
IMag ine  you  are  born  i nto  the 
major i ty  world  you  l i ve  i n  Congo 
you  are  not  r i ch  you  are  a  woman 
You  are  twenty-two your  country 
i s  i n  war  you  have  not  made  the 
war  you  do  not  want  the  war  no 
one  w ill  l i sten  to  a  22-year-old 
woman  from North  K i vu  you  hope 
and  dream of  flee ing  of  leav ing  the 
war  beh ind  to  see  better  th i ngs  to 
see  the  world  w ithout  war  you  are 
gang  raped  they  cut  out  your  eyes 
you  see  noth ing  they  keep  rap ing 
you  no  one  would  l i sten  to  a  woman 
scream ing  i n  north  k i vu  you  never 
wanted  the  war  you  w ill  never  see 
the  world  aga in  you  w ill  never  see 
the  world  w ithout  war  the  last 
th i ng  you  saw was  the  rap i sts  the 
last  th i ng  you  saw was  the  face 
of  war  the  body  heals  faster  than 
the  soul  they  took  your  hopes  they 
took  your  dreams  you  have  no  eyes 
you  have  no  money  you  have  A I Ds 
you  are  a  22-year-old  woman  i n 
the  major i ty  world 

imag ine  you  are  Basemae
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Not too long ago, while guest lecturing at 
another university, I found myself in front 
of a class of unimpressed, frustrated and 
even angry students. They were completing 
a course in photojournalism. Most were in 
the final semester before graduating and 
seeking a career as journalists. I was showing 
some of the world’s best, stories that, more 
often than not, are omitted from mainstream 
media. In full flight, I believed, if nothing else, 
I would convince the group why journalism 
matters. When in the midst of one of the 
more poignant stories on human rights abuse 
a brave soul called out, “Why do we need to 
see anymore of these depressing images?”

Stopped, stunned, the class broke into rowdy 
calls for a break from the horror stories. 
What followed was a rigorous debate about 
negative imagery, scepticism and compassion 
fatigue. Most were barely into their twenties, 
yet it was as if they had been fed on a daily 
diet of murder, massacre and mayhem. Asked 
if anyone had an offending image with them 
or if they could name a mainstream media 
publication where they had seen such images 
or any books, journalistic web sites…. no one 
could. But they were convinced they were 
drowning in this type of storytelling.

I challenged them to bring to the next class 
the shocking images they consumed during 
that week. None arrived.  A small group and I 
then went to the local newsagent and scoured 
the shelves looking for the journalistic horror 
images. We found sports, fashion, celebrities 
and a surprisingly large number of bridal & 
women’s magazines. Sure the newspapers 
told stories of a traumatic world, but always 
these stories were presented in ways that 

were certain not to upset the advertiser – the 
mainstay of the modern newspaper. There 
were no horror images. But there were 
images that gave clues to stories that, save 
the sensitivities of the editor and the financial 
interests of the advertiser, should have had 
visuals that would alarm us. Yet still the 
students were fatigued.

When the Australian PhotoJournalist began 
more than a decade ago it was a crusading 
magazine that sought to challenge many of 
the tired and outdated notions permeating 
our discipline. It did this by showcasing 
some of the best journalism the world had 
to offer. But over time a subtle change has 
occurred. While it continues to seek greater 
ethical understanding, compassion, access 
and storytelling skills from those who seek 
to call themselves journalists, this mission 
has become secondary to the stories the 
APJ publishes. Stories are not owned by 
journalists, nor do they belong exclusively to 
those about whom the story is told. Stories, 
when voiced, become communal property 
and, by extension, storytelling becomes a 
political act. It doesn’t change the world, 
but storytelling changes people and people 
change the world.

Stories make us stakeholders in the lives of 
others. And as stakeholders we are invested 
in their good or bad fortune. Stories direct 
the depth and breadth of our compassion. 
Those who belong to our ‘moral community’, 
who share our culture and social mores, 
automatically receive our care and concern. 
Those outside are viewed with deference 
and, at best, compassionate distance. 
Good storytelling loosens the boundaries 

surrounding ‘moral communities’ and 
requires each member to invest more broadly 
in the wellbeing of others. I suspect the 
fatigue so strongly voiced by the students 
was really fear, fear that compassion shared 
is compassion lost. 

Picturing Human Rights is a timely reminder 
that there are no “them and us” and 
that compassion shared is compassion 
communally experienced. 

