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 Over the past two decades the global community has witnessed multiple 

genocides in which rape was/is used as a primary tactic of war and ethnic cleansing.  In 

response, several organizations have established themselves as places of refuge and 

healing for victims of wartime rape, and the use of rape as a weapon is now considered a 

crime against humanity.  However, a religious response to the victims of wartime and 

genocidal rape is noticeably absent.  This thesis examines the role of religion and use of 

wartime rape in the 1994 genocide in Rwanda and the current genocide in the Darfur 

region of Sudan, as well as the response to victims of wartime rape by members of the 

religious groups involved, particularly local churches.  These two case studies 

demonstrate that whether perpetrator or victim in the conflict, the response of the church 

to victims of wartime rape is the same—silence.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 In 1999, Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel gave a speech titled “The Perils of 

Indifference,” in which he spoke of his experience in the Auschwitz concentration camp 

and the sense of abandonment felt by all those trapped behind its walls.  To them, the 

world was a cold bystander and remained indifferent to their suffering.  Reflecting on that 

time and those feelings Wiesel says,  

Indifference elicits no response. Indifference is not a response. Indifference is not 

a beginning; it is an end. And, therefore, indifference is always the friend of the 

enemy, for it benefits the aggressor—never his victim, whose pain is magnified 

when he or she feels forgotten. The political prisoner in his cell, the hungry 

children, the homeless refugees—not to respond to their plight, not to receive 

their solitude by offering them a spark of hope is to exile them from human 

memory. And in denying their humanity, we betray our own.
1
 

 

The timing of these words is tragically ironic; five years before Weisel’s speech the 

world witnessed the Rwandan genocide, and five years later the genocide in Darfur was 

well underway.  Rape used as a weapon is prominent in both conflicts, and in examining 

the response to wartime rape victims the harsh truth of Elie Wiesel’s words is evident. 

 The topic of rape as a weapon of war is not one that is often discussed in social or 

academic settings, and when it is discussed it is primarily in a limited forum in which the 

information presented is not new to those participating in the conversation.  There are, of 

course, exceptions to this rule; the television news magazine 60 Minutes recently did an 

exposé on the current use of wartime rape in the Democratic Republic of Congo, though 

the segment was unique in its coverage of wartime rape.  Although the use of rape as a 

                                                 
1
American Rhetoric Top 100 Speeches, “The Perils of Indifference”; available from 

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/ewieselperilsofindifference.html, (accessed 12 March 2008).  
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weapon is starting to be researched in-depth and recognized as a gross violation of human 

rights, there is one aspect of wartime rape that is rarely, if ever, mentioned: the role of 

religion in the use and/or aftermath of rape in wartime.  This study aims to contribute to 

the discussion of rape as a weapon of war, and possibly to provide a better understanding 

of how religion, particularly Christianity and Islam, plays a crucial role both during and 

after conflict in which wartime rape is present.  

Specifically, this study examines the recent conflict in Rwanda and the ongoing 

conflict in Sudan to provide insight into the unexplored dimensions of religion and rape  

as a weapon of war.
2
  Rwanda and Sudan were chosen primarily for their location in 

Africa and because the use of wartime rape in recent or current conflicts is well 

documented in both countries.  The following questions are explored:  

1. What role did religion play during the conflict?  

2. Were particular religious groups perpetrators or victims in the conflict?  

3. In what capacity did those religious groups experience rape as a weapon of 

war?  

4. Are members of the religious groups that were active in the conflict (either as 

perpetrator or victim) making reparations to victims of wartime rape?  

This research represents a qualitative study based on information provided by 

religious scholarship, reports by non-governmental organizations, ethnic conflict and 

genocide literature, news sources, gender studies literature, legal journals, and 

international organizations including the United Nations.  

                                                 
2
 The contemporary use of wartime rape is certainly not limited to these twp regions; Human 

Rights Watch documents the use of rape as a weapon of war in recent or current conflicts in Sierra Leone, 

Chechnya, East Timor, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Afghanistan, Indonesia, Angola, Cambodia, 

Haiti, Peru, Somalia, and Uganda as well as the two case studies presented in this paper.  
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 Chapter Two focuses on the complex definitions of terms that will be used 

throughout this thesis, including rape as a weapon of war (or wartime rape), genocide, 

and genocidal rape.  A framework for the case studies is also given, primarily using Ruth 

Seifert’s five theses on why rape is used as a weapon of war.  

The following two chapters examine how religion and wartime rape are connected 

in two case studies: the 1994 Rwandan genocide and the current conflict in the Darfur 

region of Sudan. 

Finally, the fifth chapter utilizes the information found in previous chapters to 

establish what response the victims of wartime rape are receiving in each region, 

specifically establishing what role, if any, religious groups play in that response.  

Hypotheses are then put forth as to why members of religious groups do or do not 

respond to victims of wartime rape, especially if members of that particular religious 

group were primary perpetrators in the conflict.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Defining Terms 

 

 

 This chapter will provide detailed definitions and explanations of foundational 

terms in this research.  Terms such as wartime rape or rape as a weapon of war, genocide, 

and genocidal rape do not have a single definition, and existing definitions are often 

amended or altered by legal proceedings or further research of the topic.  The purpose of 

examining the definitions of these terms is to acknowledge the varied definitions that 

exist for each term and give a clear understanding of how each term will be used in this 

thesis.
1
  

 The latter half of this chapter will briefly examine the use of wartime rape in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the resulting conclusions made by scholar Ruth Seifert on the 

nature of rape as a weapon of war.  Seifert‟s five theses on why rape is used as a weapon 

are examined at length, each thesis‟ validity supported by the scholarship of various other 

authors.  These five theses will be tested against two African case studies in which rape 

was (and is) used as a primary tactic of war, in order to establish if the same reasoning for 

the use of wartime rape holds true outside the European context.  

 

 

                                                 
1
It is important to note that the terms “wartime rape” and “genocidal rape” fall under the umbrella 

term of “sexual violence.” For further detailed explanations of sexual violence see Libby Tata Arcel and 

Marianne C. Katstrup, “War, Women and Health,” NORA 12, no. 1 (2004): 44; Jessica A. Hubbard, 

“Breaking the Silence: Women‟s Narratives of Sexual Violence During the 1994 Rwandan Genocide,” 

(master‟s thesis, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 2007): 6-7; and UN Economic and 

Social Council, Fiftieth Session, Commission on Human Rights, Contemporary Forms of Slavery: 

Systematic rape, sexual slavery and slavery-like practices during armed conflict, prepared by Gay J. 

McDougall, Special Rapporteur (22 June 1998): 6-7.  
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Rape as a Weapon of War  

 

As a weapon of war, rape is used strategically and tactically to advance specific 

objectives in many forms of conflict. It is used to conquer, expel or control 

women and their communities in times of war or internal conflict. As a form of 

gender-based torture it is used to extract information, punish, intimidate and 

humiliate. It is the universal weapon employed to strip women of their dignity and 

destroy their sense of self. 

—Amnesty International, Lives Blown Apart 
 

 The very nature of the subject of rape as a weapon of war renders any discussion 

of it ungraceful and, more often than not, vividly disturbing.  Mere words will never fully 

convey the gravity of the issue of rape, especially rape as a weapon of war.
2
  The Oxford 

English Dictionary has many definitions for the word “rape,” but not until the ninth 

definition is rape defined as a verb.  Even then, the definition is lacking: “to take (a thing) 

by force.”  In fact, the OED never provides a primary definition of the word rape that 

describes it as a violent, sexual act—the connotation usually given to the word in 

Western culture.  Only one sub-definition ever relates rape to a sexual act, with the verb 

“to rape” equated with the verb “to ravish.”  With only these paltry definitions found in 

the OED, one might be led to believe that the act of rape is minor, perhaps even erotic.  It 

is neither.  So what, then, is rape if not merely an act of force or ravishing?  

 According to the United Nation‟s Commission on Human Rights report 

Contemporary Forms of Slavery, rape “should be understood to be the insertion, under 

conditions of force, coercion or duress, of any object, including but not limited to a penis, 

into a victim‟s vagina or anus; or the insertion, under conditions of force, coercion or 

                                                 
2
I do not want to imply that victims of civilian rape suffer less trauma or pain than victims of 

wartime rape; I simply want to convey the devastation of the act of rape occurring systematically on a large 

scale.  
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duress, of a penis into the mouth of the victim.”
3
  Though this definition put forth by the 

Commission on Human Rights is explicit in describing the physical act of rape, it does 

not provide any insight into the motivation of the perpetrator.  Ruth Seifert claims, 

there are good reasons to assume that rapes do not have much to do either with 

nature or with sexuality. Rather, they are acts of extreme violence implemented, 

of course, by sexual means. Studies show that rape is not an aggressive 

manifestation of sexuality, but rather a sexual manifestation of aggression. In the 

perpetrator‟s psyche it serves no sexual purpose but is the expression of rage, 

violence, and dominance over a woman. At issue is her degradation, humiliation, 

and submission.
4
 

 

With perspectives from both an international legal body and an independent scholar on 

what the physical and psychological aspects of rape are, a better understanding of the act 

itself is achieved—though by no means a full comprehension.  Ruth Seifert‟s five theses 

presented in the latter half of this chapter provide additional depth to the definition of 

rape, and give insight into the motivations for the use of wartime rape and the varied 

dimensions that separate it from civilian rape.
5
 

 

Genocide and Genocidal Rape 

 

Like all rape, genocidal rape is particular as well as part of the generic, and its 

particularity matters. This is ethnic rape as an official policy of war in a genocidal 

campaign for political control. … It is specifically rape under orders. This is not 

rape out of control. It is rape under control. It is also rape unto death, rape as 

massacre, rape to kill and to make the victims wish they were dead. It is rape as 

an instrument of forced exile, rape to make you leave your home and never want 

to go back. It is rape to be seen and heard and watched and told to others; rape as 

                                                 
3
UN Economic and Social Council, 7.  

 
4
Ruth Seifert, “War and Rape: A Preliminary Analysis,” in Mass Rape: The War against Women 

in Bosnia-Herzegovina, ed. Alexandra Stiglmayer (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 55.  

 
5
For further detailed definitions of the act of rape and wartime rape see Judith Gardam, “Women 

and the Law of Armed Conflict: Why the Silence?” The International Comparative Law Quarterly 46, no. 

1 (1997), 74-76; Hubbard, 6-7; Katrina Lee Koo, “Confronting a Disciplinary Blindness: Women, War and 

Rape in the International Politics of Security,” Australian Journal of Political Science 37, no. 3 (2002): 

528; Inger Skjelsbaek, “Sexual Violence and War: Mapping Out a Complex Relationship,” European 

Journal of International Relations 7, no. 2 (2001): 211-237. 
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spectacle. It is rape to drive a wedge through a community, to shatter a society, to 

destroy a people. It is rape as genocide. 

—Catharine A. MacKinnon, Rape, Genocide, and Women’s Human Rights 

 

 The term “genocide” is not one that has been in the international public 

consciousness for hundreds of years, or even one hundred years.  The word was first 

coined in 1943 by lawyer Raphael Lemkin, a Polish Jew and survivor of the Holocaust.  

The Greek word “genos” (race) is combined with the Latin word “cide” (to kill) to form 

the term “genocide.”  In December 1948, the UN Convention on Genocide was adopted 

and officially came into existence in January 1951.
6
  Article Two of the Convention on 

Genocide defines genocide as: 

any of the following acts committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, 

a national, ethnic, racial or religious group, as such:  

- Killing members of the group 

- Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group 

- Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to 

bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part 

- Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group 

- Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group
7
 

 

The convention‟s definition of genocide, though under continual scrutiny, is widely 

accepted as the foundation to discern if the act of genocide is taking place.
8
  

 Though not specifically enumerated in the convention‟s definition of genocide, 

rape is a tactic many perpetrators of genocide choose to employ.  This method of 

genocide, while having been used in conflicts throughout history, gained particular 

                                                 
6
BBC News, “Analysis: Defining genocide,” BBC, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/3853157.stm, 

(accessed 12 February 2008).  

