and patriarchy is limited to these power dynamics” (El Jack
2018: 20). Shepherd (2010: 154) further describes gender relations “as a zero-sum game where
only one can win at the other's expense”, revealing how tipped the scale is between men and

women.

According to feminist theorists, gender-based violence in armed conflict is primarily founded on,
and perpetuated by, “patriarchy and hegemonic heterosexual masculine expectations intensified
by militarization and aggressiveness norms built for men in armed conflict” (Banwell, 2014, Mootz
2017, Leatherman, 2011, Puechguirbal 2012 et al.). Hegemonic masculinity is a male-centred
order that prioritizes men over women in terms of power and privilege. It is an “organizing
structure of power relations, attained through interactions reflecting others' authority and
dominance” (Leatherman 2011: 17). According to Leatherman, “individuals enact diversified,
fluctuating, and modifiable constructed masculinities (e.g., dominant and subordinate) and
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femininities (e.g., victim and combatant), both of which are influenced by cultural conditions,
including the culture of armed conflict.” In armed conflict settings, the transitory and dynamic
manifestation of gender, combined with the struggle for control, frequently fosters various forms
of interpersonal violence, including gender-based violence. Thus, women are already at a position
of disadvantage and vulnerable to violence and abuse. Patriarchy is a social-political structure
based on male hegemony expressed through dominance and the marginalization of other
experiences. Violence against women, on the other hand, is a visible manifestation of a
domineering tendency. It is normalized through claims of “cultural acceptability and community
desensitization to extreme forms of violence” (Bennet 2010: 12-13.) Violence against women is
just the pattern within which a culture of violence breeds and becomes an intricate part of the social
fabric. Because of pre-existing gender imbalances, violence exists on a continuum from the

battlefield to the household.

Violence against women becomes an integral part of exerting power over women and maintaining
a male hegemony system. Bennet endorses Skjelsbaek (2010) claim that rape in conflict is an
“accentuation of pre-existing gender relations as opposed to a new phenomenon emerging with
hostilities’ eruption”. Therefore, sexual violence is feminized because it occurs more frequently
among women (Bennet 2010: 12). Existing patterns of sexual assault against women are
exacerbated by conflict in two ways. First, as communities break down during and after conflicts,
the incidence of daily violence, particularly domestic violence, rises. Second, in male and military
conflict circumstances, forced sexual relationships, forced marriages, and sexualized violence

against women and girls escalates (El Jack 2018: 23). Pre-existing gender relations are amplified
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in a conflict zone, so if a woman is seen as a man's possession in peacetime, it will be amplified

even more so in wartime.

Masculinity is characterized by aggression, militarization, and power, whereas femininity is
characterized by weakness, passivity, and submission to power. During armed conflict, men’s
authority and masculinity are typically associated with weapons such that a man without a gun is
sometimes not regarded “a real man”. “War is a time when officials promise to make men out of
boys, and being a good soldier is synonymous to being a real man” (Cohn 2013: 24). The result is
a patriarchal social order that normalizes the aggressive, heterosexual, dominant behaviour

associated with masculinity and females’ subjugation.

A gendered conflict analysis seeks to unearth the root causes of violence against women, as well
as the context, and the dynamics of conflict in order to better understand and address the issues of
gender inequality. To achieve meaningful change, challenging frameworks that support violence
and women’s marginalization would necessitate the overthrow of social structures and standards

within society.

2.3 Hardships experienced by women in conflict and post-conflict societies

Many social science scholars from the field of political science, gender studies, and international
relations, have pointed out the gendered aspect of conflict and violence. The majority of the articles
and publications interrogated in this section are written by scholars who have experience working
with women in conflict zones through international organizations like the United Nations and its

