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REFORMING MASCULINITY: THE POLITICS OF GENDER, RACE, MILITARISM AND 

SECURITY SECTOR REFORM IN THE DRC 

Dr Rachel Massey, Senior Lecturer in Politics and International Relations, 

Department of Social and Political Science, University of Chester, 

R.massey@chester.ac.uk 

INTRODUCTION 

Conflict-related sexual violence has become an increasingly visible issue for feminists 

as well as various international actors. One-way global policy actors have tried to 

tackle wartime sexual violence is by bringing perpetrators “back into the control” of 

the liberal state security apparatus (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2013, 62). UN Security 

Council Resolution 2106, for instance, stresses the centrality of Security Sector 

Reform (SSR) for addressing the origins of this violence within the security sector 

itself (UNSC, 2013). It calls for governments to ensure security forces are thoroughly 

trained and vetted before being deployed in conflicts. 

While SSR is generally seen as important for addressing conflict-related sexual 

violence, ‘gender-sensitive security sector reform’ (hereafter, GSSR) specifically 

intends to create a security sector that is responsive to the different needs of men 

and women (Valasek & Bastick, 2008). Through encouraging inclusion of more 

women in the security sector and provision of gender training for security sector 

personal, GSSR seeks to sensitize security actors to gender issues relating to conflict 

– “particularly women’s right not to be raped by them” (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2012, 

38). Although many feminist scholars and practitioners welcome efforts to 

mainstream gender into security sector reforms, others query the notions of gender 

and race reproduced through such international interventions (Kunz, 2014). They 

show how practices of GSSR reproduce gendered and racialized hierarchies in global 

politics in which predominantly non-Western men must be taught to embody liberal 

notions of civilized behavior and masculine protector roles. This article seeks to 

contribute to the critical discourse on GSSR by tracing how gender training not only 

marshals particular gendered and racialized understandings to produce desired 

embodiments of masculinity within the security sector, but also resembles earlier 
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forms of colonial education targeting the sexuality of colonial subjects both generally 

and specifically within the armed forces. Following on from this, I argue we need to 

pay greater attention to the fundamental role of militarism in perpetuating the 

gendered, racialized, and neocolonial relations that lie behind these educative 

interventions.  

Most critical engagements with GSSR tend explicitly or implicitly to assume the 

necessity of military actors in the process of reforming violent masculinities of 

security personnel, questioning the methods used rather than the suitability of 

military solutions to address sexual violence. Given that almost no armed force is 

immune from accusations of sexual violence, I question the practice of deploying 

Western security forces to conduct gender training in 'other' parts of the world, 

especially Africa. Instead, I argue we should contextualize these practices within a 

longer history of Western military intervention dating back to colonialism. I show 

how the recent prioritizing of GSSR within Western security agendas allows military 

actors and institutions to assert their continued relevance by rebranding themselves 

as experts in gender security. In doing so, I argue we should be critical of how GSSR 

ends up strengthening the dominance of predatory security institutions in countries 

undergoing these reforms. Simply put, my critique of these reforms is that they 

normalize inequalities of military power in global politics rather than radically 

challenge the militarized roots of sexual violence. To illustrate my argument, I look at 

how foreign donors have tried to integrate gender training on sexual violence into 

efforts to support security sector reform in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). 

In this article I focus specifically on the 2010 United States (US) led training mission 

Operation Olympic Chase.i My reading of this mission is not based on observing 

gender training in action but rather the discourses that surrounded and constituted 

it. I undertake a discourse analysis of several primary documents, including official 

US Africa Command documents (AFRICOM, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2011), articles 

published in major news outlets (Whitlock, 2014; Turse, 2015), and American 

military newspaper Stars and Stripes (Vandiver 2011; 2012; 2013). While directly 

observing training might have revealed the presence of other perspectives, these 
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documents provide critical insights into the underlying assumptions that informed 

this mission.  

This article is divided into three sections. The first introduces GSSR as an “educative” 

strategy (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2017, 214) and explores the gendered, racialized 

and neocolonial assumptions underpinning efforts to teach male security forces 

about the wrongs of sexual violence and transform them into ‘civilized’ subjects. 

Secondly, I explore how GSSR programs enable international and national military 

institutions to maintain their relevance in international politics by rebranding 

themselves as key sites and instigators of reform. Finally, I bring these dimensions of 

my argument together through an analysis of GSSR in the DRC. In doing so, I reveal 

the limitations of attempting to address conflict-related sexual violence without 

more radically addressing how gender, race and militarism work together to form 

the conditions for this very violence. I conclude with some reflections on feminist 

complicity in upholding military power, the marginalization of non-military 

approaches, and the possibilities for developing greater global feminist solidarity.  

GSSR AS EDUCATIVE STRATEGY  

The concept of SSR was coined twenty years ago (Short, 1999). It has since become 

popular within global policy-making circles and is now considered an essential 

element of international state-building. Broadly defined, SSR is the process of 

improving state and human security by making security provision and oversight 

more effective and accountable within a rule of law framework. Its goal is to 

transform the security sector by subjecting security institutions to civilian control 

and instilling respect for human rights among security personnel (UNSC, 2008). 