 
7
UN General Assembly, Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 

United Nations, http://www.hrweb.org/legal/genocide.html, (accessed 12 February 2008).  

 
8
Due to the implications of using a term as powerful as genocide, euphemisms are often used in its 

place.  These include: genocidal acts, ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity, war crimes, or even civil 

war. 
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attention in the 1992-1995 conflict in the former Yugoslavia in which rape was used 

extensively against Croatian and Bosnian Muslim women by Serbian forces.  It was 

during this time that the term “genocidal rape” began to be used.  Given the definition of 

genocide above, genocidal rape is an act that would aid in achieving any of the tenets put 

forth by that definition.  However, as will be seen in each of the three case studies, the 

use of genocidal rape is not uniform and manifests itself in various ways.
9
 

 

Framework: Ruth Seifert’s Five Theses
10

 

 

Why would any person or government choose to use rape as a primary tactic in 

wartime?  The explicit definition of rape clearly states it is not an act driven by sexual 

impulse, yet in the context of war the act of rape is much more than a simple act of 

aggression and/or power.  Although the use of rape as a weapon is not a new 

phenomenon, the extensive use of wartime and genocidal rape in the war in the former 

                                                 
9
In his book, The Bridge Betrayed: Religion and Genocide in Bosnia, Michael A. Sells defines 

genocidal rape aimed specifically at women as childbearers as “gynocide.” Gynocide encompasses forced 

impregnation, as well as the resulting implications in a culture of honor and shame (21-24). For further 

discussion on genocidal rape, including existing debates on the use of the term, see Sarah Marie Blizzard, 

“Women‟s Roles in the 1994 Rwanda Genocide and the Empowerment of Women in the Aftermath,” 

(master‟s thesis, Georgia Institute of Technology, 2006): 44-60; Catharine A. MacKinnon, “Rape, 

Genocide, and Women‟s Human Rights,” Harvard Women’s Law Journal 17, no. 5 (1994): 4-16; Sherrie 

L. Russell-Brown, “Rape as an Act of Genocide,” Berkeley Journal of International Law 21 (2003): 350-

374; Christoph Schiessl, “An element of genocide: rape, total war, and international law in the twentieth 

century,” Journal of Genocide Research 4, no. 2 (2002): 197-210.  

 
10

In her master‟s thesis, Breaking the Silence: Women’s Narratives of Sexual Violence During the 

1994 Rwandan Genocide, Jessica A. Hubbard provides a legitimate critique of Seifert‟s theses:  

What this model fails to explain or address is the question: what is the direct effect of rape in war 

on women? To that end, I argue that an additional function of rape in war is the impact it has on 

women who are experiencing the violence. Rape is used to hurt women; it is not „just‟ sex or „just‟ 

violence. It is an additional level of violence that has implications for both the emotional and 

physical well-being of women. This goes beyond rape as a function of male bonding, women as 

symbolic expression, and the rules of war. Instead, the function of rape is to inflict pain, 

humiliation, suffering, and lasting consequences such as AIDS and pregnancy on women. The 

function of rape should first be understood on an individual level before it is applied to families, 

communities, or men. 

I would like to acknowledge that I believe she is absolutely correct in identifying wartime rape as a 

primarily women’s issue, something Seifert fails to address. However, for the sake of clarity in testing these 

theses against my three case studies, I will use Seifert‟s theses in their original context.   
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Yugoslavia gave the issue prominence in human rights organizations and international 

media.  Wartime rape was particularly prominent in the region of Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

where “Serbs intentionally detained and raped Muslim women in camps to destroy them 

and their people by sexually „contaminating‟ the women.”
11

  Contamination of Muslim 

women was not the Serbian forces‟ only objective in employing mass rape; forced 

impregnation was also a “desirable” outcome, due to the regional cultural belief that a 

child‟s ethnic identity is established paternally.  As is the case in both Rwanda and 

Sudan, the use of rape as a weapon in Bosnia-Herzegovina was not happenstance—it was 

a systematic military policy conceived and planned before the war in the former 

Yugoslavia began.
12

  In 2000, The United Nations Development Fund for Women 

(UNIFEM) published a report that gave greater insight into the mass rape of Croatian and 

Bosnian Muslim women in the former Yugoslavia.  It found that women were often 

removed or separated from large groups for the express purpose of being raped, women 

were often forcibly held for many days having to endure sexual servitude, women often 

endured gang rapes by 2-12 men, and the rapes committed in the Balkan conflict were 

particularly brutal and periodically followed by murder.
13

  

                                                 
11

H. Patricia Hynes, “On the Battlefield of Women‟s Bodies: An Overview of the Harm of War to 

Women,” Women’s Studies International Forum 27 (2004): 3.  

 
12

Todd A. Salzman, “Rape Camps as a Means of Ethnic Cleansing: Religious, Cultural, and 

Ethical Responses to Rape Victims in the Former Yugoslavia,” Human Rights Quarterly 20 (1998): 355.  
 

13
UN Development Fund for Women. No Safe Place: An Assessment on Violence Against Women 

in Kosovo. (Prishtina, Kosovo: UNIFEM, 2000): 65; For detailed accounts and analyses of the use of rape 

in the former Yugoslavia see Human Rights Watch, Federal Republic of Yugoslavia: Kosovo—Rape as a 

Weapon of “Ethnic Cleansing.” New York: HRW, 2000; Catherine N. Niarchos. “Women, War, and Rape: 

Challenges Facing the International Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia,” Human Rights Quarterly 17 

(1995): 649-690; Cindy S. Snyder, et al. “On the Battleground of Women‟s Bodies: Mass Rape in Bosnia-

Herzegovina,” Affilia: Journal of Women and Social Work 26 (2006): 184-195; and Alexandra Stiglmayer, 

ed. Mass Rape: The War against Women in Bosnia-Herzegovina (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

1994). 
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In her analysis of the war and use of rape as a weapon in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

Ruth Seifert proposes five theses that aid in civilian understanding of why wartime rape 

is used.  As demonstrated below, multiple other scholars and authors confirm each of 

Seifert‟s theses with their own analyses of this phenomenon, though Seifert is the only 

author to address all five.  Each thesis, along with supporting evidence from varied 

sources, is presented below.  

 

Thesis 1: Rapes are part of the “rules” of war
14

  

 

 Rape has been documented as a weapon of war since the Greco-Roman era and 

has been used in almost every major military endeavor since.  The use of rape as a 

weapon of war has become especially prominent in modern warfare: German women 

were raped by Russian soldiers as the Russians took Berlin in World War Two; Japanese 

women were raped by U.S. troops during the United States‟ occupation of Japan; Muslim 

women were raped by Serbian troops in the Balkan Wars; Tutsi women were raped by 

Hutu soldiers during the 1994 Rwandan genocide; and non-Arab and Christian Sudanese 

women are raped by the Janjaweed in Darfur.  Because wartime rape is “seldom 

prosecuted and rarely denounced,” it is often viewed as a byproduct of war rather than a 

separate phenomenon.
15

  As a result of this “mischaracterization of war rape as a personal 

sexual act,” the perception of wartime rape as a “natural, if regrettable, aspect of war” is 

continually reinforced.
16

 

                                                 
14

Seifert, 58.  

 
15

Nancy Farwell, “War Rape: New Conceptualizations and Responses,” Affilia 19, no. 4 (2004): 

389. 

 
16

Ibid. For further reinforcement of Thesis 1 see Hynes, 3; and Koo, 529.  
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Thesis 2: In belligerent disputes the abuse of women is an element of male 

communication
17

 

 

 The premise for this thesis is simple; if a man cannot protect the women of his 

tribe, religion, or country his masculinity is called into question and he is “marked as 

incompetent.”
18

  Beyond the actual physical act, wartime rape becomes a symbolic 

gesture between men in patriarchal societies that the women of the oppressed 

communities are “such easy victims” because of the failure of the men in the 

community.
19

  Reinforcing this assertion, a report published by Amnesty International in 

2004 states,  

In some acts of collective violence, rape is used systematically and deliberately to 

drive out one group of people and empty the land of its settled population. The 

attack may be highly gendered—while men are killed, women are subjected to 

rape and other forms of sexual assault. Women are attacked to destroy their 

mental and physical integrity. They are attacked to publicly demonstrate the 

powerlessness of men to defend the community.
20

 

 

 

Thesis 3: Rapes also result from the offers of masculinity that armies make to their 

soldiers, or from the elevation of masculinity that accompanies war in Western cultures
21

 

 

 The military has always existed as a hyper-masculine subculture in which those 

enlisted are continually reaffirmed in the masculinity, while all that is feminine is 

subdued.  This phenomenon is often reinforced in a sexual manner: “On the ground 

„violence, sex and male camaraderie are the big draw for many adolescents who enlist in 

                                                 
17

Seifert, 59.  

 
18

Ibid.  

 
19

Claudia Card, “Rape as a Weapon of War,” Hypatia 11, no. 4 (1996): 7. Author‟s emphasis.  

 
20

Amnesty International, “Lives blown apart: Crimes against women in times of conflict,” 

(London: Amnesty International Publications, 2004): 16.  

 
21

Seifert, 59.  
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the military…. [An] anthropologist who lived among and studied Special Forces soldiers 

(Green Berets) in combat training concluded that the glue that binds and unifies for 

killing in combat is boasting about heterosexual exploits.”
22

   Unfortunately, these 

“heterosexual exploits” are often not of a consensual nature and only perpetuate the use 

of wartime rape.  In Amnesty International‟s report Lives Blown Apart the statement is 

made,  

The very ethos and values inscribed in military institutions often encourage 

violence against women. The culture of armed forces is generally premised on 

male stereotypes, prizing aggression and devaluing attributes traditionally 

associated with women. Armies extol, encourage and enforce male bonding and 

expressions of virility so that soldiers trust each other, are less ready to display 

weakness in front of their peers, and become more willing to take the risks that 

make them a good fighting unit.
23

 

 

Not only is a victim of wartime rape dehumanized by the act itself, her dignity becomes a 

kind of prize for the offending soldier and her body is sacrificed for the sake of military 

brotherhood.  

 

Thesis 4: Rapes in wartime aim at destroying the opponents’ culture
24

 

 

 At first glance the fourth thesis seems to be self-explanatory, though one may 

wonder why rape as a weapon of war destroys a culture if primarily women of that 

culture are being targeted.  Seifert goes into further detail on this thesis saying, “as 

tactical objectives, women were of special importance: if the aim is to destroy a culture, 

they are prime targets because of their cultural position and their importance in the family 

structure,” and because “the female body represents the body politic . . . violence inflicted 

                                                 
22

Hynes, 15.  

 
23

Amnesty International, 12. For further elaboration on Thesis 3 see: Card, 3 and 6.  

 
24

Seifert, 62.  
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on women is aimed at the physical and personal integrity of a group.”
25

  Susan 

Brownmiller justifies this thesis most succinctly when she says,  

Sexual sadism arises with astonishing rapidity in ground warfare, when the penis 

becomes justified as a weapon in a logistical reality of unarmed noncombatants, 

encircled and trapped. Rape of an object doubly dehumanized—as woman, as 

enemy—carries its own terrible logic. In one act of aggression, the collective 

spirit of women and of the nation is broken, leaving a reminder long after the 

troops depart. And if she survives the assault, what does the victim of wartime 

rape become to her people? Evidence of the enemy‟s bestiality. Symbol of her 

nation‟s defeat. A pariah. Damaged property. A pawn in the subtle wars of 

international propaganda.
26

 

 

This thesis also serves as the foundation for genocidal rape, as seen by the detailed 

definition given above.  