organs, International Committee of the Red Cross, Amnesty International, and many more.
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Women’s social and psychosocial concerns are a significant issue in Africa’s conflict and post-
conflict settings because of a myriad of factors. Women have been left politically, economically,
socially, and psychologically crippled as a result of the destructive effects of wars. When the
conflict ends, many societies and warring parties emerge by using amnesties as a means of
encouraging reconciliation and peace. Amnesties have been criticized as ineffective on several
fronts because they encourage “a cycle of impunity”, with heinous crimes going unpunished,
unacknowledged, and unaddressed (Maina 2012: 4). In many cases, the post-conflict period
exacerbates the anxiety and demands of local female populations as women must deal with the
feelings of seeing their offenders go free. This has negative implications for individuals’ overall
health and well-being and causes repeated patterns of psycho-social trauma. Peace agreements are
useful and important processes for ending conflict between warring parties, but they should not be
viewed as a mechanism for victims healing. The continual presence of the abuser or rapist in post-
conflict society fills women with anxiety and trauma. Blanket amnesty processes tend to free
“armed personnel from their responsibilities, at the expense of affected citizenry, who walk the
streets with their tormentors and/or are even governed by them. For example, after the signing of
the 1987 Unity Accord, amnesty was granted to the 3,500 members of the Fifth Brigade and 122
dissidents” (Ndlovu 2019: 15). In fact, Eppel (2004: 50) notes that “the 1988 amnesty was one in
a long line of amnesties since 1979 and is part of an established pattern of perpetrators being
pardoned at the expense of victims”. She goes on to say that by the year 2000 Zimbabwe had
issued more than five amnesties. These amnesties are an example of how the state institutionalises
and produces silences. Ironically, Zimbabwe’s Human Rights Commission Act of 2012 and

Zimbabwe’s Constitution, approved ahead of the 2013 elections, prevents commissioners from
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dealing with any political violence committed before 2009 and grant amnesty for human rights
abuses committed before this time. By so doing, they have thus ensured that Gukurahundi crimes

cannot be tried within Zimbabwe (Ndlovu 2019: 15).

Gender-based violence manifests itself in a variety of ways, including physical abuse, rape, sexual
assault and coercion, stalking, incest, sexual harassment, sexual mutilation, and female trafficking.
In conflict zones, these types of violence are common, and they are often accompanied by mental
and health concerns. Understanding the challenges and how they are intertwined with the other
issues impacting women in post-conflict settings is crucial. Returning to ordinary life has posed
psycho-social challenges for many girls and women. Women’s chastity is highly valued in most
African societies. It is extremely difficult for many girls and women who have been raped to get
married. The majority of the survivors’ have little chance of marrying, and the idea of having to
provide for them for the rest of their lives prompts their families to reject them. In a culture that
reveres marriage, these girls and women develop feelings of isolation compared to married women.
“The possibility of getting a suitor in the community after what they have experienced is unlikely.
Even in the rare instances where this has happened, most girls and women are so traumatized that

they cannot maintain these relationships” (Maina 2012: 5).

Gender-based violence is linked to serious health issues for women. Injuries, gynaecological
illnesses, mental health disorders, bad pregnancy outcomes, sexually transmitted infections (STIs)
and HIV, chronic reproductive health difficulties, and increased women’s risk of future illness are
examples of these (World Health Organization 2013, El Jack 2018: 23). In northern Uganda, many

victims of the Lord's Resistance Army abductions contracted STDs, including HIV/AIDS (Maina,
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2012). Several concerns are linked to the HIV/AIDS crisis: First, there is the possibility of
secondary stigmatization as a rape victim with a sexually transmitted disease. The second point to
consider is the potential impact on reproductive health. For example, traumatic fistulas caused by
violent rape and obstetric fistulas caused by a lack of prenatal care are common among women in
eastern DRC (Kelly et al. 2011: 4). In other words, when the use of sexual violence in armed

conflict increases, so does the prevalence of HIV/AIDS and reproductive health difficulties.

The psychological implications of violence are often more severe than the physical consequences
for many women. Women’s self-esteem is frequently eroded as a result of violence. Rape, guilt,
loss, and death of spouses and children cause psychosocial traumas that put individuals at risk for
a variety of mental health issues, including depression, anxiety, phobias, post-traumatic stress
disorder, alcoholism, and suicide. Gender-based violence in armed conflict has been linked to post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms such as intrusive thoughts, flashbacks, recurring
nightmares, difficulty concentrating, irritability, outbursts of anger, physical pain, feelings of
helplessness, and suicidal thoughts (CCJP 1997, Ngwenya 2014, Motsi 2010). In the aftermath of
the Rwandan genocide “some survivors reported that their persecutors told them that they had been
allowed to live so that they might die of sadness” (Musingafi et al. 2013: 56). Notably, a mother’s
mental health may have an impact on her children's mental health, reflecting a familial effect.
Witnessing maternal physical or sexual abuse can have negative consequences for children’s
growth and general physical health. For example, “Ugandan children who were internally
displaced because of armed conflict described experiencing several -culturally bound