E XE CUT IVE  E D ITOR
David Lloyd



For a minute there I almost lost the big 
picture. It was of course still there; I just 
couldn’t see it. Deadlines, page numbers, 
funding. They make the world of news spin, 
allow great journalism to prosper and to be 
shared, but also set agendas and control  
our appetite for news. Sometimes too they 
can distort our vision of what it was we set 
out to achieve. 

I found the big picture in one woman’s 
story - Basemae, 22, from North Kivu in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo. On the 
cover of this edition Katrin Koenning urges 
us to imagine being Basemae, a woman 
who has been raped and had her eyes cut 
out, who has no resources, no voice and 
is unable to protect herself in a country 
at war. I contemplated a life in her shoes, 
and shuddered to think about how loud 
Basemae’s thoughts would be.

It was upon imagining Basemae’s life that 
my frustration and anger gave way to 
compassion. And upon turning the pages, 
and no longer seeing with jaded eyes, the 
big picture returned. Strangely, and perhaps 
imperfectly, the experience of finding it  
again made the experience of momentarily 
losing it worthwhile. The stories that make 
up this edition, Picturing Human Rights, urge 
you to do just this. 

It has become increasingly difficult to affect 
people. The authors of the stories in this 
edition understand this, and have displayed 
a bold determination to rise above it. We 
publish the Australian PhotoJournalist 
because we believe that documentary 
photography can continue to effect beneficial 
social outcomes. This edition is about human 

rights, specifically human rights abuses. 
The quality of documentary work featured 
in Picturing Human Rights has shown us 
that despite cries from the industry that 
journalism is dying, the craft of storytelling is 
alive and well. The photographers featured 
in this edition are experienced storytellers 
who have donated their work because they 
believe it can make a difference. Equally, the 
efforts of the volunteer editorial board and 
editors are to be commended. The editorial 
board pitched story after story to the editors, 
challenging our responsibility to publish each 
story and drawing our attention to many 
unreported abuses. I speak on behalf of all 
the editors when I say that choosing one 
person’s story over another was the hardest 
part of compiling this edition, and some of 
the stories that we left behind continue to 
haunt me. 

Any of us can lose the big picture. Keeping 
it in our sights is indeed our challenge. 
Hopefully Picturing Human Rights will allow 
you to imagine alternative futures, and to 
engage with the individuals who have agreed 
to share their stories with the world. I believe 
this edition presents us with an opportunity 
to reflect on our terribly imperfect world 
and to question how we got here. And if, 
like me, you feel the big picture slipping 
away, remember that it is in the minds of 
the apathetic that the greatest human rights 
abuses occur. The big picture is always there, 
we just can’t always see it. 

i ssue  E D ITOR
Kelly Hussey-Smith
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“We know now, as we knew 
even before the passage of this 
resolution, that rape is a kind of 
slow murder.” Slavenka Drakulic,

In 2008 the Security Council of the United Nations unanimously passed 
resolution 1820 recognising sexual violence used in armed conflicts as 
a war crime, a crime against humanity or an act of genocide. Arguably 
one of the most vicious crimes any human can suffer, within the context 
of war or armed conflict, rape has for too long been ignored and left 
undocumented. For too long the perpetrators and the states that 
sanction and encourage its use have gone unpunished. For too long has 
the world known and refused to respond.

It has taken the United Nations 60 years to act, but finally resolution 
1820 will begin to raise awareness of rape as a weapon of war.  
Unfortunately, it will not stop the crime immediately, nor will it erase 
the physical and psychological damage suffered by those abused. 
‘Too little too late’ are four words that may come to define the United 
Nations to future audiences.

In his project, Rape as a Weapon of War, Robin Hammond argues that 
“it is our moral duty to do what we can to stop atrocities like this from 
happening. It is wrong to care less about people because they are 
further away, don’t speak your language, or look different from you. If 
this happened in front of us we would be outraged into action.”

Hammond’s intimate portraits are testament to the fact that such crimes 
continue. The stories give the women a voice, and their experiences of 
humiliation, torture, ostracism and displacement a long overdue place in 
contemporary history. 