While security sector experts stress the neutral technical character of such reform, it 

is actually a “political project” (Kunz, 2014, 608) that seeks to govern the use of 

violent force in international politics by producing subjects who abide by principles 

of “good governance” (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2017, 213). Recently, there has been 

an increasing awareness among external actors that the integration of gender is 

central for creating a security sector responsive to the different needs of men and 

women. This resulted in several GSSR initiatives promoting women’s full and equal 
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participation in post-conflict security services and increasing awareness of gendered 

issues and dynamics in post-conflict settings. A number of GSSR toolkits were also 

published, providing practitioners with recommendations on best practice for 

strengthening a gender perspective in the security sector (Valasek & Bastick, 2008).  

A key criticism of GSSR is that the responsibility for creating a more secure 

environment for women often falls on the “shoulders” of female security personnel, 

who are assumed to be better-suited to certain tasks such as supporting victims of 

sexual violence (Hendricks, 2012, 14). Furthermore, seen as having a “pacifying” 

effect on male colleagues, women are made to bear primary responsibility for 

changing gendered institutional cultures of security sector organizations (Eriksson 

Baaz & Stern, 2011, 585). Critics accuse GSSR of drawing on essentialist notions 

about the skills female personnel bring to security provision, while not sufficiently 

reflecting on the behaviours of male personnel (Mobekk, 2010). Absent is a critique 

of “the role specific conceptions of masculinity play” in perpetuating violence 

(Bendix, 2008, 17). However, while GSSR still tends to translate into adding more 

women to security institutions, institutional actors have begun to accept masculinity 

is an explanatory factor in violence and relevant to security agendas. Global policy 

actors now view transforming violent masculinities within the security sector as 

central to combating conflict-related sexual violence (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2012). 

Gender training is seen as an opportunity to address both masculinities that prevent 

effective policing of sexual violence and the roots of this violence within security 

forces themselves (Hendricks & Hutton, 2008, 15). This training largely consists of 

workshops on human rights and gender issues designed to teach male security 

forces the difference between right and wrong, legal and illegal (Eriksson Baaz & 

Stern, 2012, 38). 

 

This shift can be located within wider academic and policy debates towards the end 

of the twentieth century about how society can support men to “adopt less violent 

forms of masculinity” (Kunz, 2014, 613). Connell’s work in the 1990s has been 

influential in shaping thinking about the prospects of educative strategies for making 

men aware of “the diversity of masculinities that already exist in the world beyond 
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the narrow models they are commonly offered” (2000, 30). While this literature 

stresses the capacity of education to encourage men to embrace more peaceful 

alternatives, it is important to remember education is always deeply political. 

Questions of what and how we teach are indivisible from power relations in global 

politics, raising further questions about the emancipatory and disciplinary potential 

of education. We therefore need to pay greater attention to how GSSR as an 

educational strategy perpetuates patterns and relationships of dominance in global 

politics.  

 

Although many feminists welcome GSSR, others query the understandings of gender 

reproduced through these interventions. Some critique the tendency of outside 

interveners to “push” pre-packaged educational tools, which rest on generalized 

understandings of the gendered identities of individuals and institutions they are 

trying to reform (Eriksson Baaz & Utas, 2012, 9). These understandings tend to 

divorce the gendered identities of security agents from the specific local and 

national contexts in which masculinity is produced and performed. They neglect the 

wider societal context in which security actors and institutions operate and how 

specific social, political, and economic relations between civilian and military spheres 

can exasperate gender relations and sexual violence by security sector personnel. 

The idea that soldiers’ masculinity can be reformed without addressing its 

implication within this wider context, then, rarely results in lasting change (Eriksson 

Baaz & Stern, 2012, 43). These efforts also risk “replacing one construction of 

masculinity with another” (Bendix, 2008, 18). In encouraging security sector agents 

to embrace less toxic modes of masculinity, GSSR risks solidifying a romanticized 

version of masculinity in which men have a duty to protect women. This aspired-to 

masculinity is equally troubling since it continues to justify masculine dominance in 

the name of protecting women.  

These strategies also mobilize colonial and racialized discourses and images to 

produce desired embodiments of masculinity within the security sector (Kunz, 2014, 

614). In her research on GSSR in Mali and Somalia, Kronsell highlights how the 

protector masculinity of the western white male trainer, for whom women’s rights 
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“are not only well known but considered second nature” (Kronsell, 2016, 327), is 

contrasted to the aggressive masculinity of the local male soldier, who has not only 

failed in his duty to protect women’s rights but is “implicated in the violence toward 

the feminine vulnerable other” (325). This binary echoes the racialized narratives of 

the civilizing mission in which it is the “white man’s burden” to educate backwards 

colonized subjects, and alleviate the “patriarchal oppression of the colonized 

woman” (Baaz & Stern, 2013, 93). However, I argue this literature tends to overlook 

how these strategies mirror actual forms and practices of colonial education 

designed to manage sexuality and race. In doing so, it fails to confront the important 

role of militarism in constructing the gendered, racialized, and neocolonial contexts 

in which sexual violence and GSSR take place.  

 

During colonialism education was a “key institution through which colonial modes of 

thinking and reasoning were produced and reproduced” (Rizvi & Lingard in Enslin, 

2017, 6). Although it differed in form and availability, the colonial education system 

served the interests of colonizing powers by asserting their cultural superiority (2). 