categorizations of mental distress” (Mootz et al. 2017: 3).
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The act of sexual violence degrades, damages, and marginalizes the woman. “Rape in war holds
several social repercussions for women, whereas forced impregnation exacerbates the victims’
suffering. Thus, being forced to bear a child symbolically brands victims while also committing
bodily and mental harm to the woman” (Seto 2015: 180-181). It is believed that every surviving
female was raped during the Rwandan genocide. It is estimated that rapes committed during the
genocide resulted in between 2000 and 50000 “enfants de mauvais souvenir” (children of bad
memories) (Musingafi et al. 2013: 56). In the Democratic Republic of Congo, one out of every ten
women had a child as a result of rape, putting her at a higher risk of social isolation (Kelly et al.
2011: 6). Women and girls face stigma, humiliation and are often rejected by their communities,
and their families refuse to assume responsibility for the “bush babies” (Maina 2012: 5). Rape
survivors bear children whom they must feed and take care of. They are abandoned by their
families, leaving them to fend for themselves and increasing their vulnerability to further sexual
violence and exploitation. For instance, in the DRC, of the women surveyed in a study by Kelly
et. al (2011), 75.7% were raped, 13% of women had a child from rape, 29% of women raped were
rejected by their families who viewed the women as contaminated, and 6% were rejected by their
communities. Empirical evidence from Kelly et al., reveals that the stigmatization and rejection of
survivors of violence remained a dominant theme. Rape victims were subjected to the same
customs and labels that had formerly been reserved for female adulterers. Women who had sex
outside of marriage, whether voluntarily or by force, were thought to bring misfortune to the
household and lead to cycles of blame and anger between a husband and a wife. Kelly et al. also
states that in focus groups, women stated that having a child from rape was one reason the family

or community might isolate a woman. She also points out that when a woman has a child out of
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rape, the father is unknown, leaving the woman alone to bear the burden of raising the child and

face negative community reactions. (Kelly et al. 2011: 5).

The issue of children born as a result of wartime sexual violence complicates the process of
rebuilding and reconciling post-conflict nations. When these children reach a certain age, they may
demand to know more about the conflict and their own personal history. War children are a subset
of children who have been affected by war. Children born as a result of war are defined by
Carpenter as “persons of any age conceived as a result of violent, coercive, or exploitative sexual
relations in conflict zones” (2007: 3). Their status is under-documented; at worst, it is ignored,
with many peacebuilding initiatives failing to cater to their exceptional circumstances. Children’s
identities created of wartime sexual violence are built based on violent techniques of “personalized
warfare” such as forced impregnation, sexual brutality, and militaristic sexual exploitation. “These
practices employ the psychological and emotional aspects of conflict while also involving
complicated issues relating to identity, gendered norms, and trauma associated with war-related
violence” (Seto 2015: 173). The marginalization of these children is caused by conflicts of identity
In the African culture, the child’s identity belongs to the father’s community. Rape survivors are
subjected to systematic kinds of ostracization, shame, and humiliation as a result of pregnancy.
They may face additional socio-cultural challenges if they disclose their experiences and the
existence of such children. Children born from wartime rape frequently face negative health
impacts related to sexual violence, as well as additional complications related to concealment of
their existence. These children are frequently shunned and rejected by their mothers
and communities as they embody the identity of a “child of the enemy”. Their presence serves as

a reminder to the women and community of their suffering.

52



Seto’s argument provides a more in-depth analysis of children born as a result of wartime rape and
shows the complexities of reconciling for communities following conflict. The issue of children
born of war rape draws upon overlapping themes of trauma, reconciliation, and forgiveness.
“Children born as the result of rape are constructed as part of the method in which the woman
endures the pain caused by rape” which becomes a double trauma. “This phenomenon is
sometimes referred to as the second rape” (Du Toit 2009: 299). Children born in war are confined
to the periphery of the war crimes debate, where they are primarily linked with the perpetrator
rather than a worthy group. Despite the fact that war rape is now recognized internationally as a
crime against humanity, these children are rarely acknowledged except in the context of sexual
violence. Seto’s reference to the excluded war children repositions them from the margins to the
centre. It redefines them as worthy groups that need to be part of the discourse on conflict violence
and peacebuilding. Children born as a result of wartime sexual assault are “undeniably a part of
modern warfare’s political equation”, and they represent the political tension that the victimized
and perpetrators communities embody (Seto 2015: 184). These children are not “enemies or
friends, but both. Their hybrid status as children of two cultures leads to their greater insecurity”

(McEvoy-Levy cited by Seto 2015: 185).

