THE SCARS ON THEIR MINDS … AND THEIR BODIES THE BATTLE GROUND: WOMEN’S ROLES IN POST CONFLICT RECONSTRUCTION
By Ruth Ojiambo Ochieng (at the IPRA Korea Conference, 2002)

This paper is based on Isis - Women’s International Cross – Cultural Exchange (Isis-WICCE) research findings and the organisation’s activities (both at national and international level), in the area of violence against women in situation of armed conflict and women’s involvement in the peace building process.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               Isis –WICCE is an international women resource centre that was established in 1974 with the aim of strengthening communicative mechanisms among women organisation worldwide, in order for women to share ideas and experiences, that would improve their status as well as making their views part of the global agenda.

The international organisation relocated to African in 1993 with the objective of tapping the voices of African women, and documentation of women’s realities has remained central to all the organisation activities.

The resolutions of the Vienna Human Rights Conference provided a turning point to the organisation’s future direction.  After the Vienna conference, Isis –WICCE took a decision to carry out all its activities within the human rights framework. The Beijing declaration made Isis-WICCE to get even more focused, by identifying violation of women’s human rights in situation of armed conflict as an area that required investigation. Therefore, since 1996, Isis – WICCE has carried out documentation of women’s experiences in situations of armed conflict in 7 districts of Uganda, and in 16 countries globally, through women networks that Isis-WICCE collaborates with.  

Whereas this paper is based on the findings during Isis-WICCE’s documentation in Uganda, other findings worldwide cite similar experiences.

Uganda’s history of armed conflict can be traced way back to the colonial era, when colonialists used the divide and rule approach to gain power and control by use of the gun. As argued by Prof. Mwambutsya (2002)
, this legacy of using arms to get or maintain power and control has continued, bringing civil unrest, violations of people’s rights and anarchy to the country.

One of Isis WICCE’s objectives in carrying out the documentation concerning women in situations of armed conflict therefore, was to determine the nature and extent of the crimes committed against women and girls and the consequences of these crimes to their  well -being. It was also crucial to investigate how women and girls coped under these circumstances, both during and after the war. This was with the aim of making sure that the voices of these vulnerable human beings are heard. 

The findings reveal women as central characters in these uncivil wars. They are central characters in terms of the expectations of the warring factions as well as those of the affected communities. For example, women are expected to protect the children and the disabled, and to nurse the injured; all this being done in the midst of cross fire. At the same time the new warfare phenomenon especially among the rebel ranks to recruit women as combatants, is probably yet another strategy perpetrators have used in  trying to prove to the affected communities that the “cause” is genuine, since, women’s presence confirms that even those who nurture life (women) support the cause.

While the above scenario crowns women as protectors of the rest of the community, the findings reveal that these same perpetrators turn the bodies of these same women into a    battleground. They become objects, over which the various warring factions demonstrate their power and control through rape and torture. As stated by Stella Mukasa (2002)
, “the women’s bodies become the tool, the channel, the platform and the means through which conflict can be fought”. During the data collection, we came across several cases to justify this analysis. For example,  a case where a 17 years old girl who had to face death when two government soldiers disagreed over who would take her as a sex slave. The two saw the best option for them, being to do away with the girl. She was chopped into two in front of her mother!

In all the countries where Isis-WICCE has sponsored documentation of women’s experiences of armed conflict, there is overwhelming evidence that the most outstanding violation to women and girls, both civilians and combatants has been sexual violence in form of rape, gang rape, forced impregnation, forced marriages, incest and sexual slavery. Documentation conducted by FAWE in Sierra Leone, Women’s Rights Information and Documentation Centre in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC)
 and the investigation by the Human Rights Watch in Rwanda provide heartrending testimonies of sexual abuse of women and girls as highlighted  below:

“I am twenty five years old. I was raped after being wrongly accused that I was a sister of the President and thus I could be sending messages to my brother. I explained to them that I was not Mobutu’s sister, but they refused and wanted to persuade me to agree. So, they said to me that since I kept refusing they were going to show me that they were pitiless and were not bothered about my life. One of them threw me down and two others spread my legs and they raped me. After raping me one of them drove the muzzle of his rifle into my vagina. I don’t remember this situation thereafter.… nobody came to my aid.. They also beat me and robbed me of all my belongings. My house was put on fire too. Now I am wondering about my life, which has been damaged. I don’t have anything and I do not know that there is someone who may feel like getting married to a raped girl, because many people knew of the incidents. Really, we are so many girls who are suffering in the same situation without any support”.

