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De-Centring Trauma: 
Conflict-Related Sexual Violence and the Importance of Resilience Discourse 

 
 
 
Abstract 

Discussions about conflict-related sexual violence often focus heavily on trauma. While this 
article does not seek to minimize the significance of trauma, it is heavily critical of what it 
regards as a frequent over-use of trauma discourse. The ideas underpinning this research 
developed from the author’s work with survivors of conflict-related sexual violence in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH) and interactions with a number of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). Examples from BiH are used to illustrate the article’s central thesis 
that trauma discourse can be deeply problematic and counter-productive. In particular, trauma 
discourse detracts from the critical fact that some survivors exhibit remarkable resilience. 
Cautioning against highly deterministic approaches to trauma, the article underscores that a 
multitude of factors can influence the actual impact of a traumatic event. It is similarly in the 
interactions between survivors and their environments that processes of resilience – a concept 
that is increasingly theorized within an ecological framework – develop. Drawing on 
complexity theory, the article underlines the importance of creating the space for a greater 
recognition of resilience, a discourse that has significant utility in the context of conflict-
related sexual violence.  
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‘[T]he human psyche has a tremendous 
capacity for recovery and growth’.1 

 
 
 

Introduction 

 

In Man’s Search for Meaning, a book about his experiences inside a Nazi concentration 

camp, the Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl reflected that:  

 

Even though conditions such as lack of sleep, insufficient food and various mental 
stresses may suggest that the inmates were bound to react in certain ways, in the final 
analysis it becomes clear that the sort of person the prisoner became was the result of 
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an inner decision, and not the camp influences alone. Fundamentally, therefore, any 
man can, even under such circumstances, decide what shall become of him – mentally 
and spiritually.2 

 

This powerfully conveys the idea that even in the most extreme situations, when it appears 

that someone else is in complete control of their fate, individuals make decisions. They retain 

their agentic state.3 Reiterating this, Frankl underscored that ‘Man is not fully conditioned 

and determined but rather determines himself whether he gives in to conditions or stands up 

to them’.4 The ‘pan-determinism’5 which he so strongly rejected, however, is often present in 

contemporary discussions on conflict-related sexual violence.6 This is due to the heavy and 

persistent accent on trauma. A 2016 report by the United Nations (UN) Secretary-General, 

for example, refers to ‘the debilitating physical and psychological trauma’ that survivors must 

deal with.7 In the same year, the European Parliament underlined that ‘The long-term effects 

on victims of sexual violence during conflicts are sometimes just as dramatic as the violence 

itself. They include psychological trauma and feelings of shame and guilt…’.8 The purpose 

of this article is not to negate or to minimize the reality of survivors’ trauma, but rather to 

caution against an over emphasis on trauma. 

 

Taking a step backwards, it is important to note that throughout much of history, the issue of 

war trauma was critically under-recognized and marginalized. Kirkwood, for example, notes 

that ‘During and soon after World War I, symptoms of PTSD [post-traumatic stress disorder] 

were treated as “shell shock”, which as the moniker suggests, was the result of the concussive 

force of ubiquitous shelling during the war’.9 Approached as a wholly somatic concern, the 

condition was therefore ‘governed by existing norms of manhood which deemed the general 

anxiety, hypervigilance, night terrors, and other symptoms of PTSD warrant for punishment 

and scorn’.10 If manifestations of trauma ran counter to societal expectations of what 

constituted ‘masculine’ behaviour in war, they also provoked distrust and accusations of 
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cowardice.11 During World War I, ‘The psychologically damaged were classed with soldiers 

who sought to escape combat by deliberately wounding themselves or who refused treatment 

in order to avoid returning to the front, and they were regarded with the same suspicion’.12 

Trauma, moreover, was widely associated with individual pathology – and individual 

weakness – rather than with traumatic events.13 This further reinforced the ‘othering’ of those 

who exhibited traumatic symptoms. 