The management of sexuality was a key source of cultural and moral legitimacy 

during the colonial era (Stoler, 1995, 4). In classifying the sexual desires of colonized 

subjects as excessive and aberrant, colonizing powers could claim they deviated 

from modern European bourgeois standards of decency. By the nineteenth century, 

Africa was firmly rooted in colonial imagination as “the very picture” of sexual 

deviation (W. D. Jordon in McClintock, 1995, 22). Black men specifically figured as 

symbols of sexual savagery and bestiality. As Fanon evocatively argued, the black 

man was always eroticized and racialized as “the beast” (1967, 146). Education was, 

therefore, one of the key ways colonial authorities sought to domesticate and tame 

local populations. Through educating colonial subjects in 'civilized' attitudes towards 

family and sexual relations they sought to control life in the colonies and maintain 

racialized hierarchies. 

 

While historians explore the nature and legacy of colonial education in missionary 

and government schools, few acknowledge the army was in some cases “the third 

largest and most influential educational institution” (Parsons, 2000, 112). Parsons' 



 7 

study of military education in East Africa explores how the colonial army offered 

recruits access to primary education. During the Second World War there were 

approximately six hundred teachers serving in the East African Army Education 

Corps, and by the end of the war half of all recruits had an East African Third-Class 

Army Certificate of Education (113). While in most cases this education focused on 

teaching soldiers military skills, they were also educated in colonial values. Colonial 

authorities believed bored male soldiers were more likely to drink excessively and 

seek the company of prostitutes. So, they designed military education programmes 

to deter male soldiers from these pastimes, and provide them with a “more 

wholesome and productive use of their spare time” (122). In light of this we can see 

how GSSR programs share similarities with colonial educative strategies aimed at 

both colonial populations and soldiers. Like their predecessors, they seek to 

enlighten soldiers by educating them in supposedly modern norms of morality and 

standards of behaviour with a specific focus on sexual conduct. 

 

The existing critical literature on GSSR alerts us to how these reforms are gendered, 

racialized and colonial. However, it overlooks important continuities between 

historic and current educative practices aimed at reforming soldiers. Recognizing 

these continuities matters because they point to the integral role militarism and 

military institutions play in reproducing gendered and racialized power relations in 

neocolonial contexts. This, then, allows us to appreciate how the perpetuation of 

gendered and racialized inequalities and violences are not unfortunate by-products 

of GSSRs but rather highly predictable outcomes of a project that remains embedded 

within a politics of militarism. In the next section, I argue feminists need to more 

explicitly critique the assumptions of militarism that underlie GSSR, and question the 

wisdom of relying on military actors and institutions to address sexual violence 

 

“HARNESSING” MILITARISM FOR GENDER SECURITY IN AFRICA  

 

Thus far, this article has drawn attention to how GSSR mobilizes deeply gendered, 

racialized and colonial understandings of masculinity. Yet, what remains under-

analysed in the literature is the role of militarism in reproducing the context in which 
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these understandings are shaped. Few authors explicitly question the suitability of 

militaries as institutions through which efforts to reform masculinities in post-

conflict environments are pursued. Indeed, some argue it is necessary to involve 

militaries as key actors in reforming masculinities and combating sexual violence. 

Eriksson Baaz and Stern (2012), for instance, argue that despite issues with current 

efforts we should not give up on trying to reform masculinities from within the 

security sector. Rather than rejecting efforts to reform masculinities from inside the 

security sector, they are concerned with problematizing the “methods that are 

employed” (43-44). In contrast, I argue we should critique not only the methods and 

content of GSSR but also the very idea that we can “harness” the power of military 

institutions (Bacevich in Abrahamsen, 2018, 25) to reform security sector personnel 

and prevent them from raping in the first place.  

 

In this section, I suggest GSSR programs are central to the consolidation and 

maintenance of military power in post-conflict settings both in general and in the 

specific form of Western neocolonialism. I argue that through mobilizing powerful 

gendered, racialized and colonial discourses about the violent masculinity of African 

security forces, and the need to bring them into line with goals of liberal (‘Western’) 

state security, such reforms cement foreign and local military actors as key players in 

the aftermath of African conflicts. Furthermore, I suggest this focus on reforming the 

individual masculinity of security sector personnel obscures the roots of sexual 

violence within security institutions and the broader context of neocolonial power 

relations in which this violence occurs. I show this by looking at how international 

and national military actors have embraced their new roles as exporters and 

importers of gender training programs in African countries. 

Militarism is defined in different ways within IR: as an ideology glorifying violence; a 

system of beliefs about the effectiveness of military solutions to political problems; a 

process by which society prepares for military conflict; and a feature of regimes 

relating to military expenditure (Stavrianakis & Selby, 2012). As feminists have long 

shown, militarism as both ideology and practice is deeply gendered and racialized. 

Since their emergence, state militaries have been sites where associations between 
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“men, masculinity, violence, and power” (Basham, 2016, 18), as well as race and 

nation, are normalized. Although military identities are not fixed and static, they are 

constructed within institutions that reproduce gendered and racialized violences. For 

feminists, this violence is not incidental to military institutions but characteristic of 

their purpose, to fight nationalist wars against foreign and feminized enemies, and 

their internal workings, evidenced by the violence against women and people of 

colour from fellow military personnel (Whitworth, 2008). These feminist analyses, 

then, already point to the potential problems of trying to reform masculinities from 

within security sector institutions. However, in order to fully understand the 

limitations of GSSR we need to locate these reforms within a wider context of 

unequal global North/South relations.  