In the complicated milieu of post-conflict cultures, dealing with social and psychological concerns
is a problem. The social suffocation of conflict-affected communities is exacerbated by the
difficult reality of everyday living, poverty, and limited survival opportunities. For women
survivors, the economic consequences of conflict and post-conflict contexts are numerous.

Countries emerging from conflict are typically characterized by high female school dropout rates,
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high levels of poverty, and in some communities, early marriages or pregnancies are widespread.
Women, in particular, struggle to compete due to low literacy rates, which limits their participation

in all aspects of life.

Mootz et al. (2017) reveal through their study in north-eastern Uganda that the death of a husband
creates widow status for women creating a diverse set of challenges for women and their children.
When the father, or sometimes both parents, are killed in armed conflict, the youth are left without
assistance from their families, putting them at a higher risk of gender-based violence. Orphaned
girls are left vulnerable and may resort to sex work or early marriage for survival. For instance,
the teenage girls’ narratives in north-eastern Uganda “demonstrated agency regarding utilizing
early marriage as a form of survival. Most, for instance, referred to early marriage as a viable
option, given their cultural context” (Mootz et al. 2017: 16-19). The importance of education in
improving women’s living conditions cannot be emphasized. In post-conflict societies, it is
necessary to create an environment that encourages more girls to return to school. More females
in school affects not only their own well-being but also the well-being of their families and the

community as a whole.

2.4 Sexual violence conceptualized as a weapon of war

The scholars in this category explore the definition of sexual violence and how it might be
interpreted in times of war. The focus here is the nexus between sexual violence and war. To
determine if the existing strong distinction between rape in war and rape in peace is viable, these
variables must be critically analysed from a feminist perspective and their underlying assumptions

elucidated. It is worth noting that the scholars in this category are gender experts who have
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conducted substantial research in various African conflict zones; as a result, they aim to explain.

and address sexual violence in war.

Sexual violence against women and girls is as old as humanity, with women and girls being the
most common victims. “Rape and war have gone hand in hand since the days of Helen of Troy”,
according to Wachala (2012: 533). Sexual violence in armed conflict has a long history, and its
prevalence has been presented as a problematic and unavoidable, consequence of armed conflict.
Prior to the 1990s, this crime was widely ignored, neglected, and ostracized legally, intellectually,
and politically (Canning 2010: 851). However, it has gained extensive media, political, and
academic attention over the years. After the genocide in Rwanda in 1994 and the ethnic cleansing
in the former Yugoslavia in 1993, sexual violence during conflict was treated as a human rights

violation (Skjelsbaek 2010, Wachala 2012).

Rape and sexual crimes against women were for a long time the elephant in the room. The sheer
number of scholarly works devoted to this topic indicates that the taboo that had made it impossible
to investigate this wartime phenomena academically has been loosened to some extent. Reporters,
African feminists, activists, and theorists have been deeply involved in a number of debates around
gender violence in Africa as well as documenting sexual brutality in a variety of conflicts. There
is a strong consensus that sexual violence is used strategically in war as a “weapon of war”.
Skjelshbak (2010: 30) reiterates that conflict and rape are “two sides of the same coin”. This means
that sexual violence is part and parcel of warfare, which Ayiera dubs as "one of the greatest
conspiracies of silence” (Ayiera 2010: 9). Eva Ayiera, an African feminist human rights lawyer,
asserts that “there has been a measure of acceptance that rape goes hand in hand with the violence

of warfare” (2010: 8). She demonstrates this by presenting all the terms used in the rape and war
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discourses. Phrases such as “rape as a weapon of war;” “the war is on women’s bodies”; and “the
rape capital of the world” have become common in the global language on sexual violence in
conflict circumstances, designed to convey the deliberateness of sexual violence in conflict

settings.

