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Objective: To learn about sexual violence in a global context and how it is used as a 
tactic in war. 

What is sexual violence?

The Centre for Disease Control and Prevention defines sexual violence as ‘a sexual 
act committed against someone without that person’s freely given consent. Sexual 
violence is divided into the following types: Completed or attempted forced 
penetration of a victim. Completed or attempted alcohol/drug-facilitated penetration 
of a victim.’ (CDC: 2016).

The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines sexual violence as ‘any sexual act, 
attempt to obtain a sexual act, or other act directed against a person’s sexuality using 
coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting’. 
(WHO: 2014).

Data shows that people from all countries, of all ages and both sexes are victims 
of sexual violence. For example, ‘In spite of under-reporting, 9% of reported sexual 
violence in the UK and 15% of rapes in the US are against men and boys’ (The Guardian: 
2014). 



Lesson 1: What is sexual violence and FGM? 

In pairs, discuss what sexual violence means to them. Come up with a definition and 
share it with the whole class. Create a list of offences that they think come under the 
term ‘sexual violence’. Share resource sheet 1 from WHO with them to see if they missed 
any. Are there any that surprise them? 

The everyday practice of sexual violence. Case Study: Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM)

FGM is one form of sexual violence, which includes procedures that intentionally alter 
or cause injury to the female genital organs for non-medical reasons (WHO:2014).  
Although it is illegal in most parts of the world, the practice is justified by its supporters 
on several grounds. 

Read resource sheet 2 which cites the use of FGM in Maasai Culture. Underline 
in one colour the justifications of FGM, in another the consequences,                                               
and in a third colour, ways to prevent FGM.

Now use the following websites to collect more information:

•	 WHO: http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs241/en/
•	 Plan UK: http://www.plan-uk.org/because-i-am-a-girl/about-because-i-am-a-girl/

violence-against-girls/female-genital-mutilation-fgm/
•	 The Guardian: http://www.theguardian.com/society/female-genital-mutilation

FGM and activism in Britain...
 
‘After three decades of legislation against FGM, which is thought to affect 66,000 
women in England and Wales, 24,000 girls under 15 are thought to be at risk. The 
practice still happens here in Britain.’ (Guardian: 2014).

Campaigning in 2014 by the 17-year-old schoolgirl, Fahma Mohamed, from Bristol, 
led to the Education Secretary Michael Gove agreeing to send out guidelines to every 
school to enable teachers to tackle the subject of FGM (see link in resources). There are 
many resources available now to raise awareness about FGM. 
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Lesson 2: Sexual violence against men and boys

Sexual Violence against men and boys is also a significant problem...

This area is largely neglected in research. Sexual violence against men and boys can 
occur in a variety of settings including the home, in the military and during war, as well 
as in prison and police custody.

The percentage of males reporting ever having been the victim of a sexual assault 
ranges from 3.6% in Namibia and 13.4% in the United Republic of Tanzania to 20% in 
Peru. Although incidents like these are not rare, unfortunately there are few reliable 
statistics. Indeed, according to the WHO, evidence suggests that males may be even less 
likely than female victims to report an assault or seek help.

Can you think of the reasons why this might be the case?

The following video offers some explanations:
 ‘Congo Story: Justice in Congo Pt2: Sexual Violence Against Men and Boys’: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hSOqm2oD2C4

Other videos in this series may also be of interest. Why not watch Congo Story: Justice 
in Congo Pt. 3: 
Hope and Hopelessness: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i7RZRpsf9wU&list=PL3F0
67DFFE6CEAE1F

Lesson 3: The use of sexual violence as a tactic of war

As well as the everyday practices, sexual violence is also used as a tactic of war. Often 
members of armed groups use rape to terrorise a population, destroy communities and 
gain control over particular territory.

With nobody immune, women and girls are disproportionately affected in conflict 
settings:
•	 In Rwanda, between 100,000 and 250,000 women were raped during the three 

months of genocide in 1994. 
•	 UN agencies estimate that more than 60,000 women were raped during the civil war 

in Sierra Leone  (1991-2002).
•	 At least 200,000 women have been raped in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

since 1998 (UN: 2011).
•	 UN Peacekeepers have been accused of sexual abuse in the Central African Republic 

(2016).
•	
Ask the class what they think are the long-term impacts of sexual violence after conflict 
has ended?