While militarism is the subject of renewed debate in IR, there is limited attention to 

how military power operates in African contexts outside the West. Analyses of 

militarism have “overwhelmingly focused on ‘western’ armed forces”, fostering an 

orientation towards western experiences and paradigms of militarism (2018, 62). 

The solution, however, is not to reorient our analyses towards some more authentic 

form of ‘African’ militarism, as if it existed separate from ‘Western’ militarism, but 

rather to recognise militarism as a global politics shaped by the intersection of local 

and global forces (Abrahamsen, 2018). One of the major transformations that shapes 

contemporary expressions of global militarism in Africa is the merger of security and 

development exemplified in SSR programs (24).  

Since the 1990s security forces from around the world have “descended” on Africa 

to train and reform its security institutions (25). American and European security 

establishments are at the forefront of initiatives to integrate training on gender 

issues and sexual violence into the broader package of SSRs they offer. Through 

rebranding themselves as experts in gender they are able to assert their continued 

relevance as key partners in African security and development processes. As former 

British Defense Secretary Gavin Williamson enthused at the British Peace and 

Security Training center launch in Nairobi in 2018, “whether fighting for women’s 

rights through our training teams or suppressing terrorist threats, the UK is a nation 

with a big heart and we are determined to help our partners when they need us" 
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(GOV, 2018). Here we see the fusing of military with humanitarian activities, but also 

the insistence that British knowledge and experience are needed to teach African 

soldiers how to behave like a professional and accountable armed force. This 

rebranding allows European and American security forces to affirm their status as 

key actors in the transfer of military knowledge and human rights while 

simultaneously obscuring their own histories of violence and brutality. Portraying 

Western security actors as benevolent forces intervening to protect women from 

sexual violence makes it difficult to see how they are also implicated in practices of 

gendered and racialized violence. Indeed, absent from discussions about the role of 

European and American security forces in delivering gender training are any 

references to allegations of sexual abuse among their own staff or their own bloody 

history of intervening in Africa. As a result, these rebranding exercises silence those 

who might question the wisdom of deploying Western security forces to carry out 

training on sexual violence in African countries.  

SSRs not only allow Western security actors to maintain a military presence in Africa. 

They also risk strengthening the power of local security actors in relation to other 

sectors of society (Abrahamsen, 2018, 24). As Gordon et al. argue, despite the 

emphasis on creating security institutions accountable to local needs, SSRs often 

protect the power of domestic security elites (2015, 4). GSSR specifically risks 

solidifying the influence of security elites through privileging them as the 

beneficiaries of gender training programs. Yet, there are good reasons why security 

institutions have not enjoyed popular support within many countries in Africa, where 

security forces have repeatedly been used to protect political regimes above 

populations. The origin of African militaries can be traced back to the colonial 

project, in which they primarily served the aims of colonial administrations and 

protected colonial territories (Clarke, 2008, 55). However, as Mama and Okazawa-

Rey note, in contrast to their Western counterparts, the primary role of colonial 

armies in Africa was suppression of rebellions rather than prevention of foreign 

invasion (2012, 98). After decolonization many African political regimes became 

reliant on the armed forces for their survival. This played out against the backdrop of 

Cold War power struggles during which foreign powers relied on African military 
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institutions to maintain order and stability (Abrahamsen, 2018, 22).  Today, many 

people still see African militaries as sources of insecurity rather than security: 

The plethora of conflicts that have taken place in postcolonial Africa and 

the high political, economic and cultural costs of military rule provide 

good grounds for arguing that African militarism has generated more 

insecurity than security, often terrorizing rather than protecting local 

populations, dominating the political sphere, blurring the boundaries 

between civilian and military, and thereby undermining all non-military 

forms of political and institutional authority and accountability (Mama & 

Okazawa-Rey, 2012, 99). 

 

Furthermore, that these male-dominated institutions command the post-conflict 

policy landscape has detrimental effects for women's prospects, risking the 

reproduction of misogynistic militarized sexualities enacted through sexual violence, 

coercion and abuse (99-100). One of the key issues with GSSR, then, is it may 

actually end up strengthening rather than challenging predatory security institutions 

that are key perpetrators of sexual violence in Africa. 

 

In sum, I argue one of the fundamental issues with GSSR programs is how they affirm 

the continued relevance of militaries within a changing security landscape in which 

gender security has become an increasing priority. Through GSSR, security and 

military actors rebrand themselves as forces for change while obscuring how 

militarism is often the vehicle through which gendered and racialized violences are 

reproduced. These reforms, of course, have not affected all security actors 

equally. While they allow African security forces to consolidate and enhance their 

authority and influence domestically, this authority and influence remains 

subordinate to that of their international Western partners who claim the necessary 

expertise to deliver gender training despite their own dubious track record on the 

continent. As a result, GSSR takes the shape of a neocolonial endeavor in which 

Western military intervention is combined with strengthening local elites in ways 

that maintain global hierarchies of power.  
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I suggest a focus on militarism reveals how GSSR functions to normalize military 

solutions to gender security issues, and in doing so empowers military actors rather 

than confront the roots of sexual violence within militarism more generally. At the 

same time, it draws our attention to how gendered, racialized and neocolonial 

politics is repackaged and reinforced on the African continent. In the final section, I 

further illustrate my argument through analyzing efforts to integrate training on 

gender and sexual violence into security sector reform in the DRC 

COMBATING SEXUAL VIOLENCE THROUGH GENDER AND DEFENSE REFORM IN THE 

DRC  

While there are many ways to narrate the recent history of the DRC, the most 

common narrative is one of “never ending war” (Gettleman, 2012). An enduring 

feature of the last two decades has been conflict between rebel groups and 

government forces with civilians frequently caught in the middle, particularly in the 

east of the country (Verweijen & Wakenge, 2015).  According to estimates, at least 