 

Thesis 5: The background to rape orgies is a culturally rooted contempt for women that 

is lived out in times of crisis
27

 

 

 The premise for this thesis is the assertion that in societies where women are 

already devalued, wartime rape is more likely to occur.  Patriarchal and misogynistic 

tendencies are magnified by the hyper-masculine military culture and women in the 

vicinity suffer for it.
28

  In other words, women become the enemy: “Stereotypical or 

violent attitudes to women already prevalent in society are consciously inflamed or 

manipulated by those forces—military, political, social or economic—which consider 
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that such a strategy of war will be to their advantage.”
29

  This attitude is further fueled by 

the patriarchal assumption that women are property of the men in a particular community.  

Hearkening back to the second thesis, when men cannot protect the women in their 

communities it is the women who are defiled and discarded, perpetuating patriarchal 

assumptions and practices.
30

  

 In a study on collective rape, Jennifer L. Green reinforces Seifert‟s fifth thesis 

further when she examines potential sociological explanations as to why violence against 

women occurs in war zones.  A woman‟s lower status goes beyond just living in a 

patriarchal culture; she is often reduced to her “reproductive and domestic productive 

capabilities” and objectified as a “baby factory.”
31

  Her objectification as a less than 

human being makes “acceptable and legitimate” to target her for violence.
32

  This sub-

human status, coupled with the idea that a man‟s masculinity is defined by attributes such 

as “aggression, violence, domination, and power,” are therefore important predictors of 

whether or not collective rape will occur during conflict.
33

 

 In the following two chapters, the five theses presented by Seifert concerning the 

nature of rape as a weapon of war will be applied to the case studies of Rwanda and 

Sudan.  The purpose of this is to establish the validity of Seifert‟s theses outside of a 
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European context, specifically examining if the theses are valid in multiple and varied 

African contexts.  In addition, the involvement of religious groups—particularly those 

associated with Christianity—in the conflicts in Rwanda and Sudan are applied to 

Seifert‟s theses, providing an added dimension in the discussion of why wartime rape 

was/is used in each case study.  The conclusion is made that Seifert‟s five theses remain 

valid in an African context, even with the added religious dimension.  Using this 

information, the response (or lack thereof) of local churches to victims of wartime rape is 

examined in Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Rwanda: The Rape of the Body Politic 

 

 

 The Republic of Rwanda is a small country in Central Africa, its total land area 

not equaling that of Maryland, yet with almost ten million people within its borders is the 

most densely populated country on the African continent.  Ninety percent of Rwanda‟s 

population lives in rural areas characterized by rolling green hills and lush vegetation, 

and tend to the country‟s two primary export crops, tea and coffee.
1
  Under normal 

circumstances, “the land of a thousand hills” would hardly be identifiable on a map, 

much less garner extensive international attention.  However, the 1994 genocide of the 

Tutsi people, “the most efficient mass killing since the atomic bombings of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki,”
2
 put Rwanda in the forefront of the international consciousness.  Stories 

of destructive radio propaganda, bloodied machetes, and mass rape emerged in the 

months and years following the genocide, but perhaps one of the most shocking details of 

these stories was the extensive role the Rwandan Catholic Church played in perpetrating 

and condoning these crimes.  

 This chapter will provide a brief history of ethnic tensions and the role of the 

Catholic Church in Rwanda, particularly examining how the two are intimately 

connected.  The latter half of this chapter will examine the use of rape as a weapon during 
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the genocide and identify particular instances in which the Church was complicit in the 

use of wartime and genocidal rape.  

 

Background to Genocide: Colonization and the Catholic Church 

 

 Rwanda remained relatively untouched by Western influences until the late 

1890s.  In 1894, Germany‟s Count Gustaav-Adolf Von Goetzen detoured from his East 

African travels and established contact with Rwanda‟s monarch, King Rwabugiri.  After 

the Count‟s visit, it took only a few years before Rwanda became a German colony.  

When Germany colonized Rwanda, a centralized government and military structure was 

already established under the monarchy.  Because of this, Germany chose to govern 

Rwanda by indirect rule, using the existing political structure to exercise its authority 

when needed.  This laissez-faire approach to long-distance governing remained in place 

until Belgium took control of Rwanda after the events of World War I unfolded.  Though 

Belgium retained the policy of indirect rule, it exercised its power in a much more 

manipulative, and ultimately destructive, manner.
3
 

 In the midst of European colonization, Rwanda saw an influx of Christian 

missionaries within its borders.  Some of the first to arrive in the early 1900s were 

Catholic missionaries from „The Society of Missionaries of Our Lady of Africa,‟ 

otherwise known as the White Fathers.  The White Fathers had previously tried to 

penetrate the borders of Rwanda with missional intent, to no avail.  However, this time 

they were able to utilize the German presence in Rwanda not only to gain access to the 

country, but also to establish a (volatile) relationship with the Rwandan king.  This first 

triangulation of governing powers and the Catholic Church in Rwanda set the stage for 
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future intimate interaction between the Church and the state.  When Belgian powers took 

control of Rwanda, the Catholic Church and government became a powerful, unified 

force of devastation.
4
 

 It was during this early time of Belgian colonial rule that the Hamitic myth was 

introduced to the Rwandan people.  Prior to the European colonial presence, the people of 

Rwanda identified themselves as Banyarwanda, a people with a shared ethnicity, culture, 

and language.  Within this common culture existed a caste system of sorts, divisions 

made according to socioeconomic issues, not ethnicity.  The Tutsi comprised the majority 

of the ruling class; the royal family, military commanders, most chiefs, and livestock 

owners were all identified as Tutsi.  The Banyarwanda were primarily Hutu, considered 

to be a lower class than Tutsi, and were primarily involved in agriculture.  The Twa were 

a distinct minority among the Rwandan people, and were identified with making pottery 

and hunting.  Because Tutsi, Hutu, and Twa were socioeconomic identifications, it was 

possible to move between the classes and intermarriage was common.
5
  The Hamitic 

myth purported that the Tutsi people were not of African or “negro” descent, but were 

ancesters of Noah‟s son Ham, and were therefore racially superior to Hutu and Twa.  

Belgian powers and those involved with the Catholic mission in Rwanda were committed 

to establishing the truth of the Hamitic myth and favoring the Tutsi, and quickly created a 

fatal tension between the Tutsi and Hutu.
6
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 Despite the fact that the Catholic missionaries promoted Tutsi ethnic and 

economic superiority, the Tutsi ruling class was generally unresponsive to the 

missionaries‟ goal of conversion.  Frustrated by their failure to bring the Tutsi to the 

Catholic faith, the missionaries turned their attention to the working-class Hutu.  Unlike 

their Tutsi sisters and brothers, the Hutu embraced the salvific message presented to them 

by the Catholic missionaries and were converted en masse.
7
  Along with the gospel, the 

Hutu received food, medical care, and education from the Catholic mission.  As the 

number of Hutu Catholics rapidly increased, King Musinga became increasingly 

suspicious of the motives behind the Catholic mission and began to sense that the 

widespread conversion to Catholicism would have serious sociopolitical implications: “In 

general, the missionaries were perceived less as gospel preachers and church planters 

than as European colonialists whose goal and objectives were to conquer the country and 

assume leadership.”
8
  King Musinga‟s assumptions were not entirely incorrect; the 

Belgian powers sympathized with the plight of the Roman Catholic Church in Rwanda, 

and deposed King Musinga in favor of a king who was more open to conversion.
9
 

 Once these events transpired, the Belgians assumed a greater role in the governing 

of Rwanda.  Remaining true to the Hamitic myth, an official census was organized and 

all Rwandans were officially classified as Tutsi, Hutu, or Twa.  Each person was then 

issued an identity card according to their “ethnicity.”
10

  Following the census, existing 
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tensions between Hutu and Tutsi quickly grew as Tutsi, who were considered by the 

Belgians to be more intelligent and natural leaders, were given privilege and leadership in 

governing the country.
11

  Though the majority of Catholic converts remained Hutu until 

this time, in 1943 the Tutsi king of Rwanda was baptized as a Roman Catholic, ushering 

in “waves of conversion among the Tutsi‟s elite.”
12

  Because of this flood of Tutsi 

converts, in a period of about three years the Roman Catholic Church in Rwanda tripled 

in size, much to the delight of Catholic missionaries and Church leadership.
13

  With the 

leadership of Rwandan government now firmly entrenched in the Catholic Church, 

Rwanda was consecrated to the Lord by the king on 27 October 1946.
14

  

 Over the next decade the elite Tutsi began circulating the notion of declaring 

Rwanda‟s independence from Belgium, a notion neither the Belgians nor those involved 

with the Catholic mission supported.  Distrust developed between the nobility and the 

missionaries, causing the missionaries to once again turn their focus and energy toward 

the Hutu people who were not committed to independence.  Tensions steadily increased, 

and a peasant revolt erupted in 1959 in which an estimated 20,000 Tutsi were killed and 

thousands more sent into exile.  The Catholic Church was supportive of this revolt, and 

did not take strides to admonish its members for human rights abuses.
15

  Rwanda was 

now under Belgian military rule and the country‟s leadership consisted primarily of Hutu, 
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many who were personally chosen by Catholic Church officials.
16

  In 1961 Rwanda 

abolished the monarchy and formed the Republic of Rwanda.  Virtually overnight, fresh 

violence toward the Tutsi erupted and discord between the groups grew.  By 1963, Hutu 

attacks on Tutsi were increasingly common and thousands more Tutsi had been 

slaughtered.
17

  Once again, the Church remained silent.  

 Over the next decade this pattern continued, and in 1973 a new wave of violence 

crashed down on Rwanda.  Hutu extremists were after Tutsi blood, and areas in which 

large numbers of Tutsi that had survived the previous massacres were specifically 

targeted.  Church leaders (Catholic and Protestant alike) did more than remain silent this 

time around; they “abandoned their fellow church members,” and chose to see the events 

unfolding “through Tutsi or Hutu lenses rather than from a Christian perspective” by 

participating in the killings.
18

  That same year, Major-General Juvenal Habyarimana, a 

Hutu and known Catholic, seized control of the Rwandan government in a coup d’etat, 

and declared the beginning of the Second Republic of Rwanda.  Far from being a 

stabilizing presence in war-torn Rwanda, Habyarimana only increased the animosity 

between Hutu and Tutsi.  Tutsi were removed from universities and public service jobs, 

and “Tutsi hunts” were organized.
19

  Racially charged propaganda was continually aired 

from Rwanda‟s two Hutu-controlled radio stations, and Tutsi were often referred to as 

inyenzi—cockroaches.   
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The Church once again failed to use its prophetic voice to denounce the racially 

charged policies being put into action.  In fact, the “seating of the Roman Catholic 

Archbishop of Rwanda on the Central Committee of the ruling party of [Habyarimana‟s] 

government was like putting a stamp of approval on the politics and policies of a 

government that discriminated against its own people,” and Catholic bishops “even went 

so far as to deny that there was discrimination against the Tutsis.”
20

  The Rwandan 

government and Catholic Church were nearly indistinguishable from each other, and the 

precedent for discrimination, violence, and death was set. 

