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Non-state armed groups (NSAGs)
in DRC have been implicated in 
perpetrating egregious human 
rights abuses, particularly acts of 
sexual violence, against civilians 
for more than two decades. These 
groups range from organised 
Congolese military units to small 
groups of armed militias from 
Rwanda and Burundi, to locally 
organised Mai Mai militias. 
Information emerging from the 
region underscores the pivotal role 
these groups play in perpetrating 
violence against civilians and 
precipitating mass displacement.

Recent research confirms the high 
number of rapes conducted by armed 
groups, citing between 54% and 
88% of all such attacks reported by 
women being perpetrated by NSAG 
combatants.1 The number of armed 
groups and the shocking levels 
of violence beg the question as to 
whether we can better understand 
how NSAGs view violence, 
their motivations for fighting, 
and possible points of leverage 
for improving their treatment 
of civilians. Work by Elisabeth 
Wood reveals that NSAGs can be 
highly organised and governed 
by a wide range of principles and 
motivations, suggesting that both 
the perpetration of violence, as well 
as restraint from using it, varies 
across groups and conflicts.2 

Attitudes towards women 
and sexual violence
Mai Mai militia are a powerful 
force in eastern DRC and have been 
implicated in the looting, raping, 
abduction and mass displacement 
of civilians. Our study focused on 
two different sub-groups of the Mai 
Mai – the Shikito and the Kifuafua.3

Interviews with Mai Mai combatants 
revealed that soldiers hold generally 
highly stereotypical and dismissive 
views of women. Soldiers interviewed 

for the project describe women’s 
roles as cooking, cleaning, raising 
children and undertaking small 
commercial activities or farming to 
help support the family. In contrast, 
men are seen as the protectors of 
the family and the decision makers. 
Despite similarly rigid views about 
gender and the role of women, 
however, these two Mai Mai sub-
groups seemed to differ in their 
attitudes towards sexual violence.

Interviewees from the Shikito 
consistently denied that they 
raped women. Soldiers cited both 
ideology – describing themselves 
as the protectors of the populations 
– and pragmatic reasons for this 
restraint. One Shikito soldier said, 
“Rape is forbidden since we know 
that we are here to protect the 
population.” Another interviewee 
said, “… [I]f one person from the 
group decides to rape, or a fellow 
soldier rapes a woman, people 
will say that the group of Mai Mai 
is raping women. It becomes a 
problem for the whole group.” 

On a more practical side, a number 
of soldiers noted that rape could 
undermine their grass-roots support 
from host communities. Soldiers 
described how vital community 
support was for the Shikito. “There 
are women there who grow food 
in their fields in the surrounding 
villages; they assist us with food.” 

In contrast, interviewees from the 
Kifuafua were much more likely to 
describe raping women, kidnapping 
them for themselves or their 
commanders, or undertaking rape 
for individual reasons. Respondents 
described abducting women to be 
“given” to commanders as a spoil 
of war, noting how women were 
distributed according to rank. 
“[The commander] will have his 
[girl] brought first before he can ask 

me to bring mine. …if you refuse, 
it becomes an open conflict.” 

Kifuafua interviewees did not 
describe relying on the goodwill 
of civilians for support. While 
both groups tended to portray 
themselves as the “protectors” of 
the population, it was only the 
Shikito who talked about this in 
practical terms, citing the goodwill 
of civilians as a condition for getting 
vital resources like food and shelter. 

Soldiers within both groups said 
they had heard information about 
sexual violence from the radio, 
suggesting that soldiers may have 
access to certain forms of popular 
media. Some soldiers also said 
they were aware of risks associated 
with sexual violence, both from 
potential infection and potential 
punishment from commanders.  
While soldiers may have offered 
biased or amended versions of 
what they actually believe, the 
consistency of information across 
interviews suggests a certain level of 
reliability and provides insight into 
possible points for intervention.

Leverage for change
These results speak to the importance 
of realising that NSAGs may differ 
greatly in their philosophies, 
practices, uses of violence, and 
attitudes towards the treatment 
of civilians. Recognising these 
differing attitudes and motivations 
may lead to more effective 
approaches to protecting civilians. 
It is also important to recognise 
that behaviours can change over 
time and space, just as they can 
vary from unit to unit within the 
same larger structure. For example, 
the attitudes of commanders and 
inculcation of soldiers about what 
is and is not acceptable behaviour 
all play a role in creating a sub-
culture within units of command.