Intro by Renee Melides as
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Robin Hammond believes that 
photography can make a difference 
to the lives of the under- or 
misrepresented. This belief has led 
to many projects around the world, 
ranging from school children to 
governmental brutality. Originally from 
New Zealand, Hammond moved to 
the UK in 2002 and currently resides 
in London. He works for national 
magazines and newspapers, non-
governmental organizations and 
corporate clients. In addition to his 
work in Western Europe, Japan and 
New Zealand, Hammond’s photography 
has taken him to over thirty countries 
including Mexico, Russia, India, Kenya, 
South Africa, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania 
and Zimbabwe. He is a member of the 
Panos Photographic Agency. 
www.robinhammond.co.uk
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An  est imated  250 , 000  women  have  been 
v i ct ims  of  sexual  v i olence  dur ing  the 

Democrat i c  Republ i c  of  Congo ' s  c i v i l 
war .  I n  the  eastern  states  of  the 
country  a  recent  peace  agreement 

struggles  to  keep  warr ing  fact i ons 
from f i ght ing ,  and  as  the  chaos  that 
accompan ies  war  cont inues ,  so  does 

the  rape  of  women  i n  the  area . 



Twenty-two-year-old year old Basemae Maombi made the ‘mistake’ of calling out the name of 

one of her rapists, whom she recognized during the attack. Her punishment was to have both 

her eyes gouged out. “There were six men on me at first and I recognised one as the friend of 

one of my distant neighbours and he panicked. Even after they cut my eyes out they continued 

to rape me, even though I was screaming in agony. But then I passed out with the pain.” Later 

Basamae added, “I also have AIDS. I was raped so many times during the war it was inevitable 

this would happen. Not a single girl or woman in my village escaped rape.”
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Fourteen-year-old Masengi and her baby, born as a result of her rape, in the school she 

sometimes attends. “I should be learning but I get few chances to come to school now. There is 

nobody to look after my son. His father could be one of many, I was raped so many times. Being 

here, close to other girls and women who have been raped and fell pregnant, makes me feel less 

burdened.” Ironically, the notes on the blackboard behind Masengi are for a lesson on families.
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Eighteen-year-old Zawadi Devota contracted HIV when she was raped. She was shot in the hip 

when rival soldiers overran the camp where she was being held and now doctors are trying to 

save her leg from amputation. During a raid on her village, her sister and four other girls were 

taken, along with her mother. “They raped us in between marches. We were toys. They told 

us that their own wives were far away and so they had no choice but to find a temporary, local 

replacement. For ten days we remained in the same camp. I lost count of how many times I was 

raped, maybe four, five times a day. My mother too, once in front of me. They made me watch 

as they took turns.”
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Twenty-one-year-old Sarama and her 10-month-old baby Jedite born as a result of her rape in Goma.
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Eighteen-year-old year old Gina Riziki, pregnant as a result of being raped.
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Between 
25 , 000  and 
50 , 000  women 
were  raped 
i n  Bosn ia  and 
Herzegov ina 
dur ing  the 
1992- 1995 
confl i ct  i n  the 
Balkans .  Only  1 1 
men  have  been 
conv i cted . 

ZJ’s husband was held down and made to watch his wife being gang 

raped. After they had finished with her they took a knife and slit his 

throat. (name not used for her protection)





Bakira Plesic, a Bosnian housewife, who herself endured rape during the 1992 to 1995 war, has 

compiled a database of testimonies from 25,000 rape victims. “These men are the Nazis of our 

time,” says Bakira. “It is our job to find them. In my lifetime and my homeland, barely a dozen 

years ago, the Serbians ran rape camps where Muslim women and girls were violated all night, 

every night, to the point of madness and sometimes suicide. Our database shows that none of 

us will rest until our fellow victims get justice.” 

21





Jasna was raped during the 1992-1995 war, shortly after her twelfth birthday. Her town, Foca, 

was overrun by Serbian troops in 1992. She was herded into a school gymnasium with her 

mother, three sisters and over 300 other local women, all Muslim. Jasna and her mother were 

taken to a nearby apartment. “Two soldiers took my mother into a back room.  

I heard her cries and screams and then there was silence. I tried to run to her but was held 

back. I bit one of the soldiers and he slapped me. After that he took me into the toilet and 

raped me. For the next seven nights we were taken from the ‘rape camp’, the gymnasium, to 

different local apartments. On the third night two soldiers raped me in front of my mother, 

who was being held by a third.”

23





Sabrina was only 13-years-old when she was raped during the 1992-1995 war in Bosnia. “I was 

held in an apartment in the town of Visegrad. There were about eight other girls. The media call 

them rape camps but in truth most were in houses or apartments. I was held captive for two 

months. The worst night for me was at the end of my first week. The soldier who regularly took 

me hit me very hard and my nose was bleeding, and the sheet was covered with blood. After 

that he took my head back by my hair and started to bite me in the back. He later told me he 

didn’t want me to just lie there as he was raping me. I was just a baby, a young girl.”
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Kristina was only 13 when she was raped during the 1992-1995 Bosnian war. She and her sister 

were caught by a Serbian patrol and taken to the school gymnasium in Foca where women 

were being kept in a ‘rape camp’. The first night Kristina was taken to a classroom and raped by 

one of the soldiers. “After he finished he hit me with his fist, and called me a Muslim cockroach. 