On 6 April 1994, the plane that carried President Juvenal Habyarimana, the 

president of Burundi, and several high-level government officials mysteriously fell from 

the sky, killing all aboard.  Within hours, an interim government was put in place by an 

extremist group known as Hutu Power, roadblocks appeared throughout Kigali, and the 

genocide began.
21

  High-ranking Tutsi and moderate Hutu government officials were 

targeted for death first, an indication that “Rwanda was no frantic explosion of bloodlust, 

sparked by the anger of a people whose beloved president was shot out of the sky. Rather, 

it was a careful and long-prepared plan to destroy a people.”
22

  Radio-Television Libre 

des Mille Collines (RTLM), a radio station controlled by Hutu extremists, began to call 

for Hutu militia (interahamwe) and extremists to “go to work,” and “finish the job”—the 
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job being to exterminate the inyenzi.
23

  Despite the explicit call for violence and murder 

being broadcast by RTLM throughout Rwanda, the majority of church leaders did not 

speak out against the radio station.  In fact, prior to April 6, some church leaders “could 

be heard broadcasting „moments of meditation‟ over those airwaves,”
24

 further 

demonstrating the destructive entanglement between the Church and matters of the state.  

  

Defiling the Sacred: Genocide, Rape, and the Church 

 

Churches have been implicated in other genocides, and Christians have been 

perpetrators, victims, and bystanders in genocidal onslaughts before and after the 

Rwandan genocide. But rarely, if ever before, have church sanctuaries, places of 

worship and prayer, been the actual sites of mass murder that they became in 

Rwanda.  

—Tom Ndahiro, “The Church‟s Blind Eye to Genocide in Rwanda”  

 

 At the time of the Rwandan genocide, decades of anti-Tutsi propaganda were 

embedded in the minds of extremist Hutu and Tutsi alike.  Erin K. Baines suggests that 

“Hutu extremism was inscribed so violently on the bodies of an imagined enemy in order 

to fuse an „imagined‟ Hutu nation in the minds of an otherwise regionally and class-

divided Hutu populace. . . . The private sphere became a central site of nation building, 

manifest in the reproductive and sexual control of women‟s bodies. . . .”
25

  In other 

words, the body of the Tutsi female represented the Hutu enemy, and the defilement and 
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destruction of the Tutsi female was necessary to create the ideal Hutu nation-state.  This 

ethno-gendered ideology was at the forefront of anti-Tutsi propaganda, some 

propagandists even using religious language and Church teachings to reinforce their 

message.  The use of religion and the Church in this manner is not surprising; next to the 

government, the Roman Catholic Church was “the most influential and powerful 

institution in Rwanda,” and of the 90 percent of Rwandans who claimed to be Christian, 

62 percent were Roman Catholic.
26

  The result of the mindset created by this propaganda 

was the mass rape and torture of hundreds of thousands of Tutsi women.
27

   

Though some scholars claim that Tutsi women were not primary targets for 

massacre until the latter half of the genocide
28

, evidence and personal testimonies from 

survivors of the genocide show that the use of wartime and genocidal rape against Tutsi 

women began immediately.  Cecile, a young woman living in Kigali at the time, reports 

that on 7 April 1994, interahamwe entered her house, demanded to see identity cards, and 

then “despite the presence of her husband and their neighbors—they instantly began to 

rape her.”
29

  The following day offered no respite for Cecile; her husband was abducted 

by the interahamwe, and shortly after she was abused and raped by three of the 

militiamen.  Over the next three months Cecile was raped multiple times by various Hutu 
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military and militia, even having to endure rape and torture with a sheathed sword.
30

  

Stories such as Cecile‟s are not uncommon in the recounting of the Rwandan genocide; 

rather, they are alarmingly commonplace—though seldom discussed.   

When President Habyarimana‟s plane crashed on April 6, the Hutu Power 

interahamwe was already formed and awaiting orders.  However, after the initial killings 

took place the interahamwe began to recruit new members to aid in the massacres.  They 

recruited primarily among the poverty-stricken male youth of Kigali, a demographic with 

seemingly nothing to lose: “For these people the genocide was the best thing that could 

ever happen to them. They had the blessings of a form of authority to take revenge on a 

socially powerful people. . . . They could steal, they could kill with minimum 

justification, they could rape and they could get drunk for free.”
31

  The mindset of 

debauchery among the young interahamwe recruits gives credence to Thesis 1; without 

foreknowledge of Hutu extremists‟ intent to use rape as a tool of genocide, young men 

joined forces with the Hutu militia with an express interest in being able to rape freely.  A 

report issued by Human Rights Watch also suggests that rape during the Rwandan 

genocide was, at its core, part of the “rules of war”:  

Like the organizers, the killers who executed the genocide were not demons nor 

automatons responding to ineluctable forces. They were people who chose to do 

evil. Tens of thousands, swayed by fear, hatred, or hope to profit, made the choice 

quickly and easily. They were the first to kill, rape, rob and destroy. They 

attacked Tutsi frequently and until the very end, without doubt or remorse.
32

  

 

As will be seen below, the use of rape against Tutsi women was much more than a 

byproduct of war.  However, the use of rape by the lowest to the highest ranking 
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members of the military and militia, as well as civilians, from the outset of the genocide 

allows the conjecture to be made that the widespread use of rape was an inevitable part of 

the war raging in Rwanda.  The initial response by the international media that were 

aware of the sexual violence taking place in Rwanda also suggests that rape was 

considered normality in the context of war.  The extensive use of wartime and genocidal 

rape against Tutsi women was not visible to the international community until nine 

months after the genocide ended, “when a Belgian doctor publicized that women were 

presenting themselves in unusual numbers to bear the children of rape. Nor was it, 

thereafter, officially documented. That was left to the initiatives of two NGOs, African 

Rights and the Women‟s Project of Human Rights Watch.”
33

  

 With so many thousands of women‟s bodies being destroyed by rape on a daily 

basis during the Rwandan genocide, the claim of Thesis 2 that rape is used as a form of 

communication between males is primitive even dismissive of the act of rape itself.  

However, the disturbing truth of Thesis 2 is no more evident than when taken in the 

context of the Rwandan genocide.   

In general, the rapes that were committed as part of the Rwandan genocide were 

committed „by many men in succession, were frequently accompanied by other 

forms of physical torture and often staged as public performances to multiply the 

terror and degradation.‟ For example, one case included a 45-year-old woman 

who was raped by her 12-year-old son—with a hatchet held to his throat—in front 

of her husband while their five other young children were forced to hold open her 

thighs.
34

 

 

As evidenced by the quote above, the rape of Tutsi women went far beyond a simple act 

of power, aggression, or even racially charged hatred.  Numerous testimonies attest that 
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husbands and sons were forced to watch and participate in the rape of their loved ones, 

often in the presence of their entire community.
35

  The Hutu message to the Tutsi men 

was clear; Tutsi men were powerless to stop the abuse of the women in their community, 

and were therefore weak and inferior to the powerful Hutu men.   

 In an unexpected and perhaps unique twist, Thesis 2 manifested itself in other 

ways during the Rwandan genocide.  African Rights interviewed a man, Paul, who shared 

his story of forced participation in rape and the Hutu militia intent for him to become 

infected with HIV/AIDS:  

They demanded that I have sex with her. . . . When I refused, one of them beat me 

with his club and I had no choice but to do what they wanted. . . . When the deed 

was done, they told me that there was no death quite like sleeping with a woman 

with AIDS. They knew very well that her husband had died from AIDS, but I 

hadn‟t known this. I didn‟t even know the lady.
36

  

 

The interahamwe‟s message was clear yet again; not only could Paul not protect or 

defend this woman from his community, he was powerless to defend his own body and 

well-being as well.  The use of rape as a form of male communication was also exhibited 

within the ranks of the Rwandan military and interahamwe.   

Men in the lowest ranks were often forcibly compelled to rape Tutsi women. 

Women who were gang raped were often „given‟ to men „unwashed and dressed 

in rags‟, or to the Twa, considered to be biologically inferior. In the context of 

Rwandan social relations, rape by men perceived to be of an inferior race „was 

intended as a humiliation‟ to Tutsi women, but also reflected a belittling of men 

by men.
37
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This element of communication through the abuse and contamination of the bodies of 

both women and men also provides the foundations for Thesis 3 and Thesis 4, as will be 

examined below.  

 The use of rape during the Rwandan genocide as a form of communication was 

not limited to the humiliation of the enemy and identifying who was “us” versus “them.”  

The Rwandan military and interahamwe also used rape to communicate among 

themselves in—what they perceived—a positive manner.  Beyond the individual rapes 

Tutsi women endured, they were also subject to frequent gang rapes.  While these gang 

rapes were often used explicitly for the purpose of torture or shame, they also served as 

“a form of „initiation‟ of Hutu men to the nation.”
38

  By collectively participating in this 

abasement of a Tutsi woman‟s body, the Hutu men proved their worth to their superiors 

and demonstrated that they were committed to the cause at hand.  Hutu extremists also 

employed the gang rape of a Tutsi woman in another way: “half dead, or even already a 

corpse, a woman would be publicly raped as a way for the killing mobs to bond 

together.”
39

  The “offers of masculinity,” in the words of Thesis 3, that were put forth to 

men in the interahamwe and the military revolved around participating in an action that 

demonstrated the common utter contempt and disgust for the Tutsi.  The collective rape 

of a Tutsi woman was, disturbingly, the most effective method of achieving the 

aforementioned goals.  

 As mentioned in Chapter Two, the premise of Thesis 4 that rape is used to destroy 

an opponent‟s culture is the foundation for what is now referred to as “genocidal rape.”  
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A strong argument can be made that the destruction of the Tutsi culture and people was 

Hutu Power‟s primary motive in employing the use of rape as a weapon.  Unlike the 

forced impregnation of Bosnian and Croation Muslim women in the former Yugoslavia, 

“the aim of „genocidal rape‟ in Rwanda was to kill Tutsi women whether it be through 

the transmission of AIDS, penetration with sharp objects, or as a result of the sheer 

number of times a woman was raped. Rape was used as a method, weapon, or tool 

through which Tutsi women were destroyed.”
40

  The testimonies of Cecile and Paul seen 

earlier in the chapter demonstrate the truth of this statement, and countless other 

testimonies convey the same message, especially concerning the purposeful transmission 

of AIDS.
41

  The Rwandan genocide was one of the first known instances in which 

HIV/AIDS was used as a weapon in conjunction with rape, creating a new kind of 

biological warfare.  The interahamwe “reportedly forced carriers of HIV to rape,” using 

the virus to “annihilate „the procreators‟ and ensure „the killing continues and endures‟ 

past generations.”
42

  In addition to the death sentence passed on with HIV/AIDS, the 

transmission of the virus was a way for the Hutu military and militia to prolong the 

suffering of Tutsi women, and deliberately cause a slow and agonizing death.
43

  The 

premeditation required to employ such a method of destruction shows that not only was 
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the genocide planned well in advance of 1994, but that the use of rape as a weapon was 

integral to its success.    