Furthermore, labelling rape as a weapon implies that mass rape is systematic and has a particular
effect in warfare. The generated phraseology aims to use shock tactics to evoke the motivation to
act and confront sexual assault. Since sexual violence in armed conflicts became a worldwide
concern, the development of the international discourse on sexual violence has been nothing short
of exponential in terms of revealing the topic of sexual violence. Discourse and policy have begun
to reform to challenge sexual violence as an inevitable result of armed conflict and adopt

appropriate accountability mechanisms.

A conflict zone is an area where gender inequality is at an all-time high. As a result, sexual violence
is feminised; it occurs primarily to women. This conceptualization asks: “Were all women raped
simply because they are women? Or is the war zone a place where women, in general, are at greater
risk of being victimized through crimes of sexual violence than in the non-war zone?” (Skjelsbaek
2010: 33). Jane Bennet builds on Skjelsbaek by stating that “almost all forms of rape, domestic
assassination and brutality, sexual harassment, trafficking, and sexual abuse of children are carried
out by people gendered as men. Thinking through the connection between gender and violence has
to entail a distinction, a line, between “the doers and the done to” (2010:2). What Bennet is
emphasising is that because of their vulnerability, girls and women “the done to” are the main

victims of sexual violence.
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As previously mentioned, rape in war is not a new phenomenon. The documentation, on the other
hand, varies and is incomparable from case to case. Overwhelming statistics of women raped
during various conflicts in Africa have emerged from various studies and reports, revealing its
prevalence and systematic use in a war situation. Rape as a weapon of political violence appears
to have expanded significantly in recent years in Africa, with sexual violence conflict profiles now
prevalent across the continent. Many human rights researchers and practitioners agree with Major
General Patrick Cammaert, former commander of the United Nations Peacekeeping Mission in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), who stated that “being a woman in an armed conflict
has probably become more dangerous than being a soldier” (Dewey & St Germain 2012: 30). Rape
and sexual violence have been and continue to be methods of terrorising opponents in many

countries in sub-Saharan Africa.

In the case of Rwanda, the sheer magnitude of sexual violence inflicted on Rwandan women during
the 1994 genocide was immense. The special rapporteur for Rwanda stated in 1996 that sexual
violence was both systemic and used as a weapon. Children under the age of 18, elderly people,
pregnant ladies and women who had just given birth were not spared. Women who were deemed
“untouchable by custom” (for example, nuns) were also raped, and corpses were raped shortly
after being killed (Wachala 2012: 535). It is estimated that between 250 000 and 500 000 women
and girls experienced sex crimes (U.N., 2015a, Human Rights Watch 1996: 48). Rape, gang rape,
and sexual slavery, as well as genital mutilation, were all common. Simultaneously, military and

civilian officials did nothing to stop it, even participating in it (HRW 1996: 48).

Since 2013, the use of rape and sexual slavery in the Central African Republic has been remarkedly

high. The Human rights watch report, documents 305 cases of rape and sexual slavery carried out
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against 296 women and girls by members of armed groups between early 2013 and mid-2017. The
report also notes statements from victims that “they said we are their slaves,” (Human Rights
Watch 2017). Various militias in the Central African Republic take advantage of the region’s
conflict environment, raping women at gunpoint, often following looting (Raleigh et al. 2015: 14).
There have also been reports of forced marriages, mutilations, and other heinous acts of sexual

assault against women and children (U.N. 2013).

According to the Physicians for Human Rights (PHR) report, there were between 215,000 and
257,000 rape victims in Sierra Leone during the conflict. The following statistics are revealed in
the report: rape (89%), being forced to undress/stripped of clothing (37%), gang rape (33%),
women abducted (33%), molestation (14%), sexual slavery (15%), forced marriage (9%), and
insertion of foreign objects into the vagina or anus (4%). Furthermore, (23%) of the women who

had suffered sexual violence reported being pregnant (PHR 2002: 2- 4).

