Sexual violence: stigma at all levels - TRIAL International 23/04/26, 14:49

TRIAL

International

Sexual violence: stigma at all levels

Share This:

What could a Serbian grandmother, a Congolese child and a former beauty queen from The
Gambia possibly have in common? All three, much like thousands of other victims around the
world, have suffered conflict-related sexual violence. In Africa as in Europe, to dare to come
forward, speak out and denounce such crimes is a true act of courage.

Feelings of guilt and shame fueled by many widespread misconceptions often discourage victims from talking about their experience. ©Mikel
Oibar

Survivors of sexual violence face deep-rooted stigma. It may occur at a personal level or within the
family or community, but also at an institutional level, in the judicial system. Feelings of guilt and
shame fueled by many widespread misconceptions often discourage victims from talking about their
experience. Despite how difficult it is to testify, TRIAL International is fighting to ensure that conflict-
related sexual violence does not go unpunished.
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STIGMA WITHIN COMMUNITIES

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), survivors who dare to speak out about sexual violence
can face disastrous conseguences. Often, married women are repudiated by their husbands and
rejected by their whole family. In a country where social services are virtually non-existent, and
where family solidarity is a matter of survival, victims are left vulnerable and without resources. For
fear of ending up without neither material nor emotional support, many victims prefer to remain
silent.

The stigma is partly based on the idea that sexual violence is degrading for the victim, not for the
attacker. The burden of shame is thus borne by the victims — men and women who are considered
defiled. Women risk not being able to marry, while men, their virility undermined, suffer unabated
stigma and shame.

Marginalized within their own communities, with no income, shelter or moral support, victims of
sexual violence require special protection and holistic support: medical care, psychological support,
financial assistance, and more. When victims are willing, TRIAL International and its local partners
help them take part in legal proceedings.

Watch Gloria's tale, a success story in DRC

INSTITUTIONAL STIGMA: THE CASE OF BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA

In the 1990s, more than 20°'000 women and several thousand men were raped in Bosnia and
Herzegovina during the war. As the country continues to battle with its own past, a report published
by TRIAL International reveals the stereotypes institutionalized in the judicial system. The most
common ones include the idea that the victim must physically resist his or her attacker and that the
victim shares a part of the responsibility for the abuse suffered.

Such myths permeate the actions of judges, prosecutors and lawyers in Bosnia and Herzegovina — as
undoubtedly elsewhere as well. Often subconsciously, they perpetuate the stigmatization of sexual
violence survivors and discourage victims who may have hoped for justice from taking action.

Stereotypes creep as far as into the choice of words used to describe the attack. In their judgments,
courts may sometimes refer to sexual violence as “an attack against the woman'’s honor” or “the
worst thing that could happen to a woman”, which emphasizes the idea that the act defiles the victim.
Time and again, it is the victim’'s honor that is attacked, not that of the culprit. Such expressions,
though they may be intended to highlight the seriousness of the crime, instead feed the stigma
directed at victims.

MOVING TOWARD GREATER JUSTICE
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At institutional level, raising the awareness of legal practitioners and human rights defenders is key
to providing victims with comprehensive and reassuring support. That is why TRIAL International
organizes many training sessions on the subject, in both Africa and Europe.

Moreover, court victories that condemn the perpetrators of sexual violence send a strong message. In
some cases, such as that of Fatou Jallow, the former beauty queen from The Gambia, denouncing the

crime publicly also eases dialogue, encourages other victims to speak out, and helps change
mentalities.

Read again: In Gambia, three women accuse the former president of sexual violence

Stay informed
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Rifaat al-Assad dies without facing trial for Hama atrocities

20.02.2026

23/04/26, 14:49

Rifaat al-Assad, former Syrian vice-president indicted in Switzerland for war crimes and

crimes against humanity, report...
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... Historic decision: No immunity for Algerian former defence Minister -+
E E E 12.12.2025 E E i
EEE @Algeria EEE
EEE Geneva, 31 July 2012 - The Federal Criminal Court (FCC) released today a landmark EE:
©2. decision in the case of Khaled Nezzar... 9 .
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Nezzar case: Victims appeal case dismissal

12.12.2025

@ Algeria

Geneva, 18 January 2017 - The case against Khaled Nezzar was opened by the Office of the
Attorney General (MPC) of Switz... 9

VIEW ALL
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Contact us

TRIAL International
Rue de Lyon 95
1203 Geneva
Switzerland

t:+41 22 321 6110
e: info@trialinternational.org

Subscribe to our newsletter

Subscribe to our newsletter on TRIAL International’s activities and the latest developments in

international justice.

Follow us!

@ VYouTube

B Linkedin

ﬂ Facebook
* Bluesky
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