 Death, however, did not always follow the rape of a Tutsi woman.  In fact, Tutsi 

women often pleaded with their captors and rapists for death rather than having to live 

through the torture of wartime rape, to no avail.
44

  Having been raised with the same 

cultural values as the Tutsi, Hutu extremists knew the social stigma and isolation that 

accompanied victims of rape and used this to their advantage.  As discussed earlier, the 

body of a Tutsi woman was seen as much more than just flesh and bone.  To the Hutu, 

the body of the Tutsi woman represented the enemy.  To the Tutsi, the body of the Tutsi 

woman was identified with motherhood, “a critical social identity and esteemed status for 

Rwandan women,” and the fertility and prosperity of the nation.
45

  Therefore, when a 

Tutsi woman was raped, diseased, and mutilated to the point of sterility, she lost her 

“esteemed status” and was reduced to a pariah in her own community.  Further ensuring 

the loss of status and morale, the Hutu militia often raped women in public places and 

then forced the women to march naked through the streets.
46

  Tutsi women were raped 

and “left alive so that the humiliation would affect not only the survivor but also those 

closest to her.”
47

  Physical death was not always the primary goal of Hutu rapists; often 

the death of an entire communal structure was more desirable and more beneficial in the 

ultimate goal of decimating the Tutsi population of Rwanda.  
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 At the time of the genocide, the communal structure that existed in Rwanda was 

centuries old and relied on men and women to fulfill traditional gender roles so that the 

structure would function properly.  Unfortunately, as Thesis 5 suggests, those traditional 

gender constructs, combined with racially charged hatred, facilitated—and even 

magnified—the use of rape as a weapon by Hutu extremists during the genocide.  As 

mentioned earlier, the most valuable role a Rwandan woman can achieve is one as 

mother.  This role naturally relegates her to the domestic sphere, where she is responsible 

for “care and management of the home, children and local agriculture crops,” and any 

interaction outside the domestic sphere is controlled by her father or husband.
48

  Though 

the roles of mother and homemaker are the noblest pursuits of a Rwandan woman, at the 

same time those roles allow the woman to be objectified as a kind of “baby machine” or 

property of the men in her life.  Because of this, the likelihood that she will be subject to 

abuse, in war or peacetime, is great.  This is clearly demonstrated in the Hutu extremists‟ 

perception that the Tutsi woman‟s body is merely symbolic of the enemy; the Tutsi 

woman‟s humanity and individuality are lost.  

 The traditional construct of the Rwandan woman as wife and mother created other 

problems for Tutsi women in the years preceding the genocide, as well as during the 102 

days of the 1994 genocide.  As Rwanda entered into the 1980s and 1990s, urban 

Rwandan women began to explore the options available to them outside the home, in 

addition to more openly acknowledging their sexuality.  Rwanda‟s administration did not 

approve of these practices, and the “Roman Catholic Church, closely aligned with the 

Hutu president, Habyarimana, helped police women‟s bodies by banning contraceptives 
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and becoming increasingly vitriolic on morality and sexual behavior in this largely 

Catholic country.”
49

  Hutu extremists used the measures taken to control women‟s 

sexuality by the government and Church to their advantage; in anti-Tutsi propaganda 

aired over RTLM and littering the streets of Rwanda, Tutsi women were portrayed as 

“evil seductresses, transformed into „pistols‟ to conquer Rwanda.”
50

  Another myth 

propagated by Hutu extremists was that Tutsi women believed themselves to be “more 

beautiful and desirable,” and therefore “inaccessible to Hutu men whom they allegedly 

looked down upon and were „too good for.‟”
51

  These myths about Tutsi women were 

perhaps most evident in the widely-circulated “Hutu Ten Commandments,” which many 

Hutu extremists displayed prominently in their homes.  The first two commandments 

addressed Tutsi women specifically:  

1. Every Muhutu should know that a Mututsi woman, wherever she is, works for 

the interest of her Tutsi ethnic group. As a result, we shall consider a traitor any 

Muhutu who: 

- marries a Tutsi woman.  

- befriends a Tutsi woman.  

- employs a Tutsi woman as secretary or concubine.  

  

2. Every Muhutu should know that our Hutu daughters are more suitable and 

conscientious in their role as woman, wife and mother of the family. Are they not 

more beautiful, good secretaries and more honest? 

 

In addition, the eighth Hutu commandment stated, “The Bahutu should stop having 

mercy on the Batutsi.”
 52

  By the time the genocide began, Hutu men were sufficiently 

inundated with the message that Tutsi women were essentially conniving whores, unable 
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to sustain the traditional Rwandan way of life because of their perverse sexual nature and 

trickery.  “This characterization led to what one Tutsi woman explained as an 

indescribable hate. As such, „[r]ape served to shatter these images by humiliating, 

degrading, and ultimately destroying the Tutsi woman.‟”
53

  Because the use of 

propaganda aimed specifically at Tutsi women was so extensive, the argument can once 

again be made that “sexual violence was not a mere side effect of the conflict, but rather 

an integral part of the genocidal campaign.”
54

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 It is an indisputable fact that the Catholic Church was intimately involved with 

the 1994 Rwandan genocide, as well as the preceding massacres.  The Church prostituted 

itself to the Rwandan government for secular authority and power, and as such 

compromised its ability to be a prophetic voice of peace in times of turmoil.  Its status in 

Rwandan society was further diminished when churches, formerly places of refuge, 

became places of torture and slaughter.  It is no coincidence that countless church 

sanctuaries now serve as mass gravesites; it was often the pastors of those churches that 

led the massacres of their parishioners.
55

  In 2001, two Catholic nuns were convicted in 

collaborating in the murder of over 7000 Tutsi seeking refuge in the walls of their 

monastery.  “Once known as the country of a thousand hills (milles collines), Rwanda is 
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now the country of a million dead, those silent huts and mass graves with skeletal limbs 

poking through the shallow soil mute testimony to the bloodbath.”
56

 

 The case for the Church‟s complicity in the use of genocidal rape is slightly more 

ambiguous.  However, the information presented above as well as testimonies from 

genocidal rape survivors give a clear picture of the prominence of the Catholic Church 

where wartime and genocidal rape are concerned.  The hierarchy of the Catholic Church 

in Rwanda actively promoted the Hamitic myth among the Rwandan people, skewing 

perceptions of authority and what it meant to be human.  As time passed, the Church 

adopted the attitudes and ideals of the militant Hutu government, which included the 

degradation of the Tutsi—especially females.  At the behest of President Habyarimana, 

the Church tightened its already rigid stance on anything having to do with female 

sexuality, aiding in the propagation that Tutsi women were amoral and sexually deviant.
57

  

In addition to many reports of Church leaders actively participating in the murder of 

hundreds of thousands of Tutsi, there are also reports of Church leaders publicly raping 

Tutsi women in order to appease the interahamwe.
58

  The body of a young woman with a 

spear thrust through her vagina and into her chest was found behind the altar of a church 

in Nyamata.
59

  It is also important to remember that at the time of the genocide, 

approximately 62 percent of Rwandans claimed to be Roman Catholic, while another 28 

                                                 
56

McCullum, 20.  

 
57

The stance taken by the Church and government regarding a woman‟s sexuality applied to all 

women in Rwanda, but the policy was deliberately abused to the detriment of Tutsi women.  

 
58

 Afrol News, “Rwanda priest convicted of genocide, rape,” IRIN. 

http://www.afrol.com/articles/22757 (accessed 20 November 2007).  

 
59

James M. Smith and Carol Rittner, “Churches as Memorial Sites” in Genocide in Rwanda: 

Complicity of the Churches?, 194.  



 

35 

percent claimed to be Protestant.  In a country comprised of 90 percent Christians, it is 

safe to assume that the majority of those committing the act of rape associated themselves 

with Christianity, a large portion of those people identifying with Roman Catholicism.  

And still the Church remained silent.  Members and clergy were aware of the murder and 

rape happening literally on the doorsteps of their churches, and yet they said nothing.  

The Rwandan Catholic Church‟s silence is perhaps the most damning evidence in the 

argument that the Church was complicit in the use of genocidal rape.  As will be seen in 

Chapter Six, the pattern of silence by the Rwandan Catholic Church continues even now 

as genocidal rape victims seek reconciliation and justice.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Sudan: “We Want to Make a Light Baby” 

 

 

 The Republic of Sudan is located in the northeastern corner of Africa, and with a 

total area of nearly two and a half million kilometers is the largest country on the African 

continent.  Approximately forty million people live within Sudan‟s vast borders, the 

overwhelming majority of those contributing to the country‟s most important industry—

agricultural production.  However, the flat, arid landscape of Sudan is often subject to 

extensive drought, resulting in overwhelming famine and poverty among the Sudanese 

people.
1
  Like its neighbor Rwanda, Sudan would most likely not experience extensive 

international attention were it not for the war and human rights atrocities currently 

plaguing the region of Darfur.  Week after week, new reports emerge in international 

media documenting the military and militia‟s widespread use of torture and rape against 

civilians, the ever-increasing number of internally displaced persons (IDPs), and the 

genocide of non-Arab Sudanese citizens.  Once again, religion plays a key role in the 

conflicts in Sudan; Arab Muslim Sudanese government forces and government-supported 

militia target non-Arab (also referred to as “black” or “African”) Sudanese and Sudanese 

Christians for extermination.  

 This chapter will provide a brief history of the tension and conflict between Arab 

and non-Arab Sudanese, particularly examining how Islam has shaped the government 

and public policy of Sudan.  The latter half of this chapter will narrow focus to the use of 
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rape as a weapon against non-Arab women and the roles of Islam and Christianity in the 

current conflict in the Darfur region of Sudan.  

 

Background to Genocide: Colonization and Islam 

 

 Like most African countries in its proximity, Sudan existed under colonial rule 

from the late nineteenth century through the mid-twentieth century.  After the British 

occupied Egypt in 1882, a lengthy dispute between Great Britain and France began over 

the proprietorship of regions in Northern and Eastern Africa, including Sudan.  In 1899 

the dispute was finally settled, with French agreeing to discontinue their eastward African 

expansion at the Nile watershed.  Now having authority over Sudan, the British were left 

with the task of governing it.  Because the Egyptian treasury financed a large portion of 

the British endeavor to control Sudan and surrounding areas, “the Anglo-Egyptian 

Condominium was declared in 1899, whereby the Sudan was given separate political 

status under which sovereignty was jointly shared by the [Egyptian ruler] and the British 

crown, and the Egyptian and the British flags were flown side by side.”
2
  Despite joint 

sovereignty, the British were the dominant presence in Sudan and made efforts to 

modernize and pacify religious uprisings in the northern part of the country.  Groups in 

the southern Sudan were more resistant to British rule, and as a result were confined to 

military rule without the benefits of modernization.  

 That same year, Sir Reginald Wingate was appointed governor-general of Sudan 

and quickly established himself as a trustworthy leader devoted to the welfare of the 

Sudanese people.  His positive reputation among the people of Sudan established 
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“confidence in Christian British rule by a devoutly Muslim, Arab-oriented people.”
3
  

Under Wingate‟s rule, Sudan saw technological and industrial growth, the establishment 

of cotton as an export crop, and an increase in educational opportunities for Sudanese 

citizens.  Though these were all positive developments, an educated Sudanese elite began 

to emerge that expressed discontent with the British political framework for Sudan.  

Obviously unable to gain support from British officials, this new elite sought support 

from Egyptian nationalists and thereby established the foundation for 20
th

-century 

Sudanese nationalism.
4
  Sudanese nationalism began to manifest politically in 1924 when 

an organization called the White Flag League was formed that was dedicated to the 

removal of the British from Sudan.  The British promptly suppressed this uprising, and 

the British maintained primary control of Sudan until after World War Two.  

 In the period between the White Flag Leagues‟s uprising and the end of World 

War Two, Sudan‟s first political parties were formed.  The radical nationalists were 

represented by the Ashiqqa‟ (Brothers), and the moderate faction in favor of cooperation 

with the British formed the Ummah (Nation) Party.  The formation of these two parties 

“quickly rekindled old suspicions and deep-seated hatreds that soured Sudanese politics 

for years and eventually strangled parliamentary government.”
5
  Concerned with the 

political developments in Sudan, the British established an advisory council for northern 

Sudan, leaving southern Sudan without representation.  Up to this point, the British had 

purposefully segregated the northern Muslim Arab population from the animist and 
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Christian Africans in the south in order to maintain control. However, pressure from 

Sudanese nationalists forced Britain to abandon this practice, and in 1947 representatives 

from southern Sudan were incorporated into the new political system.  Various 

negotiations between Great Britain, Egypt, and Sudan over the next several years resulted 

in the Republic of Sudan being formed on 1 January 1956.   

