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Media reporting of mass sexual violence in war:

Unintended consequences or structural flaw?

By Funmi Vogt

Abstract

This paper analyses the issue of media reporting of violence against

women in conflicts in Africa. It argues that media over-

sensationalisation of the experiences of sexual violence victims

has served to further violate the rights of the women it is purporting

to help. This invariably violates, even if inadvertently, their rights

to privacy and dignity in the face of tragedy; reiterates stereotypical

views of women as helpless and victimised; and sends a message

to aggressors that their desired objective has been achieve.1 Over-

sensationalisation  by the media (understood as news media via

online and print newspaper/magazines and books/radio/television)

in the context of this paper, is understood as:

1. Instances where victims of sexual violence are made to relive

their experiences over and over again either through media

interviews or research/fact-finding missions, or through media

portrayal via documentaries, movies, articles, etc;

2. Depicting lewd and graphic details of the women’s ordeals;

3. Media mongering  - using the tragedies of women in conflict

situations for self-serving agenda(s), other than that which will

change their circumstances for the better or empower them to

do it themselves.

In essence, the mass media is considered as a perpetuator because

it portrays images and attitudes (many of which are stereotypical)

to which policies, programmes, and perhaps even the aggressors

of these women, respond. This takes the focus away from deeper

structural causes, which lie at the heart of finding lasting solutions

to this issue.2 The paper begins with an overview of existing legal

and international policy standards, in an attempt to begin making

sense of internationally accepted standards that guide the actions

of media actors around the world.  This is useful as a lens through

which to see how this is played out at the local level in Africa.

Section two analyses two case studies which further give context

to the premise of this study. Section three concludes by taking a

forward-look approach and identifying what can be done to start

giving agency back to women affected by conflict in general, and

particularly women who are victims of sexual violence during

conflict.
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L    egal and international policy frameworks

International policies that govern the media
It would be remiss to conduct an analysis of current
media/information laws in Africa, without also
looking at international policy frameworks and
how African media policies engage and intersect
with them. The wave of democratisation which
has swept across the continent of Africa since the
1990's hearkened a transitioning from the view
of human rights issues as solely the domain of
the State, toward embracing the view that human
rights issues fall under continental and international
oversight (Berger, 2007). This view has seen the
advent of regional organisations like the African
Union, which aims to address social, economic
and political challenges on the continent,3 as well
as an increase in United Nations Security Council
Resolutions which call for actions to protect human
rights worldwide, with a focus on Africa given
the proliferation of conflicts and human rights
violations on the continent in recent times.

Media legislation, although dynamic and constantly
changing, especially given the advent of con-
temporary phenomena like terrorism, and the
electronic and social media explosion (blogging

and other online activity), is embedded within the
following human rights that are universally held
as constant:
• Freedom of expression: “freedom to seek,

receive and impart information and ideas of all
kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in
writing, or in print, in the form of art or through
any other media of choice.”4

• Freedom of information: Is an extension of
freedom of speech/expression, and protects the
right to publish and share information, through
any medium: print, radio, television, online, etc.

• Freedom of access to information: This act,
while directly linked to the other two, is also
distinct in that it protects the right of an individual
to access any information, which is in the public
domain.

These three are entrenched in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948), Article 19
which asserts that “Everyone has the right to
freedom of opinion and expression; this right
includes freedom to hold opinions without
interference and to seek, receive and impart
information and ideas through any media and
regardless of frontiers.”

This declaration, although non-binding on state
actors, has had a significant impact on the
development and implementation of further
legislation to protect the rights of groups and
individuals to seek, publish and access information.
This is directly tied to freedom of media or the
press.

Following the UDHR, international instruments
like the African Charter on Human and Peoples
Rights (1981), the Global Campaign for Free
Expression and the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (1993) were enacted.5

These accords, which are more binding on State

Demanding a platform: a female marcher expresses herself at 2011
Take Back the Night. Photo: Trevor Davies
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compatible with international frameworks, and
advocate for less repressive state policies that
encourage “pluralism” and “diversity” in the
media (Berger, 2007).