Afterwards, I was in spasms, convulsing, bleeding. I was a virgin. He ordered me to stand up. 

I wanted to pick up my clothes and hide my nakedness - my disfigured body. He told me not 

to touch my clothes. I was taken back to the gymnasium and discovered my sister was gone. 

I ran around looking for her. She came back in at 4am and could barely stand. I held her in the 

darkness. That moment was the biggest sadness of our lives. I lost count of how many times I 

was taken over the next three weeks.” 

27



What initially made you interested in photo-
documentary? 

When I went to study photography I had 
no understanding of what documentary 
photography was. I thought I'd be a 
landscape or portrait photographer. While 
there, I fell in love with the idea of being able 
to tell a story with my work. Above all, I was 
going through a period in my life where I 
was looking to do something more. It is a 
cliche - but I wanted to do something that I 
could find meaning in. I was shown Eugene 
W. Smith's work on Minamata and everything 
fell into place. I copied out a quote and put it 
on my wall: "Each time I pressed the shutter 
release it was a shouted condemnation 
hurled with the hope that the picture might 
survive through the years, with the hope 
that they might echo through the minds of 
men in the future - causing them caution 
and remembrance and realization." It was a 
hugely exciting time. A new world had been 
opened up to me. 

What motivated you to document women 
who had survived rape?

I am always looking for stories that need 
to be told. I'd love to run around choosing 
my own assignments but the reality of the 
job is you need the work to be published 
somewhere if you want it to be seen (and it 
needs to be seen to make an impact), and 
to continue working you need someone to 
pay for it. I saw a report put out by Save the 
Children about rape in Democratic Republic 
of Congo. I called a women's magazine I 
regularly work for and asked them if they'd be 
interested in running this story - they were.

How did you gain the women’s trust? What 
was your process? 

I think it shows in the work when you are 
rushed. It is quite rare that I have the budget 
to spend as much time with people as I  
would like to. This is a constant problem I run 
up against - not having enough time to do the 
story justice. I have developed strategies to 
gain trust quickly in sometimes very difficult 
situations. In this case I met the women with 
people they knew - either their doctors or 
NGO's working with them. On a couple of 
occasions I was able to meet the women 
twice but in most cases I would sit with them, 
hear their stories, and ask if I could take their 
picture and then move on. 

Why do you think it has taken so long for 
the UN to pass Resolution 1820 finally 
recognising rape as a weapon of war?

To be honest I don't know. Why does the UN 
do - or not do - anything? It is a body made 
up of its members all arguing to protect 
their own interests. Unfortunately I don't 
think impoverished women in the forests of 
the Democratic Republic Congo are of huge 
strategic importance.

How do people respond to your imagery? 

I've gone from thinking I can change the 
world with my pictures to feeling my work 
is meaningless when trying to compete with 
the cult of celebrity - to where I am now - 
somewhere in between. I have come to the 
conclusion that, by myself, I am powerless 
to change anything on a large scale but I 
believe the media has huge power, and I am 
a cog in the wheel of forming consensus. I 
am sometimes asked by people I photograph, 
or people around them, how will what I 
am doing make a difference to them. Often 
people who refuse to be photographed or 
interviewed say they have been interviewed 
before and it didn't make any difference so 
why do it again. I don't think my reporting will 
change much but 100 or 1000 reports might.

If you could leave you viewer with one 
thought to share with their friends and 
families after viewing your images what 
would it be?

I would like viewers to empathise with the 
people in these pictures, for them to see their 
mother, sister, or themselves in the faces of 
these women. I strongly believe that all of us 
have a moral duty to do what we can to stop 
atrocities like this from happening. I think it is 
wrong to care less about people because they 
are further away, don't speak your language, 
or look different from you. If this happened in 
front of us we would be outraged into action. 
I feel the job of documentary photography is 
to make people connect with what they see. 
I think the potential power of documentary is 
turning that connection into action. 

By Renee Melides
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To purchase your copy of the Australian PhotoJournalist’s
272-page Picturing Human Rights issue visit:

http://www.photojournalist.com.au/
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