 Democracy in Sudan was short-lived; in 1958, the commander of the Sudanese 

army carried out a coup d‟etat in the capital of Khartoum and established authoritarian 

rule, “dissolving all political parties, prohibiting assemblies, and temporarily suspending 

newspapers.”
6
  At the time of the coup, many prominent Arab Sudanese were 

propagating establishing an Islamic constitution and adoption of Islamic law.  However, 

the minority non-Muslim and non-Arab populations of Sudan did not believe that an 

Islamic constitution would allow them religious freedom, full citizenship, and equal 

rights under Islamic law.
7
  Non-Muslim‟s and non-Arab‟s concerns proved to be 

legitimate; northern Arab Muslim Sudanese assumed administrative positions in southern 

Sudan, and new policies were implemented to “facilitate the spread of Islam and the 

Arabic language.”
8
  Education in the south—provided by Christian missionaries and 

taught primarily in English—was restructured to mirror the Arabic and Islamic studies of 

the north, and Christian missionaries were expelled from Sudan.  By 1962, violent 

rebellion against the government was widespread in southern Sudan, which only 

increased the Arab Muslim north‟s repression of the non-Arab, animist/Christian south.  
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 Increasing frustration and instability led to yet another shift in power, when the 

government was seized by a group of Sudanese military officers on 25 May 1969.  

Colonel Ja‟far Muhammad Numayri pronounced himself president of Sudan, established 

the Sudanese Socialist Union (SSU) as the country‟s only political party, and promised a 

permanent constitution and National Assembly for the state.  In 1971, several groups of 

southern Sudanese rebels joined together to form the Southern Sudan Liberation 

Movement (SSLM) and formed a dialogue with the Numayri government aimed at 

ending the violence in the south and declaring regional autonomy for southern Sudan.  

On 27 February 1972 the Addis Ababa Agreement was signed by both parties, ending the 

nearly two decade long conflict in Sudan and establishing southern autonomy.  In 1973, 

Numayri fulfilled his promise of providing a constitution to Sudan, and a document was 

promulgated that recognized the influence of Islam on Sudan, but accommodated all 

religions.  The success of this constitution was short-lived; within a few short years 

Islamic law would be the primary source of governance in Sudan.
9
  

 During the period of the 1960s and 1970s, a small political party called the 

Islamic National Front (INF) governed under the ideals of the Muslim Brotherhood began 

to gain influence and establish itself among Sudan‟s educated civil servants.  As the 

INF‟s power grew and the SSU began to falter, Numayri began to rely heavily on the 

support of the Muslim Brotherhood.   By 1983, the 1973 constitution was all but obsolete 

and the Sudanese government implemented the „Islamic way,‟ a legal system based on 

Islamic law.  In addition, the autonomy of the southern Sudan was nullified and it was 
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divided into three provinces to be governed by the north.
10

  By May of 1983, the civil war 

between the Northern Muslim Arabs and Southern Christian/animist Africans had 

resumed, and the Addis Ababa Agreement was abandoned.  The Sudanese People‟s 

Liberation Army (SPLA) and its political counterpart, the Sudan People‟s Liberation 

Movement (SPLA), were increasingly successful against the northern Sudanese armies 

and Numayri‟s power weakened.  As a result, Numayri was removed from power in April 

1985 and replaced by his chief of staff, General „Abd al-Rahman Siwar al-Dahab.  

However, new leadership did not provide much-needed stability to Sudan, and the 

Revolutionary Command Council for National Salvation (RCC) seized power in 1989, 

led by General Omer al-Bashir.
11

  

 The RCC was, in fact, the vehicle for the INF to gain control of Sudan, and al-

Bashir quickly established himself as a ruthless leader; hundreds of political opponents 

were imprisoned, political parties and trade unions were banned, the press silenced, and 

the judiciary dismantled.
12

  With military rule firmly established, and the support of the 

Military Brotherhood behind him, President Bashir implemented a new Islamic Penal 

Code in March of 1991.  Bashir went so far as to claim that, “Islam, the majority religion, 

and Arabic, the language of the Quran, represented the essential bases of the country‟s 

nationalism,” and “adherents of traditional African faiths could be compelled to convert,  
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since they were not monotheistic „People of the Book.‟”
13

  A renewed effort for the 

“Arabization and Islamization of education” in the south began, and the government‟s 

intolerant ideology fueled the civil war already raging.
14

  Despite numerous attempts at 

cease-fires and peace agreements, the battle between north and south continued for over 

two decades.  A peace agreement between north and south Sudan was finally brokered in 

2005, but new conflict in Darfur emerged in the process.  

 

Hidden in Their Hearts: Genocide and Rape in Darfur 

 

Women will not tell you easily if they have been raped. In our culture, it is a 

shame. Women hide this in their hearts so that men don‟t hear about it.  

—Amnesty International, Sudan/Darfur: Rape as a Weapon of War 

 

 The genocide in Darfur is not a thing of the past; it is an atrocity happening before 

the eyes of the international community this very moment.  Because of this, the 

information concerning the Darfurian conflict changes from day to day and indisputable 

facts are difficult to establish.  Despite these challenges, at least one indisputable fact has 

emerged—women and girls are repeatedly and systematically subjected to the use of 

wartime and genocidal rape in Darfur.  Organizations such as Amnesty International, 

Human Rights Watch, Medicins Sans Frontiers, and Refugees International continually 

document women‟s accounts of rape by military and militia forces in Darfur, as well as 

the Sudanese government‟s varied responses to the accusations of employing rape as a 

weapon.  Unlike the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda in which years have 

passed and multiple sources become available for research and documentation, the 
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primary sources for information about the use of rape as a weapon in Sudan are the 

women who have experienced and survived genocidal rape and are willing to share their 

stories.  The lack of hindsight and hard facts creates a partial information gap, in which 

the information that is available must be used to hypothesize or conjecture about the 

information that is not.  

 After decades of turmoil and violence, in 2002 it finally appeared peace would 

break out in Sudan.  A ceasefire agreement was signed, and the Sudanese government 

and the SPLA were negotiating terms in Khartoum for mutual political cooperation.  

However, this period of peace was all too brief; in February 2003 rebels in Darfur rose up 

against the government claiming that the Darfur region was being neglected in the 

negotiations in Khartoum.
15

  The rebel groups are the Sudan Liberation Movement 

(SLM) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), and are comprised primarily of 

men of non-Arab, or African, ethnicities.
16

  The Sudanese government did not waste any 

time in responding to the insurrectionists; within months the SLM and JEM were battling 

the Sudanese military and government supported militias, such as the janjaweed.
17

  As 

had been the case in the most recent civil war, the military and janjaweed were given 

orders to take any action necessary to suppress anyone taking up arms against Khartoum, 

and did so with full impunity: “This strategy allows the central government to control 
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large groups of civilians, by spreading fear amongst them and reinforcing repression and 

is apparently aimed at collectively punishing the communities from which armed groups 

emerge.”
18

  The carte blanche given to the military and militia to control Darfur by the 

government created a volatile battleground, one in which rape quickly became the 

primary weapon of terror.  

 With the memory of the genocides in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda still 

lingering, and the widespread use of rape as a weapon in each of those conflicts well 

documented and acknowledged as a crime against humanity, it did not take long for the 

alarm to sound amongst various human rights agencies that the use of rape as a weapon 

and method of genocide was spreading with astonishing rapidity in Darfur.  

Organizations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch dispatched teams 

to the region on fact-finding missions, anticipating that international awareness of the 

widespread use of rape in Darfur would aid in curtailing the situation.  The information 

gathered by NGOs in the region was promptly passed on to prominent world leaders, the 

United Nations, and the international media; by March 2004 news outlets such as the 

BBC and The New York Times were consistently reporting on the genocide and use of 

genocidal rape by the janjaweed against Darfuri women and girls.
19

  Reports emerged 

that the “perpetrators of rape, who frequently are members of the armed forces and 

affiliated militias, often claimed the government supports them in their campaign of  
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rape.”
20

  Aisha Arzak Mohammad, a rape survivor, recounted her attackers‟ words to a 

foreign service reporter: “The government gave me permission to rape you. This is not 

your land anymore, abid, go.”
21

  When approached by various organizations and the 

international media, the Sudanese government quickly dismissed the allegation that rape 

was an “integral part of violence in Darfur,” and went so far as to claim that “Sudan 

aggressively punishes rape.”
22

  However, a Sudanese government official speaking to a 

reporter in 2004 described the rapes in Darfur “as an inevitable part of war and dismissed 

accusations by human rights organizations that the attacks were ethnically based.”
23

  This 

statement, combined with the government‟s official response that rape is not used as a 

weapon in Darfur, provide sound evidence, once again, of the dismal truth of Thesis 1; 

rape is continually viewed as an inevitable part of war around the world.  Although the 

international community and media were quick to acknowledge the conflict and use of 

rape as a weapon in Darfur, it is possible that the mindset associated with Thesis 1 still 

exerted some influence on the amount of information gathered and released by NGOs and 

the media in the early months of reporting on Darfur.  This is evident in an article 

published in The Washington Post in June 2004, when an international aid worker is 
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reported as saying, “The scary thing is that I don‟t think we realize the extent of how 

widespread this is yet.”
24

 

 As the weeks and months passed, more and more reports emerged giving accounts 

of the janjaweed and military brutally raping non-Arab women and girls while forcing 

the African communities in Darfur from their homes.  In addition to creating the world‟s 

largest IDP population, it became clear that the Arab Sudanese government—despite its 

denials—was using the rape of African Darfuri women by the military and Arab militia to 

send a clear message to the SLM and JEM: “You are powerless against us.”  As was the 

case in Rwanda, husbands and entire communities were often forced to watch women 

being raped by the janjaweed: “In many cases the Janjawid have raped women in public, 

in the open air, in front of their husbands, relatives or the wider community. Rape is first 

and foremost a violation of the human rights of women and girls … in Darfur, it is also 

clearly used to humiliate the woman, her family and her community.”
25

  Humiliation is 

not the only consequence felt by the victim and her family; several victims say that 

“family members (husbands, children, mothers, etc.) or friends got severely beaten while 

witnessing or trying to intervene in the assault.”
26

  The Arab government‟s demonstration 

of power against the SLM, JEM, and non-Arab men did not stop with the mental and 

physical assault of non-Arab women and their communities; the oppression against 

African Sudanese reached beyond the battlefields of Darfur to the legal system in 

Khartoum.  Amnesty International reports of one instance where police stood by while 
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the janjaweed committed multiple rapes, and tortured men who tried to protect the 

victims.
27

  “One girl displaced during the conflict told of being raped by a group of men 

from the Sudanese army while collecting fire wood. When her brother took her to report 

this to the local police, the policemen refused to report the case and detained her brother 

when he questioned the procedure.”
28

  The Arab military and militia left little doubt as to 

who held the power in Darfur, and in Sudan.  

 Though the genocide in Darfur mirrors those of the former Yugoslavia and 

Rwanda in many ways, some aspects of the conflict remain a mystery.  Looking back, 

international criminal tribunals have established motives for the actions of the 

governments and militias, often with testimony given by the perpetrators themselves.  