Across the continent, media legislation remains
in a process of reform and advancement as civil
society discourse, leadership changes and environ-
mental requirements (conflict, natural resource
issues, etc.) continue to advance and shape existing
legislation (Berger, 2007). In an analysis of state-
level legislation, it was found that more democratic
countries (Ghana and South Africa, for example)
have greater media freedom and access to infor-
mation due to advancements in their media reform
discourse/legislation. This has led to an explosion
in the media industry in these countries, in terms
of existence and access. In countries still struggling
to embrace democratic values and human rights
liberties (Ethiopia, for example), the process is
much further behind.

An analysis of existing media/information legislation
both at the regional and state levels, revealed the
following:

i) Regional legislation (where existent)7 appears
more focused on creating laws that comple-
ment the international frameworks, without
immediately appearing to put mechanisms in
place to monitor how the international media
engages at the local level.

ii) Legislation both at the regional and state level
- where there is evidence of reform in terms
of facilitating pluralism and diversity in the
media - show very little evidence of engaging
communities in this process. If we move
forward on the basic assumption that public
information should be the property of all
individuals,8 and spaces should be created for
citizens to contribute to, and own, information

governments, have formed the basis on which
the rights of media agencies and individuals
representing the media are protected. Finally, these
policy frameworks have become the yardstick by
which the international media engages, both in
its own immediate contexts and in foreign
environments.

Regional Frameworks
In sub-Saharan Africa, legal frameworks, which
protect the rights of freedom of expression,
freedom of information and freedom to access
information, are still undergoing a process of
reform at the national level. There are, however,
regional policies like the Windhoek Declaration
(1991), the Constitutive Act of the African Union
(2000), and the model law by the African Union
on Access to Information, which is still in draft
form.6 These regional policies are modelled to be

Are the media doing any better to prevent this?
Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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gathering and dissemination processes, then
we find that regional and local legislation on
the continent is not living up to universally
held standards. Leadership through media
education is all the more important in this
regard because research has shown that access
to education and information impacts how
individuals access their rights to expression
and information, and how they shape their
media environments (Gigli, 2004).

iii) Legislation both at the regional and state levels
show little to no gender sensitivity in terms of
acknowledging the importance of making
spaces for women in the media and ensuring
that marginalised groups have the freedoms
of expression, information, and access to infor-
mation. Marginalised groups are particularly
vulnerable to media “exclusion,” and more
focus is needed to create spaces for their voices.

When these three factors are considered collectively
a clear theme begins to emerge. International
media policy is explicit in its protection of the
rights to freedom of expression, information and
access to Information, universally. On the other
hand, media laws in Africa both at the regional
and state levels need to consolidate mechanisms
to guide how these international policies (and
actors in the form of media) engage at the local
level.

Issues like who is permitted to come and gather
information, how this information is gathered,
how this information will be used, and how much
control individuals and communities have over
these processes - remain apparent gaps.
Furthermore, the most vulnerable people in
communities (women and children in unstable
and conflict-prone environments) - who are also
the most subject to media attention - are left with
their rights to privacy and dignity compromised,

because they are not empowered to control how
information concerning them is used.

This makes for a fundamental gap between
freedoms of speech and expression at the regional
or international level, and the basic right of a
human being to protect his or her privacy and
dignity, and to leverage these same rights (freedom
of expression and information) at the local level.
Key among those who receive the most exposure
as a result of this gap, are those who are socially
at the margins of society (women and children
especially) whose rights are viewed as secondary
to those who have access to power (the elite, and
ruling masculinities).9

Portrayals of women affected by violence in
the media

Democratic Republic of the Congo
“LUVUNGI, Democratic Republic of Congo - Four
armed men barged into Anna Mburano's hut,
slapped the children and threw them down. They
flipped Mrs. Mburano on her back, she said, and
raped her, repeatedly... It did not matter that

Relationship control factors are associated with perpetration of sexual
violence. Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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dozens of United Nations peacekeepers were
based just up the road. Or that Mrs. Mburano is
around 80 years old.

“Grandsons!” she yelled. “Get off me!”

As soon as they finished, they moved house to
house, along with hundreds of other marauding
rebels, gang-raping at least 200 women.”
(New York Times, 3 October 2010)

This article's intent appears to be to highlight the
failure of the United Nations in protecting civilians
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, yet the
actual message goes deeper. Not only is the
victim's name used (there was no disclaimer that
she was given an alias), but a picture of the victim
was displayed along with the article (albeit her
face was turned away from the camera). While
the intent was to bring a harsh reality to the public
and an international audience, the victim in
question was further victimised through this
portrayal. This article is one of many which have
been used to try to bring the issue of sexual
violence in the DRC conflict onto the world
agenda.