“When the government forces raided our base we pulled to another base in Mile 91. One of the men who used to force me to have an affair died during that raid. Another rebel took charge of me, a RUF commando. He used to lock me in a cage naked for the whole day. Any time I refused to honour his request to have an affair, he would leave me in the cage…but continuously raped me. He kept treating me in this manner until one day I managed to escape in December 1999 together with few other girls. By then, I was five months pregnant”. (FAWE)

“The next day, they killed all the men and boys. I was left with my baby and three girls. At the riverside, I was raped by a group of six Interahamwe one after another. I knew all of them. Some were killed by the RPF and others are now in Gitarama prison. They said they were raping me to see if Tutsi women were like Hutu women. After they finished raping me, they threw me in the river to die along with my children. I floated back to the riverside. One of the Interahamwe said, “Those Tutsi people don’t die – we raped her and she survived. We threw her in the river and she still survived”. They let me go and I tried to go toward Runda commune (the next commune). On the way, I found another group of Interahamwe who took me with them back to Taba. They also raped me…. I cant remember how many. After the war, I found out that I was pregnant. But I had an abortion … no, not really an abortion. The baby just came out dead.“ (Human Rights Watch)

“The worst thing about the NRA soldiers was having forced sex with women one after the other. Men and women were collected during what was called a “screening exercise” to flush out the rebels from the community. The men and women were then put in separate groups. Then in the evening, the NRA soldiers started sexually abusing the women in the compound. One woman could be forced to have sex with several NRA men and this went on for two days”. (Uganda)
The above testimonies clearly indicate the fact that the warring factions violate women’s bodies in order to hit back at their opponents. Hence women’s bodies becoming the battle ground.  

This then raises the question as to why groups that are expected to protect women and girls as an obligation (government soldiers), or to woo women’s support to join their cause (rebels), become the worst perpetrators of women’s human rights. As argued by many scholars, rape and gang rape are the most gruesome violations committed to women and girls in conflict situations. These scholars and activists have put several views  forward  regarding sexual violence in situation of armed conflict. For example, Claudia Card (1996)
 defines rape during armed conflict as a martial weapon and therefore, an art in fighting wars! She further suggests that it is a cross-cultural language of male domination and that it is aimed at splitting up families and alliances, with the objective of weakening the opponent as well as alienating family members and friends from each other probably, as a way to make it easier for them to win the war. 

Alcinda Honwana (2000)
 looks at rape in armed conflict situations as a conscious process of intimidation by which the warring factions keep women in a state of fear in order to keep the affected society in imbalance. On the other hand, Nordstorm (1996) sees rape and other forms of sexual violence in conflict situations as an attack on the body politic aimed at controlling an entire socio-political process by crippling the affected society.

But why target women’s bodies? What does her body have to do with the operation of the mighty power of the military equipment and the capacity of the men to fight the wars? Why target  the “weak”  “the objects”, as societies have usually referred to women?

From the above argument critics seem to concur to the fact that it is not just about the patriarchal thinking of power and control of women’s bodies as objects or property of men, but that there is a linkage between women’s inner in-built reserve of strength; the ability and the determination to hold communities firm and strong, that perpetrators usually target to destroy in order to win the battle. A good example is what the Interahamwe stated in one of excerpts above concerning the 25-year-old Tutsi woman… “those Tutsi people don’t die – we raped her and she survived…we threw her in the river and she still survived…’  This statement provides an insight for one to argue that the warring factions know that women play very critical roles in providing identity and the sense of belonging of every given society and as such, have the potential to determine the form the conflict would take. 

Therefore, by violating her sexuality, the perpetrators break women’s trust in their ability to protect their families; making them feel unworthy and inferior, destroy their self-esteem, and therefore destroy their sense of self-management. As a result, women lose the zeal to mobilise and fight for the protection of their offspring and the community at large.

