Silencing, suffering and survival strategies among female refugees in The Netherlands who experienced sexual violence during war
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It is now well known that sexual violence is part of war and in many wars even a major strategy of combat. Less is known about its long term consequences. Sexual violence is a dramatic experience for individual women who are targeted. It reduces them to an object and causes severe physical and psychological scars. However, sexual war violence is also an attack on the social and cultural fabric of the group women belong to. In response, women do everything they can to keep their families and communities somehow connected. For the sake of that connection they silence what happened to them and thus remain alone with their suffering. This paper will focus on the strategies female refugees in the Netherlands use to deal with the trauma of sexual violence and its aftermath and on the key role silencing plays in these strategies. How does silencing affect their own well-being and that of their family and communities? Based on the Dutch study that will be presented, some points will be raised that may be relevant for more in-depth studies of the long term consequences of gender-based sexual violence in war for its female victims-survivors who remained in the country that was once at war. What are the relevant research questions to ask and what kind of interventions might best support the women who survived their ordeal?