70-armed groups remain active in the DRC. While most number less than 200 

soldiers, armed groups are a considerable source of violence (Stearns & Vogel, 

2015). Perhaps the gravest threat to civilians, however, comes from the security 

forces meant to protect them. The national armed forces repeatedly engage in 

serious human rights abuses against civilians including killings, rapes, abductions and 

lootings (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2010).  

 

As Ebenga & N’Landu (2005) demonstrate, these abuses have their roots in the 

colonial period during which the army was primarily an instrument of repression 

against the Congolese people. The role of the Force Publique was “to break 

resistance to the economic exploitation of the Belgian state” (64). After 

independence, Mobutu used the army to secure his own power by creating a 

specially trained and well-funded presidential guard, which he populated with 

members of his own native region and tribal group (Van Reybrouck, 2015, 386). 

Similar systems of patronage resulted in a fragmented armed force organized 

around allegiance to individual generals rather than forming a cohesive institution. 
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Meanwhile, ordinary soldiers were left to fend for themselves by preying upon 

civilians (Ebenga & N’Landu, 2005, 69). 

 

These dynamics are partly responsible for fueling rebellions and conflict in the DRC 

today (Eriksson Baaz & Verweijen, 2013). The creation of the newly integrated 

armed forces in 2003 “was supposed to break down former command structures” 

(565). Yet the military-rebel integration process reinforces military networks of 

patronage organized along ethnic, regional and linguistic lines (Verweijen, 2018), 

while the uneven distribution of military power and resources in this context 

continues to exacerbate hostile civil-military relations. This contributes to a 

pervasive climate of violence, with extortion the default mode of governance in 

several parts of the DRC (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2010, 18). 

 

Although soldiers have engaged in various forms of abuse against civilians, many see 

rape as the “defining feature” of the conflict (Erturk in Meger, 2010, 119). Sexual 

violence figures heavily in global coverage of the conflict raising awareness of the 

suffering of women caught in the crossfire. Within this coverage, soldiers surface as 

opportunists who use sexual violence to ambush and loot civilians, backwards 

individuals who believe raping will render them immune to harm and disease, and 

instruments in ethnic cleansing and mineral extraction (Carslen, 2009). More 

nuanced analyses trace the origins of sexual violence to existing constructions of 

masculinity in the DRC, such as the “male provider”, that are exacerbated by the 

dynamics of conflict (Baaz & Stern, 2009, 507). In light of this framing of the conflict 

in terms of sexual violence, GSSR has emerged as a key focus for international 

intervention and funding.  

 

Here, I focus on the gender training delivered by US Africa Command (AFRICOM) to 

illustrate how GSSR in the DRC reproduces gendered, racialized and neocolonial 

politics. I show how these power relations are not isolated categories but rather 

closely bound up with each other’s reproduction and made possible through 

militarism. I do this by conducting a discourse analysis of primary sources 

documenting AFRICOM’s 2010 training mission in the DRC. These include official 
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AFRICOM documents posted online by the command’s public affairs office 

(AFRICOM, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2011), comprising of press releases marking key 

mile stones in the training program, a ten-page transcript of a press briefing to 

Congolese media representatives, and a thirty-page transcript of a research briefing 

on sexual violence in the Congo delivered to staff at AFRICOM headquarters in 

Stuttgart Germany.ii  I also examine articles published in major news outlets 

including the Washington Post and Open Democracy (Whitlock, 2014; Turse, 2015), 

and American military newspaper Stars and Stripes (Vandiver 2011; 2012; 2013) 

which include quotations from military personnel involved in the training mission.   

 

My reading of these sources is not based on observing gender training in action but 

rather representations of this training. I focus on discourses through which people 

understand and legitimate gender training in the DRC. Despite not providing a 

complete picture of this training, these discourses do offer a window into the politics 

of GSSR by foregrounding the voices of military personnel involved in designing and 

delivering training programs, including researchers, diplomats, and generals, as well 

as military observers and media commentators. While directly observing training 

might have revealed the presence of other narratives or more nuanced perspectives, 

these training practices still took place within the framework of these wider 

discourses. Therefore, in examining them, my analysis provides critical insight into 

the gendered, racialized, and militarized assumptions that form the context for 

gender training in the DRC.iii I argue that, by failing to reflect on these assumptions, 

GSSRs risk reproducing the very conditions under which sexual violence occurs. At 

the same time, they marginalize alternative political perspectives and approaches to 

sexual violence that start from non-military positions. 

 

US AFRICOM Operation Olympic Chase 2009/2010  

 

Since 2006 the US has engaged in efforts to reform the security sector in the DRC. 