Because the conflict in Darfur is ongoing, and the Sudanese government often refuses to 

cooperate with requests for information from the AU, UN, and various NGOs, it is 

difficult to comprehend the most intricate reasoning for desiring to displace and viciously 

abuse an entire population.  This is especially true when examining Thesis 3 in the 

context of Sudan; the janjaweed are not going to be forthcoming with their motives 

beyond the obvious—ethnic cleansing or genocide—for committing mass rape against 

non-Arab Sudanese women.  However, based on testimonies from survivors the 

conclusion can still be drawn that the janjaweed‟s utilization of rape in Darfur emulates 

that of the Serbs in the former Yugoslavia and the Hutu in Rwanda; the collective rape of 

a woman and of a people is a bonding mechanism, a method to demonstrate masculinity 

and connect with fellow military and militiamen.  This is seen in the report from Amnesty 

                                                 
27

Amnesty International, “„No one to help them‟: Rape extends from Darfur into eastern Chad,” 

(London: Amnesty International Publications, 2006): 2.  

 
28

Amnesty International, 1. 



48 

International in which the police stood by as the Arab militia raped several women.  By 

not stopping the rape and by participating in the beatings of those who did try to stop the 

rape, the police signaled to the janjaweed that they were one in the same, that they were 

part of a brotherhood working toward the same end.  The “elevation of masculinity” 

accompanying wartime rape is also seen in the verbal abuse the military and militia 

bestow on women in Darfur.  One survivor reported her rapist as saying, “Slave! Nubas! 

Do you have a god? Break the Ramadan! Even we with pale skins don‟t observe the 

Ramadan. You, ugly black pretend… We are your god! Your god is Omer al-Bashir.”
29

  

The ability to overpower a non-Arab woman—and her community in turn—gives the 

Arab military and militia a sense of omnipotence, driving their desire to continue using 

the same methods, namely rape, that allow them to achieve such a feeling.  

 The power associated with the suppression and destruction of an entire population 

is reaffirmed when the international community cannot collectively establish what is 

taking place and therefore takes little action, all the while a people‟s culture is 

successfully being destroyed.  One African reporter says,  

One point of view within the leadership of the African Union is that unlike the 

case of Rwanda, a genocide in terms of both the quantity (nearly 1 million killed) 

and quality (mass murder) of the acts perpetrated, „a mere‟ 50,000 [at the time of 

the statement] have been killed in Darfur. Apparently, in the arithmetic of the 

African Union, genocide will have occurred in Darfur only after the janjaweed 

militias kill, rape, and abuse the 2 million forcibly displaced people living in 

deadly conditions in refugee camps.
30

 

 

It is difficult to comprehend any hesitation to declare what is happening in Darfur as a 

genocide, especially when the testimonies of survivors of genocidal rape and information 

collected by various organizations show a clear motive to eliminate the non-Arab 
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population of Darfur, and ultimately Sudan. In-line with Thesis 4, the janjaweed “rely on 

the havoc they create and the psychological long-term effects they are fostering. As they 

are conservative Muslims themselves, they are fully aware of the resulting stigma and 

destruction that their sexual violence causes: indeed, there is evidence that this is the 

primary motivation for these campaigns of mass rape.”
31

  This is most evident by the 

janjaweed raping women and girls in public, and then branding them on the arm or hand 

“in an effort to permanently stigmatize them.”
32

  Many unmarried women report that after 

they were raped by the military or janjaweed they are “considered to be „spoiled‟ by their 

communities” and will probably never get the opportunity to marry, while married 

women report that their husbands disown them after the rape has occurred.
33

  This 

stigmatization results in many women choosing to remain in Darfur after being raped, 

rather than facing the judgment and rejection of their families who have fled to refugee 

camps.
34

   

 Mental anguish and the breakdown of community structures are not the only 

results of the Arab military and militia‟s use of genocidal rape; as was the case in the 

former Yugoslavia, women are raped with the express purpose of forced impregnation. In 

the Darfuri tradition, “the identity of the child is with the father, not the mother, so even 

if the child does not look like the „enemy,‟ he or she will still be observed for ill 

temperament and potentially abandoned as a result in the future, even if they are accepted 
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in the present.”
35

  The Arab rapists say such things as, “I will give you a light-skinned 

baby to take this land from you,” and “Black girl, you are too dark. You are like a dog. 

We want to make a light baby. You get out of this area and leave the child when it‟s 

made.”
36

  In some cases, non-Arab women are taken to janjaweed camps and continually 

raped until they are pregnant by their captors.  The primary goal seems to be to empty 

Darfur of the various African ethnic groups that inhabit the land, so that the region—and 

ultimately Sudan—will belong to those of Arab descent.
37

   

 Evidence supporting Thesis 5 in Rwanda is abundant, and Sudan is no exception.  

In addition to cultural norms dictating a woman‟s role in Sudanese society, Sudan‟s 

governance under conservative Muslim men and shari‟a law creates an environment 

conducive to sexual exploitation in conflict.  As in Rwanda, women in Darfur are 

responsible for running the home and are the primary caregivers to children and extended 

family.  Because of this, Darfuri women are “more vulnerable during attacks and flight. 

Women are more accessible to aggressors during attacks, because they usually stay closer 

to the village, compared to men who herd cattle, further away from the village.”
38

  

Unable to escape, the women face rape by the janjaweed and are often abducted and 

taken to the militia‟s camps, or even to so-called “rape camps.”  When at the camps the 

women are forced into sexual slavery, often forcibly impregnated, and are verbally and 

physically abused by the military and militia because they are non-Arab women.  The 

women who suffer genocidal rape and are not abducted by the janjaweed are rejected by 
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their families and communities, and are often forced to live independent from any 

communal support: “Such women, forced to provide for themselves in a society that 

traditionally has no place for a woman to live independently of a man, face destitution 

and increasing vulnerability for further human rights abuses.”
39

  In the midst of conflict, 

the women in Darfur are exponentially objectified as the property of men or vessels to 

propagate a race, and their humanity is lost.  

 Beyond the villages and the rape camps a woman‟s status is not much improved.  

If a survivor of genocidal rape does not heed threats from government officials to stop 

talking about the widespread use of rape and attempts to prosecute her rapist, she is met 

with an endless line of seemingly insurmountable obstacles.
40

  After the appropriate 

paperwork is completed and given to the authorities, a survivor of rape is likely to face 

persecution because “not only are the rapists often the Sudanese police themselves, but 

the Sudanese government has been quick to equate rape with adultery (which is 

punishable under shari‟a law).”
41

  The penalty for a woman convicted of adultery is 100 

lashes or death by stoning.  If a woman is not accused of adultery and is allowed to plead 

her case before a judge, it is likely her case will be dismissed: “In prosecutions for rape, 

many judges require the sexual act to have been witnessed by four competent men, 

verification that is all but impossible to obtain. Others will accept the testimony of a man 

who swears on the Qur‟an that he did not commit rape, but will not accept contrary 
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testimony from a woman that she was indeed raped.”
42

  Because of this,  “[m]ost women 

raped in Darfur never report what has happened because it‟s so unlikely that the 

perpetrator will be brought to justice that there‟s little point in a woman harming her 

reputation and prospects of marriage.”
43

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 In referencing the genocide in Darfur, rape is called “the unspoken weapon of 

dispersal, of fear,” which is certainly an apt description.
44

  In an act of calculated 

cunning, the Sudanese government has systematically employed rape as a weapon in 

Darfur and made it virtually impossible for rape victims to pursue justice, or even speak 

publicly of their ordeal.  As seen in the history of Sudan, the role of religion—

particularly Islam—is obvious, though the Arab/non-Arab divide is seemingly the 

primary source of contention in Darfur.  The present tension between Arab and African 

Sudanese is exacerbated by the Arab pursuit of forcing Islam on animists and Christians 

in southern Sudan, who are traditionally non-Arab or African.  However, as seen in the 

explication of Thesis 3 for Darfur, non-Arab Sudanese who are already practicing 

Muslims are treated with equal disdain as those who are not.  The argument could easily 

be made that Islam in Sudan has become a vehicle for political maneuvers, rather than a 

sacred religion.  

 The role of Christianity in the conflict in Darfur is more difficult to discern, 

simply for lack of information.  With only five percent of the entire Sudanese population  
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declaring to be Christians and Darfur still in the midst of conflict, information concerning 

the status of Christians in the region is difficult to attain.  What is known, however, is that 

animists and Christians in southern Sudan were purposefully neglected by British 

leadership during Sudan‟s colonial period, the onset of fundamental Muslim leadership 

resulted in Christian missionaries being expelled from the country and Islamization of the 

south, and Christians are now subject to Islamic custom and law throughout Sudan.  Also 

telling of the status of Sudanese Christians is a report released by Human Rights Watch 

in 1994 that documented the Arab military‟s purposeful targeting of Christians in 

southern Sudan in the early 1990s, including raping Christian women and burning 

churches and symbols associated with Christianity.
45

  Even with the information gap, one 

thing is clear: unlike Christians in Rwanda, Christians in Sudan are primarily victims—

rather than perpetrators—of violence.  Despite this, the reaction of the Church in Sudan 

to victims of wartime rape echoes that of Rwanda—silence.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

The Bride Abandoned 

 

 

 Michael Stroope, M.C. Shook Chair of Missions at The George W. Truett 

Theological Seminary, is known for constantly reminding his students not to abandon the 

bride—the bride being the church.  He says, ―Do not abandon the bride. As marred, 

cracked, feeble, sullied, and human as the church is, she is still the bride. You do not have 

the prerogative to slander her, berate her, or cast her aside as you might some other 

human institution.‖
1
  Yet, paradoxically, this is exactly what the Roman Catholic Church 

in Rwanda and churches in Sudan have done; for various reasons, they continually 

abandon and cast aside those within their congregations who suffer from broken bodies 

and souls.  

 In the past two decades, the people of Rwanda and Sudan have endured hatred, 

violence, and genocide.  In Rwanda, the Roman Catholic Church played an integral role 

in pursuing violence; in Sudan, members of the church are themselves pursued.  In both 

countries, one of the primary ways genocidal violence manifested itself was in the use of 

rape as a weapon of war.  Though the circumstances of each conflict vary widely, Ruth 

Seifert‘s five theses on the motivations behind the use of rape as a weapon were 

confirmed in this study, despite being far removed from their European origin.  Striking 

similarities exist in the behavior of perpetrators of wartime rape from the former 

Yugoslavia to Rwanda and Sudan, giving further empirical evidence to support each of 

Seifert‘s theses.  Although each thesis is easily justified in all the conflicts addressed in 
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this research, Thesis Four is perhaps the most prominent across all the cases.  Beginning 

with Bosnia-Herzegovina, the destruction of the enemy‘s culture through the destruction 

of women‘s bodies is the primary purpose of using wartime rape.  Whether examining 

Serbs against Bosnian Muslims, Hutu against Tutsi, or Arab against non-Arab, and 

whether the result was death or forced impregnation, the goal remained the same—

genocide through rape.   

Despite the Church in Rwanda and churches Sudan residing on opposite ends of 

the spectrum of violence, the response to victims of genocidal rape is remarkably similar.  

In both countries, the churches choose to remain indifferent to survivors of wartime rape 

and often become catalysts for the shaming of victims in their own communities.  Even 

after societies have been shattered in Rwanda and Sudan, cultural norms of honor and 

shame dictate how the Church receives or rejects victims of wartime and genocidal rape.  