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), which has been dubbed “the rape capital of the
world,” has been at the forefront of international controversy (Margot Wallstrom, the U.N.'s
special envoy, cited in Africa Research Bulletin 2011). The use of sexual violence against women
as a weapon of war has become so common in this conflict, particularly in eastern DRC, that it has
been called the “war within the war” and a war in which “women’s bodies are a battlefield (le corps
des femmes est un champ de bataille)” (Sadie 2015: 450). Many women and girls were tortured
and raped during the DRC conflict. Sexual exploitation of women and girls as young as six months
old was recorded. The International Rescue Committee recorded 40 000 incidences of
sexual violence between 2003 and 2006, which it claims is “only the tip of the iceberg” (Dallman

2009: 6). According to United Nations estimates, 200 000 women and girls were sexually assaulted
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between 1997 and 2009, with over 8000 incidents reported between January and September 2008.
Statistics obtained by the United Nations Joint Human Rights Office (UNJHRO) from its 18 field
offices in the DRC from January 2010 to December 2013 record 3 635 incidents of sexual violence
(rape and gang rape) by armed groups and state forces. Of this, a total of 73 % were women, 25%
were girls, and 2% were men (Sadie 2015: 451). Women and girls have been raped and sexually
assaulted on a “never-before-seen” magnitude in eastern DRC (Nolen 2005:56 cited by Meger
2010: 126). In a study by Ohambe et al. (2004), based on interviews with victims and perpetrators
and an analysis of 3000 files relating to cases of rape and sexual violence in the South Kivu region
of eastern DRC, four types of rape were identified: individual rape, gang rape, rape where victims
are forced to rape each other, and rape involving the inserting of objects into the women’s genitals.
In a study by Kelly et al. in eastern DRC (2011: 3) two-thirds of women (68.9%) reported gang
rape, and 46% of women reported being abducted (forcibly taken from the place of the first rape
encounter for more than one day) by their assailant. Many of the rapes were followed by torture,
especially if the victims resisted. Rape with instruments such as guns, abduction of the victim,

forced incest was also reported.

The data presented above is only the tip of the iceberg but demonstrates the pervasiveness of
conflict. These appalling figures expose war’s brutality and are a direct result of the misuse of
power and violence unleashed by war. Gang rape is the most common type of rape against women.
This is the trend in many other African crisis zones showing that women and girls are far from

protected during conflict.

If sexual violence is regarded as a weapon of war, it must have specific characteristics that

distinguish it from other kinds of violence and weapons of war. With today’s superior military
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technology, one could expect aggressors to choose to use weapons. Skjelshak (2010: 27) argues
that this “surprising tendency of aggressors to involve themselves and their bodies as part of

warfare illustrates tendencies of greater intimacy in combat between aggressors and victims”.

As previously stated, feminist scholarship has contributed to a better understanding of rape and
sexual violence as acts of violence, dominance, and control aimed at preserving patriarchy. The
United Nations accurately theorises about sexual assault in war: “Since perpetrators of sexual and
gender-based violence are often motivated by a desire for power and domination, rape is common
in situations of armed conflict and internal strife. An act of forced sexual behaviour can threaten
the victim’s life. Like other forms of torture, it is often meant to hurt, control, and humiliate, while
violating a person's physical and mental integrity” (UNHCR et al. 1999). When examining sexual
violence, it is important to consider why it is such a powerful weapon on the battlefield. It is also
vital to recognise that sexual violence does not occur in a vacuum; it is often followed by other
forms of violence, such as torture or murder, making it difficult to isolate the impacts of sexual
violence on their own. What we can establish is that using sexual violence in addition to other
types of violence amplifies the consequences intended by the offenders. Sexual assault becomes
“part of a range of actions and behaviours that male soldiers are socialised to perform” (Skjelsbak
2010: 27). Skjelsbak contends that the “ultimate goal of rape in war is to communicate, and
produce or maintain dominance”, and as used strategically with ulterior motives (2010: 34). Rape
is employed because women in patriarchal societies are such easy targets both physically and
socially. With this conceptualization, all women in the war zone are regarded as potential targets
for sexual violence because the goal appears to be the manifestation of “notions of militaristic
masculinity, rather than the targeting of the individual woman” (Skjelsbaek 2010: 34-35). In a study

conducted in the eastern DRC Maedle (2011) provides a unique glimpse into the victims’
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perspective on sexual violence perpetrated by armed groups on them. Most women believe they
were raped for a variety of reasons. These comprised strategic purposes, as well as opportunistic
behaviour to displace communities, instil fear in them, punish them, and gain or destroy magical
powers. The first two answers were the most popular among the participants. Fewer women than

predicted claimed that the rapes were carried out to punish their communities (Maedl 2011: 145).