 

It was not until the 1960s that attitudes towards trauma began to radically change, in 

significant part due to the rise of psychoanalysis.14 The legacy of the Holocaust also had an 

impact in this regard; the men, women and children who survived brutal Nazi concentration 

camps problematized many pre-existing ideas and prejudices about trauma. Fundamentally, 

‘The notions of malingering, cowardice, selfishness, overdeveloped narcissism, secondary 

gains, class interest – all the stigmas attached to traumatic neurosis could not be applied to 

these people in striped pyjamas who were emerging directly from hell’.15 Only in 1980, 

however, was PTSD officially recognized by the American Psychiatric Association.16 

 

In recent decades, there have been major advances in the understanding and treatment of 

trauma. While these developments are to be welcomed, the historical neglect of trauma 

should not be replaced with an over use of trauma discourse.17According to Angelides, ‘No 

discourse ought to be so complacent as to assume its immunity from producing both positive 

and negative, constraining and enabling, effects’.18 Emphasizing these negative and 

constraining effects, this article seeks to demonstrate that a heavy use of trauma discourse in 

the context of conflict-related sexual violence can be counter-productive. The ideas 

underpinning this research developed from the author’s work with survivors of conflict-

related sexual violence in Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH) and interactions with a number of non-
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governmental organizations (NGOs).19 Focusing on BiH, the article argues that trauma 

discourse often operates as a silencing discourse that ‘unvoices’20 survivors and limits the 

space for alternative discourses.  

 

Above all, trauma discourse occludes the critical fact that some survivors exhibit remarkable 

resilience.21 If Frankl insisted that circumstances do not take away an individual’s ability to 

make decisions, it is also the case that circumstances – or the contextual matrix – partly shape 

how an individual deals with trauma. In other words, a multitude of factors can influence the 

actual impact of a traumatic event.22 It is similarly in the interactions between survivors and 

their environments that processes of resilience – an ecological concept – develop.23 This 

article emphasizes the importance of complexity theory to create a space for greater 

recognition of resilience, a discourse that remains strikingly absent from most discussions 

about conflict-related sexual violence.24  

 

As a note on terminology, this article consistently uses the word ‘survivors’ rather than 

‘victims’. Indeed during my fieldwork in BiH, ‘survivors’ was the term that many 

interviewees preferred because they associated it with strength and courage. It is 

acknowledged, however, that these preferences exist within a social context, and some 

individuals who have experienced sexual violence readily embrace the term ‘victims’.25 

 

Trauma Discourse in BiH 

 

In 2015, during my fieldwork in Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH), a man in his late thirties 

committed suicide. He shot himself in the head. He was the son of one of the women whom I 

had interviewed more than six months earlier. During the 1992-1995 Bosnian war, when he 
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was a young boy, he had been detained in a house with his mother and two other women. 

Local soldiers used to take the women to nearby houses and rape them. Upon hearing that 

this man had taken his own life, more than 20 years after the events in question, the head of a 

local NGO immediately concluded that the only explanation for the suicide was war trauma. 

It subsequently transpired that the deceased had been in very serious financial debt and saw 

no way out.26 

 

Several of the NGOs whom I approached during my work in BiH were un-cooperative and 

would not allow me to make contact with ‘their’ women. These women are highly 

traumatized, they insisted, and asking them to re-tell their stories could further traumatize 

them. Assuming the role of gate-keepers, few of these NGOs gave ‘their’ women an 

opportunity to decide for themselves whether they would like to speak.27  

 

In 2015, journalists from the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN) made a 

documentary film entitled Nećujni krik (Silent Scream). In the documentary, several women 

who suffered sexual violence during the Bosnian war – and a couple of men – speak about 

the problems that they face today. Their identities are hidden from the viewer. The tone is 

distinctly sombre; positive stories and messages of hope are markedly absent. The first 

survivor to speak in the film reveals: ‘This life means nothing to me. Nothing. I just live 

because God gave me this soul’.28 The film’s central thematic is trauma. Emphasizing that 

survivors in BiH live a marginal existence, a BIRN editor explained that the main aim of the 

film was to encourage survivors – and ‘above all women who for years have carried their 

trauma inside themselves’29 – to speak out.30 
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These three vignettes illuminate a prominent trauma thematic that is commonly foregrounded 

in discussions surrounding the use of sexual violence during the 1992-1995 Bosnian war. 