The case of the DRC is unique because it is an
ongoing conflict, and there have been recent
reports that the Congolese army - who are meant
to protect civilians from the rebel forces - has
been taking part in these incidents of mass
rape.10 Several studies have shed light on the
impact of media images of rape or sexual violation,
particularly on a male audience.11

These studies all provide empirical evidence which
suggest that certain factors like cultural stereotypes,
general acceptance of violence, and continuous
exposure to violence, have a considerable impact
on how marginalised groups are subjugated. Many

of these studies also contend that the media plays
a critical role in shaping these attitudes.

Considering the already
patriarchal nature of
African social systems, a
picture begins to emerge
of the effects of media
representation on commu-
nities where there is
already a culture of domi-
nance over  marginalised
groups. This should by no means lay all the blame
on the doorstep of the international media.
Evidence of these representations of violence and
aggression towards women are also found in local
media; not so much in news reporting, but in the
entertainment industry - which has an even larger
audience. Nigerian Movie Industry (Nollywood)
films are widely viewed across the continent, and
to a large extent entrench stereotypical views of
women as subject to the whims of men, as
ordained by God.12 While some might argue that
these are representations of actual social
interactions, it is important to start asking questions
around what roles the media should play in
changing some of these attitudes.

Rwanda
In Rwanda, where the genocide of 1994 led to
the most rampant and violent incidents of sexual
aggression against women in recorded African
history, there has been an ongoing outpouring
of media reports on the violations suffered by
Rwandese women, which have yet to abate.
Movies like 100 Days and Shake Hands with the
Devil; documentaries like Valentina's Story and
Journey into Darkness, and numerous books,
newspaper articles and reports, continue to retell
the story of violence against women in the
genocide - in many cases very lurid and horrific
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details. There is no immediate evidence of how
much of this media is available to those who
actually suffered these atrocities, however, it is
widely available to an international audience.13

Furthermore, there does not appear to be any
data in terms of how this media impacts (either
positively or negatively) the lives of those women
who suffered these atrocities. Some women have
been able to tell their stories for financial benefit,14

however there is still a veil of silence in terms of
how these women communicate with each other,
their communities and the world about their
experiences.

The following excerpt was collected from Denise
(not her real name), a rape survivor in the Rwandan
genocide:

...they began to beat me on the legs with sticks.
Then one of them raped me... When he
finished, he took me inside and put me on a
bed. He held one leg of mine open and another
one held the other leg. He called everyone who
was outside and said, 'you come and see how
Tutsikaziare on the inside.' Then he said, 'You
Tutsikazi, you think you are the only beautiful
women in the world.' Then he cut out the
inside of my vagina. He took the flesh outside,
took a small stick and put what he had cut on
the top. He stuck the stick in the ground outside
the door and was shouting, 'Every-one who
comes past here will see how Tutsikazi look.'
Then he came back inside and beat me again.
Up to today, my legs are swollen. Then they
left. I crawled out of the house bleeding. There
was blood everywhere. A Hutu neighbour took
me and put traditional medicine on me. I stayed
for over a month with her until I could walk.
During that time, she hid me and helped me.
When the militias found out where I was, I had
to leave again. I fled to another neighbor. In

July 1994, the RPF came. I still have medical
problems. I have extreme pain every month
during my menstrual period. I have not seen a
doctor. I have heard of the International Criminal
Tribunal and I would talk to them, but they
have never come here. I reported my case to
the authorities three times, but nothing has
happened.15

Excerpts like this bring home the reality of the
horror of what happened in Rwanda, however
this level of detail in such a horrific experience
takes the reader away from the substance of what
happened in Rwanda - that rape was used as a
weapon in ethnic cleansing and subjugation.
Furthermore, it puts a picture in the mind of the
reader such that if one day they meet a woman
from Rwanda, they are quite likely to almost
immediately wonder if that woman was violated
like Denise. The image of the victim has been
formed.