“The construction of heterosexual masculinity through external social institutions and the
socialisation process that occurs in the military” is an essential aspect of rape in conflict (Canning
2010: 852). Understanding the societal constructs of masculinity is necessary for understanding
why soldiers voluntarily choose to engage in rape and sexual violence. For starters, sexual violence
can be viewed as a manner of upholding patriarchal structures by confirming masculinity. In a
combat zone, males are not only expected to be men, but also to be aggressive. Understanding
militarised culture is therefore crucial to comprehending the conflict zone’s gender component.
The male perpetrator’s militaristic masculine identity is manifested through the use of sexual
violence. Militarism is founded on the erasure of individual identity. Furthermore, it is reliant on
troop loyalty as well as cause commitment. According to Enloe (1993:52), “the glue of militarism
is camaraderie, the base of that glue is masculinity,” especially heterosexual masculinity. Militaries
require “real men,” and being a real man in this environment entails concealing feelings of
insecurity, gentleness, and other feminine qualities. “Rape is not an aggressive expression of
sexuality, but a sexual expression of aggression, a manifestation of anger, violence, and
domination” (Raleigh et al. 2015: 12). As a result, sexual violence reinforces aggression and
brutality in armed units and groups and is sometimes promoted or accepted as a morale booster or
a prize for valour. In wartime, a combination of these factors could make it easier for men to

conduct sexual assault. Individual soldiers find it difficult to refuse to rape because this shows
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weakness which goes against militaristic heterosexual norms. This does not imply that all male

soldiers will commit rape, but it is part of a broader military strategy.

Baaz and Stern (2009) analyse soldiers’ accounts of mass rape in the DRC. Their article focuses
on the interpretations of masculinity and femininity provided by soldiers. Baaz and stern highlight
how soldiers’ narratives are laced with narratives of power and dominance over women. According
to them, “the main ideal of masculinity that the soldiers drew on to explain sexual violence was
that of the (hetero)sexually potent male fighter” (Baaz & Stern 2009: 505). This school of thought
regards the soldier’s sexual needs as a natural driving force that must be satisfied by women. War
is thus a place where toxic masculinity surfaces. Banwell (2014: 51) concurs that the portrayal of
masculinity highlighted by Baaz, and Stern (2009), “is replicated in many other military

institutions worldwide”.

Secondly, armed groups “frequently use sexual violence as a deliberate strategy to weaken, torture,
humiliate, intimidate, and destroy individuals and communities” through an expression of
domination (Bastick et al., 2007; U.N., 2015, Maedle 2011, Raleigh et al, 2015, Skjelsbak, 2010
et al.). When objects (such as sticks, bottles, rifle butts, and bayonets) are used in rape, the goal is
to create “an experience of horror and power” (Raleigh et al. 2015:13). When sexual violence is
perpetrated against women and girls, it is frequently done with the intent of humiliating their
families and communities. When a soldier rapes a woman from the opposing side in a war
situation, it conveys that the woman’s husband or father is unable to protect not only the particular
woman, but also his property, his country, and his nation. It is used to disrupt family and

community structures, most visibly when armed groups commit public rapes in front of the
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community, compel family members to see each other’s rape, or even force people to perpetrate

sexual violence against family members (Raleigh et al., 2015, Maedle 2011).

Thirdly, sexual violence might be viewed as a means of eroding the culture of the opponent.
Women are frequently viewed as the biological carriers of a culture or ethnic group. The biological
basis for a specific nation is lost when its procreative powers are managed, either through forced
pregnancy or by making it impossible for women girls to have children in the future. Their cultural
identity as a woman is not taken into account. “Bearing the enemy’s child (i.e., attributing the
rapist’s ethnicity to the child)” and nursing it for years may be life-long torture for the individual

mother (Skjelsbaek 2010:28).

Skjelsbeek (2010) further illuminates the gender dimension of rape in war by conceptualizing them
into three categories: essentialism, structuralism and social constructionism. The following
conceptual frameworks are various approaches to conceptualising wartime sexual assault in the

context of gender analysis.