Questions remain about how best to 
engage groups that, by definition, 
lie outside traditional structures of 
law and political influence in order 
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When President Felipe Calderón 
launched his offensive against the 
drug cartels in 2006, the cartels struck 
back viciously, murdering politicians, 
journalists and civilians and 
terrorising the Mexican people. Over 
28,000 people have been killed in the 
past four years. While the situation 
has captured attention in the US 
and internationally as a border-
control and immigration issue, few 
have commented on the internal 
displacement crisis that the conflict 
has created in the border region. 

More Mexicans are applying 
for political asylum in the US 
and Canada, and business visa 
applications from Monterrey, 
Mexico’s industrial centre and 
wealthiest city, rose 63% between 
2006 and 2010 compared to the 
previous five years. A much larger, 
and mostly uncounted, number 
are being displaced internally. 

Those fleeing the violence are 
primarily middle-class professionals 
(police officers, business owners, 
journalists, etc.) from large or mid-
sized cities who are either directly 
threatened by the cartels or who 
simply leave when the situation 
becomes unstable. Ciudad Juárez 
has seen 10% (200,000) of its 
population flee the city because of 
fighting between Mexican police 
and military and the drug gangs. 
Unfortunately, while the Mexican 

government accepts refugees and 
asylum seekers from South America 
and other nations, it has historically 
paid very little attention to displaced 
individuals within its own borders.  
For example, indigenous populations 
driven from their homes due to 
discrimination and targeted violence 
have received little attention from the 
Mexican government, and it currently 
does not recognise the drug war as a 
cause of displacement. The situation 
also receives very little attention from 
the media. As a result, there are no 
reliable figures for the number of 
IDPs in Mexico and no incentive to 
assess the extent of the problem.

A number of experts contend that 
criminal organisations such as the 
drug cartels in Mexico should be 
defined as non-state armed groups 
as they are challenging the authority 
of the Mexican government. They 
have many of the same goals and 
use many of the same tactics as 
traditional ‘political’ non-state 
groups. Just as, for example, there are 
groups in Africa’s Great Lakes region 
who fight for control of diamonds 
and precious metals, the cartels in 
Mexico fight to control the drug-
running corridors. However, they are 
different from politically motivated 
armed groups in that they are purely 
profit-driven, and their strategy is to 
disable the state’s law-enforcement 
capacity so as to make it easier to 
carry out their illegal activities. This 

makes it difficult, if not impossible, 
to approach them as one would other 
NSAGs. They do not seek any formal 
recognition or legitimacy, so they will 
not respond to pressure to comply 
with international humanitarian 
law, nor can they be engaged in 
drawing up treaties. Their end goal 
(transporting and selling drugs) is 
illegal and inherently harmful, so 
officials cannot offer any concessions 
regarding their activities.

The drug war in Mexico has therefore 
been approached primarily as an 
issue of legality and of national 
security by both the Mexican and 
US governments. Yet it has, in 
addition, been the cause of not 
only many deaths and much social 
disruption but also a great deal of 
population displacement. The drug 
war has already begun to spread 
into the interior of Mexico and 
threatens to affect other populations 
in Central America as the cartels 
expand their operations south. This 
makes it even more necessary and 
sensible to pay more attention to the 
internal displacement crisis already 
existing in the border region.
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to better promote the protection of 
civilians. In cases where NSAGs rely 
on civilian populations for access to 
resources, this dependence may act 
as an incentive to restrain the use 
of violence against civilians. The 
results of our research suggest that 
sexual violence and other forms of 
violence against civilians perpetrated 
by the Mai Mai occur for a variety 
of reasons, and that violence may 
be opportunistic or strategic.

Communicating the risks of 
perpetrating sexual violence 
through media like radio can get 

to groups that seem difficult to 
reach. Reinforcing messages about 
the risks of violence – to both 
the perpetrators and the affected 
communities – may be a point of 
leverage to decrease sexual violence.

Groups may want to view themselves 
as the ‘defenders’ of a population, 
but this may not translate into 
protective behaviour without other 
concrete changes in attitude and 
behaviour. More research is needed 
to understand what factors are most 
influential in restraining violence. 
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