Gender based violence: mere product of male aggressive behaviour?
Photo: Gender Links Library
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These are only two brief case studies, however.
In other contexts (Uganda, Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Mozambique, for example) similar patterns of
reportage (particularly international media) on
sexual violence against women in conflict situations
are evident. Atrocities occur, and the media swoops
in to gather “facts” which are in turn sensation-
alised on different media platforms around the
world (stories like those of Denise can be found
on the internet with a simple web-search). Women
are almost always reported as helpless victims and
men the violent aggressors.

Realities on the ground, however, reveal dynamics
which are far more complex than these portrayals
suggest, and which beg for nuance and a deeper
analysis than re-telling of an act of rape - which
is arguably merely a product of deeper (and often
male aggressive) social relationships.16 This failure
to provide context and analysis has led to the
following consequences, perhaps amongst others:

The “gun in hand” approach
International documents tackling rape or violence
against women have not immediately based their
policies on sound facts and data, but have rather
done so as a reaction to media images.17 As such
these frameworks, as well as policies and program-
mes, that have been created to respond to events,
have responded superficially without addressing
structural factors underlying the problem, and
have thus been largely ineffective. It is only recently
that there has been a growing realisation of a gap
in terms of what is being reported, versus actual
realities. Lack of adequate information and data
on which to ground useful policy, resulted in
UNSCR 1960 (2010), which calls for more detailed
and systematic monitoring, analysis and reporting
on sexual violence in conflict. More will be said
about the importance of critical data later.

Reinforcing “aggressive” masculinities
Sexual violence (particularly mass sexual violence)
in conflict is rarely random and senseless. UNSCR
1820 and 1888, which describe such acts as
“tactics of war,” are apt in the acknowledgment
that in patriarchal social systems, the ability to
control natural resources and women (whose
child-bearing abilities make them crucial to
community/society growth), is equal to the control
of power. There is nothing more damaging to
such communities (and the men at their helm) as
not knowing if the children born after acts of rape
really belong to them, or if they belong to an
outsider. It is perhaps for this reason more than
any that women from these societies who have
suffered as a result of rape are forced to remain
silent about the ordeal or ostracised. Their children
are often rejected by the community. In addition,
taking women as “spoils of war” is tantamount
to emasculating the opposing belligerent faction,

Demanding justice: there is no justification for rape.
Photo: Trevor Davies
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even though victims are oftentimes brutalised to
the point of death to heighten the sense of terror.
In conflict, violating women in the most aggressive
ways possible is intended to reinforce the image
of power and control (an image rooted in
aggressive masculinities).18

Desensitisation
The act of raping women, whatever the context,
is not a construct of modern times. At practically
every point in recorded history and regardless of
environment, there is evidence of men physically
violating women - an act which escalates during
periods of warfare. It is arguably the oldest human
rights violation on record. Yet to this day, very
little strikes fear and remorse more deeply into
the psyche of a family/community, than the
knowledge that one of its members has been
raped - the more violent the act, the more
heightened the terror. This is not the space to
delve into the reasons for this, however the point
should be made that the act of a man (or group
of men) raping a woman is an act which has the
power to create significant emotional disturbance
within a community.

Research has shown that excessive exposure to
information and images of rape and violence
against women can have the effect of desensitising
the audience - particularly a male audience
(Malamuth, 1981). Desensitisation may be in the
form of dismissing such acts by men as normal
male behaviour towards the “weaker” sex, or
perhaps worse, people may feel that the women
did something to deserve it or want it. Desensiti-
sation can even occur within programmes that
advocate against sexual violence, as this may lead
to a shift away from stopping the rape from taking
place in the first place (perhaps because they feel
that nothing can be done in this regard), to treating
the victim after the act has occurred.

Further and more detailed research is needed to
be able to fully comprehend how media exposure
affects victims of sexual violence and their
communities, however there is increasing evidence
that this is a significant gap which must be closed
in order to get closer to addressing the issue of
sexual violence against women, particularly during
periods of conflict.

