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Victims of rape 
Jane S. P. Mocellin 

R ape is an all-too-frequent 
occurrence in times of 
national upheaval and civil 

war. What is often overlooked in 
terms of effective disaster 
management is the part played by 
cultural, ethnic and political factors 
- rather than biological or 
physiological factors - which may 
predispose certain groups of women 
to the risk of rape. 

Among the cultural factors to be 
considered is the fact that women, 
more than men, particularly in 
certain male-dominated societies, 
are subjected to high levels of stress 
in disasters. This stress is 
accompanied by a wide range of 
physical, psychosocial and 
organizational losses. In disasters, 
any weakness in the psychosocial 
structure is magnified. Psychosocial 
reactions to disaster are often 
maladaptive and may include 
anxiety, depression, bereavement, 
and alcohol and drug abuse as well 
as unemployment, homelessness and 
community disorganization. Such a 
situation provides a backdrop for 
escalating aggression, including 
rape. 

Sometimes women may be asked 
to trade sexual favours in order to 
retain or acquire provisions for their 
own or their dependents ' survival. If 
the women refuse, there is an 
increased likelihood of incidents of 
violence culminating in rape. In 
environments where there are large 
concentrations of women - perhaps 
in flight from conflict areas and then 
being held for extensive periods in 
refugee camps - the stage is set for 
all sorts of violence. The threat of 
rape may then be seen as an 
instrument of subjugation and fear
inducement by the perpetrators. It 
may be carried out by camp-guards, 
or- in other settings - by terrorists 
using this threat as a political lever. 

Suicide attempts 
In the former refugee camps on the 
Thailand-Cambodia border, the 
sexual abuse of Khmer girls and 
women was common. Psychological 
stress was magnified by the inability 
of the victims to report the attack, 
since they feared that they would be 
stigmatized by being no longer 
virgins and thus not eligible for 
marriage. There was an increased 
risk of suicide attempts. Researchers 
reported that most of these attempts 
took place after multiple episodes of 
intra-familial violence, and interpret 
them as acts of deliberate self-harm 
denoting an inability to express 
feelings of sadness, anxiety and 
frustration; they are also seen as a 
cry for help. Of the total violent 
incidents in one camp (affecting 
1165 women in 1988), rape 
accounted for 3% of the episodes 
while beating accounted for 48%. 

An example of rape used as a 

Aggression and antisocial 
behaviour, generalized 
anxiety, and depression linked 
to a lost sense of personal 
worth are among the 
symptoms shown by women 
who have been raped. 

threat by the perpetrators to gain 
economic power occurred during 
tribal clashes in the Rift Valley of 
Kenya. After a Kikuyu farmer left 
his farm in search of work, his wife 
was assaulted during the night by 
Kalendjins who demanded the 
transference of her title deed. Six 
men threatened to rape and then kill 
her. Desperation and the struggle to 
survive plus a lack of security and 
protection proved powerful coercive 
factors. She gave away her land to 
the attackers. 

Rape incidents are also 
associated with ethnic disputes. For 
example, Muslim and other women 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina are reported 

Women toke to the rood in search of better prospects of the height of the Somalian 
fam ine in 1992. 
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to have been sexually abused and 
raped by enemy forces in an 
organized and systematic way. 
When pregnancies result from these 
attacks, the unwilling mothers reject 
their babies and suffer long-term 
trauma. International operational 
agencies are powerless to help 
because they have neither research 
knowledge nor past experience in 
how to deal with these unwanted 
children. 

In Uganda in the late 1980s, it is 
known that in some instances where 
women were raped, they not only 
suffered the humiliation and trauma, 
but some also became infected with 
AIDS. More such incidents may be 
occurring today in other disaster
stricken countries of Central Africa. 
It is reported that 25% of the 
Mozambican women in Ukwimi 
camp in Zambia were either victims 
of rape or had witnessed somebody 
being raped or sexually abused as a 
result of political or military 
activity. In Somalia, men have 
committed rape after looting 
women's households. In Mogadishu, 
an area directly affected by inter
clan war violence, I was told of 
cases where husbands were either 
arrested and then killed or were 
killed in front of their wives, who 
were then raped. One Somali victim 
of rape reported: "They shot my 

husband in front of me, (and) they 
beat me .. .I was lucky they did not 
kill us .. .I was raped, and then I lost 
all my property. But it is not only 
me; a woman professor also here 
with us in a shelter provided by a 
women's organization in Mogadishu 
was raped by eight men". 

Post-traumatic stress 

Women experience very diverse 
reactions after rape, depending on 
such factors as the nature of the 
attack and the threat of danger. The 
resulting psychological stress, if 
unresolved, can produce depression 
ending in suicide. Disclosure of 
these experiences is difficult, and is 
masked by cultural constraints about 
confessing to the husband, father or 
other male in the family that rape 
has occurred. Middle- and long-term 
problems are mainly related to new 
sexual experiences,. which easily 
become emotionally traumatic with 
clearly long-lasting psychosomatic 
effects. 

Women who had lost children 
and husbands in disasters and were 
then raped in camps were much 
more prone than other women to 
post-traumatic stress disorder which 
often occurs after a disaster strikes. 
Aggression and antisocial 

behaviour, generalized anxiety and 
depression linked to a lost sense of 
personal worth are among the 
symptoms shown by women who 
have been raped. Even estimating 
the incidence of rape is difficult 
because of the fear that disclosing 
such an incident may lead to 
stigmatization and shame for the 
victims. 

17 

Rape is one of the most violent 
forms of physical abuse and an all
too-common occurrence in conflict
induced disasters, but it is not yet 
considered an international crime or 
- in military situations- defined as 
a war crime. Men wounded or 
maimed in war may be respected as 
heroes who have served their 
country. On the other hand, women 
who have been wounded by rape are 
stigmatized and shamed. The 
psychosocial component of 
women's vulnerabilities in disaster
stricken countries needs to be 
addressed through measures of 
preparedness, protection and 
security, and the whole issue of rape 
in such circumstances needs to be 
confronted with tact and 
sympathy. • 

Dr )one 5. P. Mace/lin is on Assistant Professor 
at the Department of Psychology and Disaster 
Research Institute, University of Manitoba , 
Winnipeg , Manitoba , Canada R3T 2N2. 

These boot women feel helpless and vulnerable; the boat that was their 
home has just sunk. 

Women in a refugee camp in Sudan. Exposure to the risks of illness and 
crime odds to their hardship. 


