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‘Humanitarian storytelling’ is James Dawes’ term for the life stories that are mediated by humanitarian and human rights workers; these narratives give witness to atrocity and they are beset by ethical difficulties that are the subject of Dawes’ book:  how does bearing witness to suffering diminish and amplify the damage?  What are the limits of human rights discourse in mediating trauma story?  Humanitarian storytelling has the power to create spectators of suffering who engage empathically with terrible events in life worlds other than their own. At the same time, it has a limited repertoire; the representation of African communities and people as powerless victims in need of benevolence is problematic; and it rests on the uncertain economies of the commodification of testimony.

In 2008, Lisa F. Jackson’s film, ‘The Greatest Silence.  Rape in the Congo’ presents the testimony of dozens of rape survivors who give witness to their own experiences.  Now these survivors have a face, and a name; they are heard and they are seen. Jackson’s film circulates in the networks of human rights documentaries, and this paper considers how the conventions of this documentary genre facilitate the dissemination of these testimonies to the trauma of rape warfare to distant spectators.  