Ironically, the  

church is one of the few institutions in society that can act as a moral agent and 

change people‘s moral habits. Churches also have the advantage that they are 

intrinsically involved in the daily lives of people on a local level. They can 

develop an accurate analysis of a given situation more quickly, because they 

understand the language and customs of local people better than international 

human rights organizations who are not always adequately informed.
2
 

 

History shows the truth of this statement, so why are churches in these two shattered 

nations abandoning their role as an agent of reconciliation and change?
3
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 In Rwanda, the answer to this question initially seems more obvious than in 

Sudan.  As a primary participant in the 1994 genocide, the Roman Catholic Church 

sacrificed its role as a prophetic voice and denied refuge to seekers of peace.  Gerard 

van‘t Spijker says that in Rwanda, it ―appears very difficult for the churches in these 

post-war conditions to formulate their position and to formulate a set of priorities for their 

mission in society. Perhaps this is the most difficult thing for the Roman Catholic 

Church, which had before 1994 almost taken the position of the State Church.‖
4
  Some 

scholars take the relationship between the Rwandan Catholic Church and state a step 

further, claiming that the Catholic Church in Rwanda was never an institution committed 

to the gospel of Jesus Christ and Christian values, but was instead a channel for 

Rwandans to gain social and political advantage
5
: ―Religion can become a destructive 

force when it is too closely linked to political power and ideology. When religion 

becomes a servant of nationalist ideals, it degenerates into a force that legitimizes the 

abuse of power in the service of a higher goal.‖
6
  The decades-long abuse of power by the 

Church in Rwanda and participation in the genocide instigated a lingering, deep distrust 

of the Roman Catholic Church that has yet to be rectified.  This distrust was magnified 

when Roman Catholic clergy—in Rwanda and the Vatican—failed to publicly condemn 

the genocide and ―openly denounced the ideal of an international tribunal.‖
7
   

Distrust is particularly prevalent among survivors of genocidal rape: ―Some 

survivors say that it is difficult for them to pray side by side with those accused of killing 
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their loved ones, sometimes in the same church buildings where they were raped. And 

some of the clergy go about their pastoral work as if nothing ever happened to some 

members of the congregation on the very altars [to which] they call them to partake of the 

Holy Communion.‖
8
  Magnifying this distrust further, in a 2004 report, African Rights 

noted the absence of the Church in the restoration of rape victims: ―We heard a few 

women speak of compassion shown by members of their church or clergy, but in this 

largely Christian society, it is striking that most women did not mention their church at 

all, indicating that they have found little or no assistance from this source.‖
9
   

 As previously stated, the response of churches in Sudan to genocidal rape 

survivors mirrors that of the Church in Rwanda.  However, Christians in Darfur and 

Sudan are not the primary aggressors in the genocide, creating a different dynamic for 

how churches relate to rape victims.  Perhaps the greatest challenge for churches in 

Sudan is the fact that the majority of the population of Darfur—anywhere from two to 

four million people, according to recent estimates—is displaced, and therefore lacks a 

stable environment in which to seek assistance.  A Darfuri woman‘s existence in this 

state of transition relies upon her ability to survive, and often that means being subject to 

continual sexual violence both inside and outside the refugee camps in which she lives.  

Members of churches in Darfur are likely subject to this abuse in their pursuit of survival, 

creating a seemingly inescapable conundrum.  The Sudanese government‘s refusal to 
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acknowledge the use of rape as a weapon in Darfur creates another dilemma for possible 

action by the Church; as recently as 2007, President Omer al-Bashir said, ―It is not in the 

culture of Sudan or the culture of Darfur to rape—it does not exist.‖
10

  This position of 

denial by the Sudanese government has resulted in an embargo on the majority both 

secular and faith-based NGOs with the resources to help genocidal rape victims from 

entering the country.  Without access to those resources, it is unlikely that churches in 

Darfur or Sudan could effectively minister to survivors of wartime rape.  However, 

―[g]overnment denials are not the only reason the lid is kept on sexual violence; it is a 

cultural taboo to discuss rape, and the victims are often shamed by their families when 

they report it.‖
11

  Even if resources were available, Christians in Sudan are such a distinct 

minority that assistance provided by women‘s groups or INGOs would likely eclipse any 

assistance provided to rape victims by churches.  

  

If Not the Church, Who? 

 

 Despite the lack of involvement with survivors of genocidal rape by the church in 

Rwanda and Sudan, various other organizations in both countries are responding to the 

needs of victims of wartime rape.  In Rwanda, the highest profile response was the 

formation of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR).  In a judgment 

passed down through the ICTR in The Prosecutor v. Jean Paul Akakesu, rape was 

officially acknowledged as a method of genocide and Akakesu was found guilty of 
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―aiding, abetting, encouraging, and ordering over two-dozen rapes.‖
12

  Though the 

decision of the ICTR set a much-needed precedent for the ability to convict on the count 

of genocidal rape, the tribunal is not without flaws.  Several Rwandan and international 

NGOs have criticized the overall lack of attention given to crimes concerning sexual 

violence, and also report that ―the tribunal‘s sexual violence investigators have not been 

properly trained to gain the confidence of and elicit information from rape victims.‖
13

  

This is especially problematic in that the UN Security Council‘s deadlines for the ICTR 

included the completion of all investigations by the end of 2004, all trials to occur by the 

end of 2008, and all appeals to be considered by 2010.
14

  With the ICTR moving slowly, 

the first deadline passed, and the remaining deadlines quickly approaching, the likelihood 

of great numbers of Rwandan genocidaires being convicted of genocidal rape is slim.  

This creates frustration among women who wish to pursue convictions of their rapists, 

and ―the overwhelming sentiments expressed by them are a burning anger, deep 

frustration, dashed hopes, indignation, and even resignation.‖
15

 

 In addition to the ICTR, many local and international organizations have taken up 

the roles of champion and friend to rape survivors in Rwanda.  International 

organizations such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International have engaged in 

extensive fact-finding and research missions in Rwanda, allowing other groups to utilize 
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the information collected to best serve genocidal rape survivors.
16

  In the communities, 

however, it is Rwandan women‘s organizations that are serving and reaching out to 

survivors of genocidal rape.  AVEGA AGAHOZA, founded in 1995, is the umbrella 

organization for women who survived the genocide, and has a program specifically 

designed for women who endured sexual violence during the genocide.  The organization 

does not have access to antiretroviral drugs (ARVs) to treat women infected with 

HIV/AIDS, so the primary focus is providing medical care for conditions associated with 

HIV.
17

  The Rwanda Women‘s Network was established in 1997 by women‘s rights 

activist Mary Barikungeri, and serves over 500 women and their families.  Women gather 

together and share experiences of what happened to them, and members are given 

psychological treatment and medicine for physical ailments linked to HIV.
18

  In the rural 

east Rwandan town of Rwamagana, the organization SUBIR‘USEKE (smile again) 

serves several dozen genocidal rape survivors, providing counseling by trained 

professionals as they try to ―meaningfully support‖ victims in their recovery.
19

  

Ultimately, it is the women of Rwanda choosing to serve each other that has provided the 

greatest source of aid and compassion to rape victims of the 1994 genocide.  
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 As in Rwanda, Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International have fastidiously 

worked to gather information about the use of rape as a weapon in Darfur.  Working 

alongside HRW and AI are organizations such as Refugees International, which serves 

primarily as a legal advocate for rape victims in Sudan, and Médicins Sans Frontières, 

which provides basic medical care for victims of rape in Darfur whenever possible.  

Despite this, HRW reports that an ―overstretched community of humanitarian workers 

and local [NGOs] has difficulty in providing medical services or counselling to most of 

those who suffer rape or sexual violence. However, some … women from the camps in 

Darfur are also counselling and helping women.‖
20

  In addition to local and international 

NGOs, the AU has a specific unit based in Darfur that educates local authorities on the 

rights of rape victims and the legal measures that can be taken under Sudanese law.  The 

AU is finding that even with their efforts, very few women opt to pursue justice in the 

courts due to the reasons given in Chapter Four.
21

  Overall, survivors of rape in Darfur 

have very limited resources for medical and psychological care due to the continuing 

violence in the region.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 The use of rape as a weapon of war and method of genocide in the past two 

decades has proven to be a humanitarian crisis of greater magnitude than any one could 

have predicted.  The 1992-1995 war in the former Yugoslavia brought the issue of 

genocidal rape to the collective consciousness of the international community as Serbian 

troops used rape as a weapon against Croatian and Bosnian Muslim women with brutality 

                                                 
20

HRW, 3.   

 
21

IRIN.  



62 

as never witnessed before.  The 1994 genocide in Rwanda came fast on the heels of the 

war in the Balkans, and once again rape became a primary weapon of war, this time by 

Hutu men against Tutsi women.  Rape was used as a method of humiliation and death in 

Rwanda, and the 1994 genocide marked a turning point in modern warfare as Tutsi 

women and men were purposefully infected with HIV/AIDS through rape.  Less than ten 

years later, the global community was made aware of the Arab military‘s and militia‘s 

use of genocidal rape against non-Arab/African women in the Darfur region of Sudan.  In 

addition to being humiliated and shunned by their communities, women in Darfur are 

also forcibly impregnated by the Arab militia so that the next generation of Darfuri 

citizens will be considered Arab.   

 In each of these conflicts, religion played a key role in the government‘s decision 

to target specific communities and people groups for genocide and implementing the use 

of rape as a means to that end.  Though the role of the church in Rwanda and Sudan 

varies from perpetrator to victim respectively, the response to victims of wartime rape is 

the same.  For assorted reasons, the church in each country has chosen to remain silent 

and indifferent to survivors of wartime and genocidal rape and as such has relinquished 

the roles of prophetic voice of peace and safe haven.  Though church organizations in 

both countries express a desire for reconciliation between aggrieved groups, 

―[r]econciliation is not simply an issue of forgive and forget. It demands that the truth be 

told, that perpetrators be punished, that passive bystanders who did not try to prevent 

genocide accept collective responsibility and that reparations be made to victims.‖
22

  At 
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the time of this thesis, neither local nor international church bodies are making 

reparations to victims of wartime rape.  

 The scholarship available on the indifference of the church to victims of rape in 

conflict is severely limited, and the extensive exploration of this topic is beyond the 

scope of this thesis.  However, some opportunities for further research have emerged 

from the research conducted for this thesis concerning rape as a weapon of war and the 

church.  The cultural stigma associated with rape and HIV/AIDS in African cultures is 

well documented, but the relationship between cultural stigma and churches is not 

addressed in-depth.  Only one instance of the church acknowledging a role in 

perpetuating the negative stigma associated with HIV/AIDS was discovered, and no 

information is available specifically addressing the church and stigma following rape 

survivors.
23

  Another aspect yet to be explored at length is how the patriarchal structure 

of the Catholic Church and the global church as a whole affects its response to certain 

issues, especially those concerning violence against women.  Knowledge gained from 

this kind of study would be especially useful in reexamining cases such as the 1994 

genocide in Rwanda.  

 It is not surprising that the Church in Rwanda and churches in Sudan do not 

adequately meet the needs of survivors of genocidal rape.  The global community as a 

whole, while expressing concern for the victims of wartime rape, has remained largely 

ambivalent to taking action in restoring the lives of rape victims in post-conflict 

countries.  However, this is not an excuse for the church to remain indifferent to rape 

                                                 
23

A one-page article published by IRIN PlusNews in 2003 titled, ―AFRICA: Religious leaders 

expose damning attitudes towards HIV/AIDS,‖ is the only source found acknowledging the role of the 

church in perpetuating the exclusion of people living with HIV/AIDS from their communities.  
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victims and sit idly by; the command to serve ―the least of these‖ is eternal, and the 

temporal church must heed this command no matter the cost.  
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