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Introduction 
 Sexual violence is a common concern for domestic jurisdictions and governments. 

However, its presence in militant conflict has unraveled new perspectives on what sexual 

violence is and what implications it has not only on an individual but also on a whole 

community. 

In 2008, the UN Security Council passed “UN Resolution 1820” which condemned 

the use of sexual violence as a tool of war, and declared that “rape and other forms of sexual 

violence can constitute war crimes, crimes against humanity or a constitutive act with respect 

to genocide”1, meaning that sexual violence became acknowledged as a tactic of war and 

therefore a threat to the international community. Despite the fact that the Resolution 1820 

opened a great need for political discourse on rape as a weapon of war, it failed to install 

effective mechanisms for its eradication and sexual violence continues to maltreat women in 

war zones until now. 

 The former commander of UN peacekeeping forces in the eastern Congo strongly 

condemned sexual violence; “You destroy communities. You punish the men, and you punish 

the women, doing it in front of the men. It has probably become more dangerous to be a 

woman than a soldier in armed conflict.” Hence, the Committee of the Economic and Social 

Council - Commission of the Status of Women acknowledges sexual violence on women in 

waring zones as an alarming issue and seeks adequate solutions for its eradication.  

Definition of key terms 
Sexual violence - any sexual act or attempt to obtain a sexual act by violence or coercion, acts 

to traffic a person or acts directed against a person's sexuality, regardless of the relationship to 

the victim. 

Rape (ICC definition) - 

• The perpetrator invaded the body of a person by conduct resulting in penetration, 

however slight, of any part of the body of the victim or of the perpetrator with a 

sexual organ, or of the anal or genital opening of the victim with any object or any 

other part of the body.  

• The invasion was committed by force, or by threat of force or coercion, such as that 

caused by fear of violence, duress, detention, psychological oppression or abuse of 

power, against such person or another person, or by taking advantage of a coercive 

                                                
1 Read the complete resolution here: https://www.unwomen.org/en/docs/2008/6/un-security-council-resolution-
1820 
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environment, or the invasion was committed against a person incapable of giving 

genuine consent.  

War - is a state of armed conflict between states, governments, societies and 

informal paramilitary groups, such as mercenaries, insurgents and militias.  

War zone - a region in which a war is being fought. 

Crimes against humanity - are certain acts that are deliberately committed as part of a 

widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian or an identifiable part of a 

civilian population. 

Genocide - is a term used to describe violence against members of a national, ethnic, 

racial or religious group with the intent to destroy the entire group. 

Gang rape - occurs when a group of people participates in the rape of a single victim.  

Sex slavery - is attaching the right of ownership over one or more persons with the intent 

of coercing or otherwise forcing them to engage in sexual activities. 

Background information 

History of rape as a weapon of war 
 

When considering rape as a tactic of war, one must keep in mind that the atrocity had 

been practiced since the beginning of warfare, way before the formal classification by the 

United Nations in 2008. 

During the European colonial era, sexual violence on women was a common 

phenomenon affecting aboriginal communities. For instance, during the Taiwanese rebellion 

against the Dutch in the 1650s, the Dutch ordered that aboriginal women be turned over to 

them for sex. (Shepherd, 1993) On the other hand, Dutch women were kept as sex slaves by 

the Chinese after the Dutch were expelled from Taiwan in 1662. This indicates that sex 

violence was used as a tool to weaken a nation’s rival, but most importantly, it proved to be 

gender-based which underscores its nature as a global problem as it impinged women 

regardless of their ethnicity or national identity.  

In the context of modern history, the occurrence of sexual violence has persisted and ranged 

from systematic to individual. For example, rapes were committed by Wehrmacht forces on 

Jewish women and girls during the Invasion of Poland in September 1939 -  they were also 

committed against Polish, Ukrainian, Belarusian and Russian women, and girls during mass 
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executions which were primarily carried out by the Selbstschutz units (active as SS in World 

War 2), with the assistance of Wehrmacht soldiers who were stationed in territory that was 

under the administration of the German military; the rapes were committed against female 

captives before they were shot (Datner, 1967). However, one of the most prominent examples 

of institutionalized sexual violence is the concentration camps, where Jewish women were 

particularly susceptible to sexual assaults. 

 Similarly, secret wartime files made public in 2006 reveal that American 

GIs committed 400 sexual offenses in Europe, including 126 rapes in the United Kingdom, 

between 1942 and 1945 (Wilson, 2007). Furthermore, French Moroccan troops committed 

rapes and other war crimes in Italy after the Battle of Monte Cassino – according to Italian 

sources, more than 7,000 Italian civilians including women and children were raped by 

French Expeditionary Corps  (1952: Il caso delle “marocchinate” al Parlamento). 

 During the Rwandan genocide, from April until July 1994, hundreds of thousands of 

women and girls were raped or became the victims of other forms of sexual violence. 

Although no explicit written orders to commit rape and other acts of sexual violence have 

been found, evidence suggests that military leaders encouraged or ordered their men to rape 

the Tutsis, and they also condoned the acts which were already taking place, without making 

efforts to stop them Compared to other conflicts, the sexual violence in Rwanda stands out in 

terms of the organized nature of the propaganda that contributed significantly to fueling 

sexual violence against Tutsi women, the very public nature of the rapes and the level of 

brutality towards the women (Brouwer, 2005). 

 

Regions affected by sexual violence on women 
 
Democratic Republic of Congo 

War broke in the Democratic Republic of Congo in 1998 and continues to fuel sexual 

violence even today and tends to be described as the worst on-going sexual violence in the 

present. 