Following Hilary Clinton’s visit in 2009, these efforts focused on addressing sexual 

violence within the security sector (Thomas-Jensen & Gingerich, 2010, 6; 21). In 2010 

AFRICOM launched a six-month training initiative to create a model Congolese 
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battalion. Operation Olympic Chase intended to increase the ability of the Congolese 

army to conduct effective security operations, help persevere the territorial integrity 

of the Congo, and develop an army accountable to the Congolese people (AFRICOM, 

2010a). As US Ambassador William Garvelink stated at the launch ceremony, "we 

seek with the support and assistance of the DRC to develop a professional force that 

respects civilian authority and that provides security to all citizens of this country" 

(AFRICOM, 2010a). 

 

The operation formally began in December 2009 with a twelve-month course taught 

by a combination of military personnel and defence contractors to prepare 

commanders, officers and instructors in the skills to train and lead a light infantry 

battalion (AFRICOM, 2010b). After this initial phase, training was extended to 

soldiers who were to form the core of this new battalion. The US spent $15 million 

building this battalion from scratch – more than one quarter of the $50 million spent 

by the government on security sector reforms in the DRC in 2010 (Vandiver, 2011). 

In February 2010 they began a six-month training program during which they were 

instructed in basic military principles, small unit tactics, and logistics support as well 

as first aid, field sanitation and food preparation.  Along with traditional soldiering 

skills the operation also emphasized “respect for human rights” (AFRICOM 2010c).  

As part of this strategy Dr Michele Wagner, an academic with the command’s 

Sociocultural Research and Advisory Team, was enlisted to draft the curriculum on 

sexual violence (AFRICOM, 2011, 10). This consisted of four two-hour classroom 

sessions that more closely resembled group therapy than the typical military lecture 

presentation approach towards training. Soldiers were also invited to take part in 

separate evening sessions during which plays were performed to stimulate 

discussion outside of the classroom about the harms of sexual violence (AFRICOM, 

2011, 11). The Defence Institute of International Legal Studies was brought in to 

instruct soldiers on the legal dimensions of sexual violence (AFRICOM, 2010b). At 

their graduation, soldiers who had completed the training were told by Samuel 

Laeuchli, ranking United Sates diplomat in the DRC at the time, "you have enhanced 

your moral understanding of how a professional military operates effectively within 
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a democratic society to provide security, to protect the civilian population and to 

contribute to greater stability" (Whitlock, 2013). 

US officials feted the creation of the battalion as a major “step in the transformation 

of the armed forces” (Major John Peter Molengo in AFRICOM, 2010c).  Other 

observers, however, were less convinced about the ability of this training to 

transform “a ragtag group of soldiers many with chequered pasts into an elite rapid 

reaction battalion” (Vandiver, 2011). Off the record, US officials worried that if 

something went wrong it could damage the commands’ already fragile reputation on 

the continent, where US military involvement even in the form of training missions is 

generally viewed with suspicion (Ibid). As one official familiar with the training 

program later acknowledged “there were lots of criticisms at the time that it would 

just make them better able to oppress their own people” (Whitlock, 2013).  

These reservations were echoed by military journalists who argued fundamental 

questions remained about whether the Congolese soldiers would “revert to the 

habits of the former rebel fighters they once were” (Vandiver, 2011). Writing in Stars 

and Stripes, an American military newspaper focused on topics of interest to the 

military community, Vandiver characterized the US mission as a “high stakes gamble 

fraught with risk” (Vandiver, 2011). Evoking familiar understandings of the DRC as an 

inherently chaotic and turbulent country lacking in state authority he wrote: 

When the Americans decided to train the Congolese, it was with the 

knowledge that some of the troops they would be teaching to fight also 

had histories of committing human rights abuses. That meant the job 

demanded more than just establishing a fighting force to help Congo 

better secure its volatile border regions. The job also meant building a 

battalion of benevolent citizen soldiers, who could serve as an example 

to the rest of the Congolese military (Vandiver, 2011). 

 

His concerns seemed to be vindicated when two years later members of the US-

trained battalion were accused of engaging in mass rapes and other atrocities 

against civilians in Minova, Eastern DRC (Whitlock, 2013). Initially the battalion was 
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deployed against the Lord’s Resistance Army, but in 2012 they were diverted to 

confront the rebel group M23, which had seized territory in Eastern DRC (Vandiver, 

2012; 2013). According to a UN investigation, more than one hundred women were 

raped over a three-day period as soldiers fled the rebel advance (UNJHRO, 2013). For 

some commentators, the attack on Minova raised questions about the ability of 

GSSR to challenge deeper structural roots of sexual violence within the military. 

Thierry Vircoulon, the Central Africa director for the International Crisis Group at the 

time, argued the US Government had underestimated what it would take to reform 

the Congolese armed forces: 

  

The state of the army in itself is a disaster, so you train people and you 

send them back to a dysfunctional army. You are trained, but you still 

have a very low wage, no logistics, a very poor command system and no 

sense of belonging. Even if you’re trained, at the end of the day, you’re 

still a hungry and unpaid soldier (Whitlock, 2013). 