Resources

WHO list of acts that count as sexual violence:  http://www.who.int/violence_injury_
prevention/violence/global_campaign/en/chap6.pdf

Centres for Disease Control and Prevention: 
http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/sexualviolence/definitions.html
 
The UK Government’s guidance on teaching about FGM: https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/female-genital-mutilation-resource-pack/female-genital-
mutilation-resource-pack

Lesson 3: The use of sexual violence as a 
tactic of war

How do we challenge the use of sexual violence as a tactic of 
war?

In June 2014 the Foreign Secretary, William Hague, and 
Angelina Jolie, Special Envoy for the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees, co-chaired the ‘Global Summit to End 
Sexual Violence in Conflict’.  This brought together over 
70 Government ministers - including one president - and 
experts in the field from over 140 countries. Expertise 
comprised generals, peace-keepers and police, doctors, 
judges, prosecutors, representatives from Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs), and the most important contributors of 
all, the survivors. 

The event culminated in the publication of ‘The International 
Protocol on the Documentation and Investigation of Sexual 
Violence in Conflict’ which has since been updated and can be 
found here: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/319054/PSVI_protocol_web.pdf

Think about the following questions and discuss the answers 
as a class:
•	 What good can come from holding international 

conferences?
•	 Are there any disadvantages of holding international 

conferences?
•	 Is it important for conferences to be endorsed by celebrities 

or do they serve as a distraction?
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Resource Sheet 1: Forms and contexts of sexual violence 
A wide range of sexually violent acts can take place in different 
circumstances and settings. These include:

•	 rape within marriage or dating relationships
•	 rape by strangers
•	 systematic rape during armed conflict
•	 unwanted sexual advances or sexual harassment, including 

demanding sex in return for favours
•	 sexual abuse of mentally or physically disabled people
•	 sexual abuse of children
•	 forced marriage or cohabitation, including the marriage of children
•	 denial of the right to use contraception or to adopt other measures to 

protect against sexually transmitted diseases
•	 forced abortion
•	 violent acts against the sexual integrity of women, including female 

genital mutilation and obligatory inspections for virginity
•	 forced prostitution and trafficking of people for the purpose of sexual 

exploitation



Resource Sheet 2: Female Genital Mutilation Case Study - 
Maasai Community

In Maasai culture, Female Genital Mutilation is a long-standing tradition. It is a ritual which marks 
a girl’s transition to adulthood and preparation for marriage, and is viewed by many as extremely 
important. In the context of the Maasai, FGM is not seen as a violation of women, but as a way 
of women enduring a certain kind of pain, just like men. Undergoing FGM is thought to enable 
women to stand up and defend the community. 

FGM is also seen as a test of the bravery of individual families.  Girls who show they are in pain are 
seen as cowards who cannot defend the community. When a girl is silent and withstands the pain, 
her family is seen as brave, and the community celebrates.

However, FGM can put the girls who undergo it at serious risk. Frequently, the procedure is carried 
out using unsterile equipment which exposes girls to infections including HIV and AIDS. The long-
term damage to genitals can cause complications with childbirth and the psychological trauma of 
undergoing the painful procedure can affect women for the rest of their lives. FGM is dangerous 
and can even lead to death. For this reason, many people view FGM as a violation of women’s 
rights.

But, despite FGM being illegal under Kenyan law, the stigma which surrounds not having 
undergone this rite of passage means that many girls are still forced to endure it.  Often girls who 
have not undergone FGM cannot get married and powerful rumours suggesting that midwives 
will go blind if they attend women with uncut genitals continue to persuade families to put their 
daughters through the procedure.

Osotua Maasai Women Group approaches to eradicating FGM in the Masai community

Osotua Maasai Women Group, was established in Kenya in 2006. The community-based project was 
set up by Maasai women to address gender inequality. Their main purpose is to eradicate FGM in 
the Maasai community. 

Through grass roots research, the group was able to build relationships with communities and gain 
a strong understanding of the reasons FGM takes place. Through talking to women who carried 
out  FGM, it became apparent that respect and an income could be earned from performing the 
procedure. 

The group acknowledged that FGM was valued in the community and so devised an alternative 
ritual which marked the transition from childhood to adulthood without causing girls physical 
harm.  This involved a graduation ceremony that enabled the girls to be viewed as responsible 
adults without the cutting.

The group also carried out work in schools and the community to raise awareness of and educate 
the community on the dangers of FGM.  The schools devised plays, poems and songs which were 
performed to parents on open days. As FGM is frequently carried out in school holidays, parents 
were reminded of the need to protect their daughters during these times. 

There is still much work to be done to help eliminate FGM from Maasai communities. 

Rimas Tankile-Morris (DECSY) 