• A 2010 study 30% of women in Eastern Congo reported conflict-related sexual 

violence. (Guardian, 2011) 

• It is estimated that there are as many as 200,000 surviving rape victims living in the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo today (Cochrane, 2008). 

• Local health centers in the DRC’s South Kivu province estimate that 40 women are 

raped in the region every day. 
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Social workers in the Eastern Congo view war rape as a “cheap, simple weapon for all parties 

in the war, more easily obtainable than bullets or bombs“. In 2003, a peace process was 

launched, followingly, UN peacekeepers entered the critical regions. However, this proved to 

be ineffective as UN troops continued to report on gang rapes and rapes with objects. The 

victims were to suffer from several mental health issues and physical health issues such as 

vaginal fistula and incontinence. In 2010, more than 500 rapes were committed in Eastern 

Congo, which leads to the formal apology from UN peacekeepers as they failed to protect the 

population from sexual violence (David Smith, 2010). 

 

South Sudan 

South Sudan has been experiencing a turbulent political climate, which enabled the 

spread of sexual violence. Moreover, it serves an as great example of how such crimes are 

able to thrive in political system, where judicial system fails to punish perpetrators.  

The medical agency, Doctors Without Borders (Médecins Sans Frontières, MSF), announced 

that its staff in the town of Bentiu, the capital of Northern Liech state, had treated 125 women 

and girls who were raped, beaten, and robbed over a 10-day period between November 19 and 

29 alone (MSF, 2018). The local authorities admitted being aware of the sexual violence but 

expressed doubts about the reports indicating the severity of the issue. Hence, it’s evident that 

cooperation between local government and international organizations might be challenging. 

 

UN peacekeepers involved in sexual violence 

 In contemporary conflict zones, international organizations, particularly the United 

Nations peacekeepers, have been involved in maintaining peace and stability in the area as 

well as distribute humanitarian aid to the local population. However, there are reported cases, 

where UN workers failed to fulfill the mission of the United Nations and actively participated 

in sexual violence. It should be noted that UN peacekeepers experience unstable 

environments in war zones in the regions with an ineffective rule of law, which allows them 

to commit such crimes. Peacekeepers, coming from wealthier countries, may carry a feeling 

of superiority, which subjectively situates them into position of power. Moreover, some of the 

peacekeeping missions carry a “hypermasculine undertone”, which encourages sexual 

exploitation and abuse.  

• UN peacekeepers’ involvement in rape was found as early as 1993 during 

the Bosnian genocide, where peacekeepers were found to regularly visit a 

Serb-run brothel in Sarajevo that housed Bosniak and Croat women who were 

forced to become prostitutes. (Bosniagenocide.wordpress.com, 2013) 
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• In Sudan, the Egyptian contingent was accused of raping six women when the 

civilians took shelter at the peacekeepers’ headquarters in order to flee from 

the fighting (Lynch, 2005). 

Previous attempts to solve the issue 

Cooperation between CSOs and governments in Nigeria 

 Civil Society Organizations spreading awareness on sexual violence in Nigeria joined 

forces with the government and started to influence Nigerian legislation. The role of the CSOs 

would include sponsoring relevant bills at the national assembly that would toughen current 

legislature on sexual violence. This may include making rape, a capital offense with 

protracted prison terms as advocated by the African Civil Society against Rape in Nigeria.  

UN Team of Experts 

The Team works with the consent and cooperation of host governments, with the aim 

of fostering national ownership and responsibility for addressing conflict-related sexual 

violence. The Team takes a survivor-centric approach, which recognizes that victims of 

conflict-related sexual violence include women and girls as well as men and boys and that 

victims are often subject to stigmatization by their families and communities.  

The Team’s areas of work include (i) criminal investigations and prosecutions; (ii) military 

justice; (iii) legislative reform; (iv) protection of victims and witnesses; (v) reparations for 

survivors; and (vi) security sector oversight. 14 This approach was previously used in Sudan 

and proved to temporarily improve the on-going problems with sexual violence. 

Possible Solutions 
 Sexual violence in conflict is a complex issue to resolve, especially because it affects 

regions, where rule of law failed and basic spheres of governmental interest (such as 

healthcare) are often unregulated and therefore inaccessible for the civilians. 

Economic and Social Council - Commission of the Status of Women could advise UN 

member states to launch Actions Plans (with the assistance of UN experts), which would 

amend current legislation and grant greater recognition to issues revolving around sexual 

violence in conflict. Also, UN has an ability to exploit the UN Trust Fund and encourage 

countries (primarily those affected by the issue) to apply for grants backing up the efforts for 

elimination of sexual violence. For instance, the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against 

Women in 2018 called for relevant proposals and stressed its preference for women-led 

                                                
14 Highly recommended article about UN Team of Experts can be found here 
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/our-work/team-of-experts/ 
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organizations. In such way, UN shelters the development of third sector, especially in regions, 

where governmental efforts are insufficient.15 It ought to be stressed that countries affected by 

sexual violence (most of the time) do not have resources to make legislative reforms and 

launch programs for protection of women. Hence, it’s crucial to establish international 

cooperation on the matter as a foundation for development, which in the larger context helps 

to form global security.  

Useful sources: 
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/ 

Report of Secretary-General Conflict Related Sexual Violence  

International Committee of The Red Cross on Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict 

Council on Foreign Relations – Center for Preventive Action 

REDRESS on Sexual Violence in Conflict 

International Crisis Group 

GenderForce 

Responding to Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict 
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