 

The US attitude, however, was that they had done all they could to reform the 

Congolese armed forces. As one senior US official stated: “we bent over backwards 

to avoid all of the pitfalls and really do it right” (Whitlock, 2013).  It was not the US 

military that was at fault but the Congolese soldiers who were ultimately 

unreformable. In the US narrative, the atrocities committed by the battalion are the 

result of Congolese soldiers' bestial masculinity “unleashed by the conditions of war” 

(Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2013, 24). Crucially, this narrative allowed US military 

officials to suggest that responsibility for the Minova atrocities lay not with the US 

forces that had trained the battalion but with the Congolese soldiers themselves. If 

anything, the US government was portrayed as naive in its efforts to modernize and 

professionalize the Congolese armed forces. This reading of events, however, fails to 

interrogate the gendered, racialized and militarized assumptions underlying these 

efforts. The following analysis draws attention to how these assumptions re-emerge 

in order to explore how the US-led training program not only failed to prevent but 

also perpetuated the conditions for sexual violence.   
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Operation Olympic Chase: A Critical Reading 

On the surface Operation Olympic Chase seems to have been informed by a nuanced 

understanding of sexual violence within the DRC. The curriculum was based on 

extensive research conducted by Dr Lawry and Dr Wagner that challenged some 

popular misconceptions about sexual violence. In underscoring how men are also 

victims of sexual violence, they complicated the paradigm of the male perpetrator 

and female victim, and drew attention to the diversity of male combatants’ 

experiences of sexual violence (AFRICOM, 2011). However, a deeper probing of 

Operation Olympic Chase reveals how these complexities get lost in efforts to draw 

broadly applicable lessons, as well as how the architects of this training continued to 

work within highly gendered, racialized and militarized frameworks. 

This becomes particularly evident when reading the transcript from Lawry and 

Wagner’s research briefing to AFRICOM staff following the mission. While many of 

the staff present acknowledged the importance of understanding the complexity of 

sexual violence in the DRC, the majority of their questions concerned how they could 

mainstream these findings. A common question was: “How can you use the 

knowledge you have generated and apply that to a broad range of engagements 

across the entire continent?” (AFRICOM, 2011). Staff also cast doubt on the ability of 

their troops to deliver training and facilitate conversations on sexual violence. As 

Vandiver (2011) states, many military officials saw this as new territory for AFRICOM, 

“whose troops are more accustomed to instructing foreign militaries on combat 

skills, not delving into sensitive emotional territory”. 

 

Thus, even with these efforts to adapt training to the DRC's specific context, 

reservations remained about the capacity of AFRICOM to deliver this training. 

Exemplary of this are military officials' concerns over the ability of their “guys” 

(Vandiver, 2011) to adapt to this “softer” (AFRCOM, 2011) approach to training. In 

characterizing this form of training as conflicting with the tough persona of the US 

soldier, they reproduced precisely the kind of masculinity this training is trying to 

reform in the DRC, i.e. the tough aggressive militarized masculinity that armed 
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combatants are encouraged to leave behind for a kinder gentler protector 

masculinity.  

 

In this research briefing, the masculinity of soldiers responsible for carrying out 

gender training in the DRC is not critically interrogated. Missing is any reflection on 

the embodiments of masculinity institutionalized in the US armed forces, let alone 

the form of masculinity it is trying to fashion in the DRC. There is no reflection on 

how this training program might reproduce gendered ideas of masculine protection 

in which women are offered security in return for their deference, admiration, 

gratitude, dependency and so on. This is troubling because, by failing to critique the 

constructions of masculinity underlying US foreign intervention, the architects of this 

training mission risk reproducing them in their engagements with armed combatants 

in the DRC. 

 

Furthermore, while the rhetoric around the training mission focused on the 

partnership between the two nations (AFRICOM, 2010c), there was little reference 

to the context of global asymmetries in which it took place. Missing was any mention 

of the unequal power relations between the US armed forces and the subjects they 

were trying to reform in the DRC. An alternative reading of this partnership, 

however, draws attention to how it continues to reproduce colonial and racialized 

divisions of the world. In picturing the Congolese soldiers as in need of ‘moral 

enhancement’, I argue, this training mission reinforced the idea of America as a 

modernizing civilizing force in the world. Furthermore, the narrative that emerged 

following the attack on Minova suggests that certain racialized assumptions had 

always been lurking behind these seemingly neutral efforts by international actors to 

educate the Congolese military. In particular, the image of the battalion reverting to 

its former habits is reminiscent of former manifestations of colonial education that 

sought to pull soldiers out of their "moral morass"(Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2012, 44), 

as well as widespread belief that the Congolese are inherently violent. Such 

racialized beliefs are commonplace within global framings of the conflict that focus 

on acts of sexual violence as symbolic of the absence of the norms of modern 

civilization (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2013). 
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Finally, what is missing from this research briefing is any reflection on how this 

partnership reproduces militarized power relations in the DRC. There is hardly any 

consideration of how the association between men, masculinity, power and violence 

are normalized in the US military. Despite acknowledging that US soldiers lack the 

sensitivity to deliver gender training, there is no mention of the high levels of sexual 

violence among its own staff, or the fact the US army does not have its own gender-

training program. Let alone any mention of legal cases of AFRICOM staff engaging in 

excessive drinking, drug taking, buying sex, and sexual assault while deployed in 

Africa (Turse, 2015).iv  Also missing is any reference to the US’ longer history of 

military intervention in the DRC, including their role in the violent removal of 

democratically elected leader Patrice Lumumba and support for the Mobutu Regime 

during the Cold War period (Dunn, 2003, 85-97). There is little appreciation of how 

the US's support enabled Mobutu to take command of the military or the 

consequences this had for the wider population, many of whom continue to live in 

fear of military violence. Together these obscure how military power, while not the 

sole cause of sexual violence, often provides the conditions that enable much of the 

military abuse that occurs in the DRC. Crucially, this allows policy makers to continue 

to argue that military power can be harnessed to combat sexual violence. The fault, 

we are led to believe, does not lie with militarism itself but with the Congolese 

soldiers who must be brought back under the control of the liberal state security 

apparatus and the paternalistic guidance of international forces.  