This has resulted into devastating consequences that have caused lifetime physical, mental and psychological impairment to most survivors of wars. This has affected the entire society as discussed below.

Consequences of Human Rights Abuse on Women 

Break down of the social setting

Rape as an act of aggression (Claudia Card 1996), breaks down the collective spirit of women and of the community. It is a lasting mark that remains even after the aggressors have left. If the woman survives the assault, she is the evidence of the enemy’s brutality and a symbol of her community’s defeat. Women who experience this ordeal are regarded as “damaged property” and are usually shunned, divorced or neglected because of the abuse they went through. In some instances, rape results into unwanted pregnancies and give birth to the unwanted children who remain a permanent reminder of the crime. 

This particular scenario was vivid in all the communities we studied. We came across many men who had separated from their sexually abused wives because of feelings of humiliation. Some said that they feared to contract HIV/AIDS, while others said it was purely due to the humiliation they suffered. As a result, many women who experienced rape have no support to cater for their children who are also usually abandoned by their spouses. Such women have lost their self-esteem and to date they live a life of hopelessness. This has left many members of the affected societies with no backbone to rely to for post reconstruction.   

Security and Economic Survival

Given the circumstances, most women in this category lead a miserable life. In addition to the trauma of the torture they experienced, as well as the physical pain they have to endure, majority of them live in abject poverty due to lack of support to rebuild their lives. Willingly or unwillingly, as a mechanism of attaining some security and support for the family, women in North and North East of Uganda for example, opted to go with those who purported to give them security, the government soldiers. These women are commonly known as “camp followers”. This however, is usually a very temporary arrangement. In our findings, survivors testify to the fact that they would be thrown out immediately the soldiers’ true wives appeared. This uncertainty for security and economic support among women survivors of war has increased the level of poverty in the affected communities.
Torture and Trauma

In addition to the sexual violence women survivors of war like men, were faced with other forms of torture such, seeing their children and spouses abducted, handicapped and killed, having their ears, nose and lips  cut off, their limbs being blown off by land mines, being accused of connections with fighting forces; as a way of getting information about the opponents; forcing them to provide perpetrators with money, food and other basics. All  the above torture and abuses committed to women have brought about a magnitude of physical, mental and psychological implications to the affected women, majority of them live as outcasts with little or no support to help them live on. This in the long run affects the entire communities.

The burden of shouldering family responsibility in these circumstances has worsened the stress and anxiety these women live with. During the documentation, we came across  majority of male respondents having resorted to drinking with minimal or no support to their families. This places a huge burden on the women causing more stress. At the same time these men still do not give up the socialisation that portrays them as “providers” for their families and hence, wanting to rule over the meagre resources that women work hard for in order to sustain the families. This has resulted in domestic violence and other cycles of violence and of course worsening the entire society’s well being as the findings indicated below; 

Table 1: PSYCHIATRIC DISORDERS AS SEEN BY THE MENTAL HEALTH TEAM AT AWER CAMP BY GENDER IN GULU DISTRICT.

	Variable
	Total (N=198)
	Male (n=660
	Female (n=132)
	Chi square

P-value

	Disorder**
	No.
	%
	No.
	%
	No.
	%
	

	Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
	79
	39.9
	26
	39.4
	53
	40.2
	0.92

	Depression
	104
	52.5
	35
	53.0
	69
	52.3
	0.92

	Alcohol abuse disorder
	36
	18.2
	17
	25.8
	19
	14.4
	0.05*

	Generalised anxiety disorder
	9
	4.5
	4
	6.1
	5
	3.8
	0.47

	Panic disorder
	120
	60.6
	36
	54.5
	84
	63.6
	0.22

	Agoraphobia
	80
	40.4
	17
	25.8
	63
	47.7
	<0.00*

	Social phobia
	40
	20.2
	18
	27.3
	22
	16.7
	0.08

	Somatoform disorder
	144
	72.7
	44
	66.7
	100
	75.8
	0.18

	Having suicidal thoughts
	45
	22.7
	16
	24.2
	29
	22.0
	0.75


Key:  * Statistically significant associations

          ** Some respondents had more than one psychological disorder.

Reproductive Complications

In all studied areas, women and girls victims of the sexual violation presented numerous complications raging from continuous passing of urine; discharge of water and pus; soreness of private parts; continuous abdominal pains; the uterus peeping out; smelly private parts; sexually transmitted infections among others.  The table below gives an insight. 