According to Skjelsbeak, the first category, which he refers to as essentialism, asserts that “all
women in a conflict zone are victims of sexual abuse to assert militaristic masculinity”. Because
the purpose appears to be the embodiment of ideals of “militaristic masculinity”, rather than the
targeting of the specific woman, all women in the combat zone are viewed as possible targets for
sexual assault under this conceptualization. The essentialist discourse is the most appealing and
extensively employed, as it is based on the idea that women get raped simply because they are

women (2010: 34-35).
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The second category, structuralism, asserts that targeted women in war zones are victims of sexual
abuse because they belong to certain ethnic, religious, and political groups. The concept of
patriarchy is thus complicated because it is no longer seen as simply “men having power over
women, but as men belonging to the most powerful ethnic, religious, or political groups wielding
power over “their” women (in order to protect them) and over the women of the “other” group (by
potentially attacking them)”. The structuralist approach also seeks to explain why particular
women are targeted more than others, and how the use of sexual violence in a war zone might be

linked to the conflict's political goals (Skjelsbaek 2010: 35-38).

This idea is an attempt to comprehend the reasoning behind the targeting of both men and women
with sexual assault in a combat zone. The key element of masculinity is power, and the basis of
violence against both men and women are not the hetero- or homosexuality of an individual male
actor, but rather the intention to “masculinize the perpetrator’s identity while feminising the
victim’s identity”. This conceptualisation brings together the essentialist and structuralist concepts.
First, it recognises that women are more vulnerable to sexual abuse in war than men, regardless of
ethnicity, religion, or political affiliation. Second, it recognises that certain groups of women are
more vulnerable than others in a war zone, depending on their ethnic, religious, or political
affiliation. However, the explanation provided by this conceptualization is considerably different
from the explanations provided by the other two, primarily because it does not argue that the world
is intrinsically static, as the other two do. In times of warfare, men have also been victims of sexual

violence (Skjelsbak 2010: 38-40).

Using Skjelsbak gender dimensions, one notes that the dominant discourse or conceptualization

amongst the scholars discussed above is the essentialist discourse. The literature reveals a strong
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consensus amongst scholars that conflict is gendered, sexual violence is an inherent part and
women, and girls are the primary victims. Undoubtedly feminist scholarship has understood rape
and sexual violence as instances of violence, dominance, and control aimed at maintaining
patriarchy and women’s subordinate position. They suggest that any compelling analysis of this
phenomenon must involve a gendered perspective of the conflict zone. Attempting to analyse
sexual violence without comprehending the conflict dynamics is insufficient. There has also been
some form of acceptance that rape is an inevitable part of the war. However, it is apparent that
despite a robust global dialogue on sexual assault, the international community remains incapable
to eradicate it in crisis situation. Another trend in the discourse on sexual violence is that sexual
violence is commonly underreported; hence information on how many women have been raped
remains scant. Sexual violence is rife with “underreporting and delayed reporting, making
determining its scope challenging” (Charlesworth & Chinkin 2016: 173). The invisibility of
women’s sexual assault suffering can be attributed to the existence of cultural taboos. As long as
sexuality is not discussed in society, it is difficult for women to speak out about sexual abuse.
Instead, they keep sexual assault and rape hidden out of shame and guilt. With the stigma
associated with being a survivor of rape, underreporting will continue to prevail. “Documenting
sexual violence in war, that is, getting the numbers right, identifying the perpetrators, the victims,
the contexts in which the violence occurs and identifying the victims’ security, medical and

psychosocial needs, continues to be an insurmountable challenge” (Skjelsbaek 2010:48).

2.5 Rape as a crime against humanity in the context of legal frameworks
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The evolution of international law in the areas of sexual violence and armed conflict has progressed
since the 1990s. This progress is reflected in several international forums, protocols, legislation,
and resolutions. Rape of women during wartime is increasingly regarded a human rights violation
and treated as a crime against humanity, following the systematic use of rape in the Rwandan
genocide (1994) and the former Yugoslavia (1993). The phrase crimes against humanity is used
as a broad umbrella term for numerous human rights abuse cases that are linked in the sense that
such violations impact the entire international community and are thus subject to international
justice. “It is the therefore the concept of humanity as it transcends the individual because when

the individual is assaulted, humanity comes under attack and is negated” (Wachala 2012: 540).

The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) established in 1993 and the
International Criminal Tribunal for