Thus, militarism marches on in the DRC. International and national security and 

military institutions continue to maintain their relevance as key actors. At the same 

time, the gendered and racialized politics of militarism remain intact, strengthening 

both the neocolonial authority of international powers and the potential for 

predatory violence by national armed forces. Not only does this exacerbate the 

militarized, gendered, and racialized conditions that make people, especially women, 

vulnerable to violence in the first place, it also marginalizes possible alternative 

solutions to this violence that start from non-military positions. This begs the 

question: what might happen if we started from experiences of communities that 

organize in resistance of military violence in the DRC? Or listened first to the voices 
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of ordinary men and women who are routinely exposed to the violence of security 

and military forces? How might this engender different ways of combating sexual 

violence while also confronting its militarized, gendered, and racialized 

underpinnings? It is beyond the scope of this article to explore these questions in 

depth, but the argument I have presented shows it is vital to ask them. 

CONCLUSION: BEYOND GSSR?  

In this article I identified how GSSR work within gendered, racialized and militarized 

frameworks that govern international politics. I traced how contemporary gender 

training mirrors past forms of colonial education and reproduces particular gendered 

and racialized assumptions about the masculinity of local security personnel. I also 

showed how the existing literature on GSSR, despite problematizing the way training 

is conducted, often assumes the necessity or value of military institutions in the 

reform process and generally does not offer a critique of militarism. As a result, 

militaries have been free to use GSSR to rebrand themselves in ways which 

problematically perpetuate local and global gendered and racialized inequalities of 

power, which themselves play an important role in enabling the very violence to 

continue that these reforms are designed to address.  I illustrated this by looking at 

efforts to integrate gender training into the broader package of security sector 

reforms offered by US AFRICOM as part of Operation Olympic Chase in the DRC.  

These arguments lead me to conclude that, in failing to confront militarism head on, 

the discourse on GSSR overlooks possible approaches to addressing sexual violence 

that start from nonmilitary positions. Given the role of militarism in enabling sexual 

violence, this is highly problematic. Of course many feminists writing on GSSR would 

argue that it is necessary to work closely with military actors to address the roots of 

sexual violence in conflict settings. However, considering the ways in which race and 

gender are “interwoven” into the operations of global security regimes (Mohanty, 

2011: 2), there needs to be far more debate about what compromises feminists 

engaged in GSSR are willing to make in order to work with and harness the power of 

these actors. This debate also demands that feminists reflect critically on their 

complicity within dominant structures of power in global politics. Feminists need to 
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ask, how do our relative positions of privilege and power influence the ways in which 

we understand and think about the security sector, and might we feel differently if 

were exposed to and forced to confront the racism and sexism of this sector on a 

daily basis? These questions are particularly pertinent for Western feminists 

engaging in GSSR processes in formerly colonized parts of the world where security 

forces have historically privileged the security of oppressive political regimes over 

that of civilian populations.  

In the end, my critique raises a vital question for feminists interested in global 

solidarity. Given what we know about the interrelations between gender, race, 

militarism, and neocolonial histories of interventionism, how else can we act to 

confront sexual violence in conflict in ways that refuse to reproduce these structures 

of power? Unless we start with this as our guiding question, feminists risk becoming 

complicit in the very violences and relations of power we seek to undo. Firstly, this 

requires us to relinquish the idea that ‘we’ can educate ‘others’ about sexual 

violence as if this violence was behind us. Secondly, we need to resist the idea that 

to affect change we should align ourselves with military and security institutions, and 

instead look elsewhere for people with whom to build more productive and radical 

feminist alliances for confronting militarized violence globally. Finally, this may 

require us to engage with processes of demilitarization rather than simply security 

sector reform (Mama & Okazawa-Rey 2012). 
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i While Operation Olympic Chase concluded in September 2010, it shares 
commonalities with contemporary GSSR initiatives. Having been widely documented, 
it is also a useful resource for analysing the underlying assumptions behind GSSR 
training programs in Africa. 
ii All these documents were originally accessed through the AFRICOM website. The 
transcript of the press briefing (2010b) and research briefing (2011) delivered at 
AFRIOCM headquarters in Stuttgart Germany are no longer available online. But I 
have physical copies of all of the documents referred to in the article.  
iii Here, I am interested in how gendered, racialized, and militarized power relations 
are reproduced through global encounters between American and Congolese 
security institutions. While I acknowledge that diverse markers of ethnicity, 
autochthony, and gender play an important, if slippery, role in conflict in the DRC, I 
am interested in how Congolese soldiers are gendered and racialized through their 
engagements with Western institutions that tend to treat the Congo (and indeed 
Africa) as homogeneous.  
iv In 2015, investigative journalist Nick Turse uncovered allegations of sexual assault 
and exploitation committed by AFRICOM military staff in Mali, Djibouti, Ethiopia, 
Kenya and Morocco. 
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