Rafeeuddin Ahmed, former UN Under-Secretary
General, gave some context to this issue when
he stated: “In retrospect, I realise how much of
my perception about women in war was influenced
by the media. The incessant images of desperation
and victimisation tell only part of the story. The
other part, the strength, courage and resilience,
is rarely captured.”19

Proudia Mosupi, survivor of gender-based violence.
Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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Critical and context-specific data is needed in
order to get a sense of what type of media
information is circulated on sexual violence in
conflict, and how this data is used. This will not
only form a baseline for creating frameworks to
monitor information generation and circulation
around this issue, but it will also give a sense of
the types of media spaces that need to be created
for women to intervene in the issues which impact
them the most.

Giving agency back: building a monitoring
framework

It is generally agreed that the most effective
way of breaking down social structures, which
inhibit and victimise women, is to include
women in decision-making processes and in
positions of leadership.20 Although useful as a
take-off point, more work needs to be done to
empower women at the community level to
build the leadership skills necessary to usefully
participate in processes which impact them and
their communities. There is a need for African
women to assume agency for themselves, in terms
of how they are portrayed in the media. In order
for this to be achieved spaces must be created
for them to do so and the way forward might
include the following:

1. Data gathering to form a baseline: It is
much easier to fix a problem when the problem
is well and truly understood. It is crucial that
critical facts and figures are obtained around
incidents of violence against women, and given
the heightened occurrences of this during
conflict, particular attention should be paid to
conflict situations. This will then form a baseline
on which useful information dissemination
(through the media), and policy intervention
can occur.

2. Confront the structural roots of the
problem in media portrayal of sexual
violence: Without dealing with the structural
causes it is difficult for media reporting, and
indeed policy, to transform practice. Johan
Galtung's work (1996) looks at “structural
violence,” i.e. violence which is embedded
within social structures (for example class, race
and gender-based violence); and juxtaposes it
against “structural peace,” which can only be
attained by tackling repressive social structures.
The current practice of media reporting
mechanisms (and the policies that result from
them) to merely skim the surface is therefore
largely ineffective, because sexual violence
cannot be prevented or reduced without
delving into the roots of these acts.

3. Including women in information processes:
African regional and state media/information
legislation must become more gendered, not
only by including more women in the media
to advocate for better representation and
access to information for African women (Rehn
and Sirleaf, 2002) but legislation must also be
more inward-focused by understanding the
uniqueness of its immediate environment and
by shaping its policies to fill internal gaps.

4. Leadership: A gap remains to be filled in
terms of guaranteeing women inclusion in all
processes of reconstruction and development
(of which the media is a part). This is the gap
that the UNSCR 1325 framework has attemp-
ted to fill, but which remains far from realised
due to the lack of women who are prepared
to fully participate in these processes and to
take up positions of leadership. More initiatives
which focus on women's leadership (from the
grassroots) are needed, as this is one of the
surest ways to counteract the exclusion of
women (particularly victimised women) in the
media.
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Conclusion

Universal human rights standards are explicit in
their protection of the rights of individuals to free
speech, free expression, and freedom to access
information. These rights are the raison d'être for
media engagement worldwide, and form the basis
on which the international media engages at the
local level. However, legislation at the regional
and national level on the African continent is still
trying to catch up with universal standards, in
terms of providing citizens with these same rights
as well as protecting their rights to privacy and
dignity that can be violated by thoughtless media

reporting. The media has the power to change
social attitudes and beliefs, which put women in
a position of vulnerability and victimisation; and
the media also has the ability to reinforce these
attitudes and to render efforts towards advocacy
and intervention useless. It is of vital importance
to empower African women at all levels of society,
to take control of how they are portrayed in the
media. Unless this happens, policy frameworks
that protect the rights of women to maintain their
privacy and dignity in the media will remain lacking.

1 This paper takes into account some of the work, which has been done on
aggressive/ruling masculinities, and of the impact of media images portraying
sexual aggression against women, on a male audience. See Linz et al, 1992;
Clarke, 2008; Abrahams et al, 1999; Muthien, 2005 amongst others.

2 Johan Galtung's model of structural violence, versus structural peace is a key
assertion in this study.

3 The African Union was founded in September 1999 through the Sirte Declaration,
with a mandate to move the continent from an insular continent still coming
to terms with the legacies of colonialisation and trying to define a common
identity; towards a focus on making Africa a player in the global economy.
http://www.au.int/en/about/nutshell

4 For further background on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, see
http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/

5 More detail on these can be found at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page.
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