Table 2 : The Women’s Gynaecological Problems in Gulu DISTRICT.
	COMPLAINT
	Frequency
	%

	Vaginal Tear 
	5
	3.3

	Urinary Fistula (Leaking Urine)
	10
	6.6

	Fecal Fistula (leaking faeces)
	10
	6.6

	Infertility
	19
	13.0

	Chronic pelvic pain
	13
	8.6

	Swellings in the abdomen
	6
	4

	Genital Sores
	46
	31

	Genital laxity/Prolapse
	55
	37

	Unwanted pregnancy
	13
	8.6

	Painful Intercourse
	18
	12

	Other problems
	7
	4.7

	Normal sexual function
	125
	83.3


As peace researchers, it is very important for us to analyse how visible it would be to mobilise survivors of war to embrace peace and co-existence in such circumstances, with minimal or no social justice extended to the numerous abuses. From our experiences in initiating and involving women in the peace process, we have found out that there will be no sustainable peace without social justice provided to the affected survivors of the conflicts. Therefore, it is only prudent for us peace researchers to consider this aspect when we advocate for peace and co- existence.   

Women’s Efforts Towards Sustainable Peace- The Isis WICCE

In the midst of  all the above complex situation, Ugandan women groups and organisations, as is the case worldwide, have spearheaded the role of peace building and post conflict transformation in their respective communities. Many women peace groups in the sub region and Uganda in particular have developed several initiatives geared towards peace building. In line with a peace statement by Teody Lotto of Sudanese Women’s voices that “peace comes from talking to your enemies”, many women have risked their lives to go out and talk to the enemy as a means to end the suffering of the population, and attain peace in their areas. A living example is the case of Betty Bigombe (1993), who risked her life to talk to the notorious rebel leader Joseph Kony. During the Isis-WICCE documentation in Gulu district, women respondents revealed that Betty Bigombe had made a lot of progress
 towards peace making effort. They assert that it was the male chauvinists from the region who brought an end to the negotiations, all in the name of power and control by the men. Men are said to have made a statement to the effect that “… how can a woman bring peace to Acholi land…?” 

Women peacemakers in Gulu, the People’ Voice for Peace (PVP), did not give up after Betty Bigombe’s initiation.  PVP formed a counselling group of war survivors, especially the rape cases, have  used the same victims to advocate for peace building in the district.  These survivors of sexual and psychological torture have also been provided with psychosocial support, and revolving fund to re-build their economic situation. Today many can support themselves even those who had suicidal feelings came to terms with the reality and are coping. People’s Voice for Peace has achieved tremendous success within Gulu district and other districts in northern Uganda (Kitgum and Apac districts).

Women in Arua district likewise, negotiated peace with their sons, brothers and husbands who had joined the rebel ranks. Arua is Uganda’s success story where a number of rebels and the abducted children have resigned from rebel activities and returned home after women engaged in dialogue with them.  On the other hand, the Participatory Rural Action for Development (PRAFORD), group in Yumbe district (northern Uganda), have used a strategy of entering into coalitions with UNICEF and the Ministry of Gender, to cross borders in search of their abducted children. To date 135 children have been repatriated back from Sudan and they are undergoing trauma counselling. Some psychosocial support has also been provided in tracing families of the children and counselling them to accept the children back.  These initiatives have made the West Nile region to be the only region in northern Uganda that can be said to be enjoying some relative peace. Women in the Teso region (Eastern Uganda) carried out similar initiative to end the 1992 insurgency.

It should however, be noted that all the above mentioned initiatives are carried out in specific local areas making the impact not to be felt nationally. This prompted Isis WICCE to develop  national and regional project of exchange workshops and visits that would bring together the different women peace activists to harmonise their peace initiative for the benefit of the national and regional sustainable peace. The focus is aimed at encouraging women to build peace from the grassroots to parliaments and governments in the region. 

Isis-WICCE’s main goal in this process, in the Great Lakes region, has been to support and strengthen women peace building groups and initiatives through exchange visits and skills building training, as a means of harmonising relationships towards solving the different conflicts. The skill building involves participants making visits to different districts and understanding the causes of the various conflicts in the different communities and how these are linked to armed conflict. It emphasises the fact that women have a role in bringing peace into the region. Participants then develop plans of action to be carried out in their respective communities. The best practices adopted by the participants are shared with other interested networks through Isis-WICCE publications and newsletters. These publications are also used as tools to lobby for redress and justice for peace in the region. This initiative has to some extent  been successful in breaking a number of barriers that had hindered women from the different ethnic to meet and discuss the issues surrounding the conflicts they are faced with.

As a way of addressing the injustices inflicted on women and men war survivors, Isis –WICCE, in collaboration with the medical professionals, carried out a short term medical intervention in the areas (in Uganda) that Isis WICCE carried out the documentation, and provided medical services to the emergency cases of affected war survivors. This intervention has brought a lot of hope to the affected areas and has encouraged more affected women to speak out.  

Another best practice Isis-WICCE had spearheaded together with Uganda women’s movement has been the building of a coalition that would advocate for women’s participation in decision- making positions, as a way of positioning women in negotiation tables. The objectives of this coalition ( Coalition for Political Accountability to Women -COPAW), is building relationships in the Great Lakes region. 

On the other hand, women organisations and groups involved in peace building in the Great Lakes Region have also formed a sub – regional coalition known as  “Women Partners for Peace in Africa” (WOPPA),which Isis-WICCE is part, for similar goal.  

From the above examples, it is evident that a number of women’s groups and organisations in the region have had some level of success in cultivating peace building. Most of them relate their successes to their ability to maintain confidence and trust among the communities due to the fact that communities do not hold women responsible for initiation of armed conflicts. On the other hand these women activists have provided a an environment where a participatory approach has been used in the process of peace building. However, this trust does not seem to be embraced by the many government peace negotiators, who believe that the issues surrounding the armed conflicts in the sub region has nothing to do with gender. This can be seen in their decisions of who should be on these negotiation tables. In most cases women are only given a few seats and more so, seats that do not make impact to the decision taken. Such policies and many others, factors have hindered women’s peace initiatives to make concrete impact in the region. 

Challenges in Women’s Peace building process

Most challenges relate to policy formulation and implementation; ego among men and the warring factions; and the rooted patriarchy and stereotype among the African society. For example: 

· Looking at women’ s peace building initiatives as part of “women’s gender roles”, and as such injecting little or no resources to the women’s peace initiatives

· Limited coordination between CSOs peace initiatives and those of  governments

·  Lack of women participation in decision making positions 

· Lack of genuine democracy and good governance among most African governments which has generated or  renewed conflicts 

· Lack of transparency in embracing the peace initiatives by those in power

· Failure to involve the affected people in the peace process has resulted into mistrust and the development of inappropriate plans of actions, leading to the collapse of the peace initiatives/efforts. 

· Negative cultures have also been a hindrance to women breaking through. A best example in the belief that men are the ones responsible for making decisions, which has been a major obstacle to the success of women’s peace initiatives.

· Lack of women peace actors being part of the national negotiating teams in terms of developing strategies, is a big blow to their effort.

Finally, it is important to note that most of the weapons that have destroyed Africa and its people are note manufactured within Africa. Therefore, if sustainable peace is to be attained, all actors in the North and those involves in policies that are geared to the control of sale of arms must act immediately to end this lucrative trade of the few. Strict measures must be put in place to address this issue.

Conclusion

The voices of women war survivors reveal the inconsistency in social justice system in most African democracies. This has continued to saw seeds of hatred amongst the population, promoting a cycle of conflict. The women appeal to those in places of responsibility to embrace the virtues of accountability, plan for effective redress mechanisms that will ensure sustainable peace.

It must also be noted that women in the sub-region have achieved a lot in terms of initiating peace building due to their good knowledge of local affairs. These women have been known for their resourceful communication skills as well as effective mediation skills among local communities. It is only logical that governments grasp this opportunity and work with women peacemakers in building peace and conflict resolution in the region. This is the only critical step towards ensuring sustainable peace, prosperity and development for all humanity.
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