Quintessentially, trauma is the ‘master narrative’ in BiH, a readily accessible ‘cultural 

script’31 that is widely used, particularly within the civil society sector. The centrality of this 

trauma narrative, however, and the seemingly routine way in which it is often used, have 

curtailed the space for critical thinking and discussion about trauma. Advocating a crucial 

reflective turn within the discourse, this first section of the article demonstrates that an over-

emphasis on trauma in the context of conflict-related sexual violence can be problematic and 

detrimental to survivors. 

 

In her work on child sexual abuse, Grondin highlights some of the dangers of ‘[c]onstituting 

young people as traumatized victims’.32 Her concern is that ‘by reading trauma into the 

narratives and everyday actions of former victims, we invite victimization experiences to 

endlessly permeate all future aspects of their lives, rather than help them to overcome it’.33 

Grondin is not seeking to diminish or minimize the trauma of child sexual abuse, but to 

underscore that traumatological discourses can perpetuate trauma through their ‘locking in’ 

effects. In her words, ‘…discourses of trauma are themselves permanent scars, working in 

tandem with the traumatic event and/or distressed responses to keep victims “in” trauma 

through the trope of the trauma “in” them’.34 Clear examples of this can be found in BiH. 

Indeed, the very fact that survivors of conflict-related sexual violence are routinely referred to 

as ‘žene žrtve rata’ – or ‘women victims of war’ – contributes to keeping survivors ‘in’ 

trauma, by essentializing women’s identities as victims.35 Led by a survivor of sexual 

violence from Višegrad in eastern BiH, one Bosnian NGO (in Sarajevo) that works with 

survivors is actually called Žena – žrtva rata. An organization in Banja Luka has an almost 

6 
 



identical name (Udruženja žena žrtava rata), thus similarly reinforcing the reductionist 

notion of female survivors of sexual violence as merely – or primarily – victims.  

 

Identities are inherently fluid and in constant flux. Hence, ‘we can never be “finished” 

products, products of a single experience, or products of any one kind’.36 In BiH, however, 

the widespread use of trauma discourse, particularly within the NGO sector, means that 

(female)37 survivors of sexual violence are often portrayed precisely as ‘finished’ products – 

as women who will always be deeply traumatized because they were raped. The prevalence 

of this discourse, in turn, can significantly affect how survivors perceive themselves. 

Drawing on the work of Homi Bhahba, Busia refers to ‘the incarceration of native women 

who have no recourse to any counter-text’.38 In BiH, similarly, the dominance of trauma 

discourse means that survivors of conflict-related sexual violence are rarely exposed to any 

‘counter-texts’ or alternative discourses – and hence they are seldom encouraged to think 

outside the ‘trauma box’. Crucially, in the absence of available alternative narratives, 

‘individuals may be left without accessible tools to make meaning in helpful ways’.39 

 

Working with survivors of sexual violence is inevitably difficult and challenging. According 

to Christie, however, ‘A good victim policy would be to reduce the importance of being a 

victim and instead emphasise an identity based on having been able to restore dignity as a 

decision maker in one’s own life’.40 The question of how to develop such a policy is a hugely 

important one. Yet, in a country such as BiH, where there is a large NGO sector devoted to 

helping ‘victims of war’ – and various organizations which are focused specifically on aiding 

survivors of sexual violence – such a policy may not be desirable. Trauma, in short, is an 

important part of these organizations’ raison d’être. Many Bosnian NGOs, for example, work 

on the basis that women who have suffered sexual violence need help precisely because of 
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their sexual trauma.41 This, in turn, means that ‘…there is often more social utility attached to 

expressions of victimhood than to “survivorhood”’.42 Regardless of their actual needs, 

survivors of sexual violence have a greater chance of getting attention and help by presenting 

them as vulnerable and traumatized victims.43 There is little to be gained from assuming the 

role of a strong and independent woman. 

  

During my fieldwork in BiH, the survivors whom I interviewed frequently did speak about 

psychological problems, including anxiety, flash backs, depression and insomnia. The main 

concerns and needs that they articulated, however, were of a more quotidian nature. They 

wanted jobs, something to do, economic security; they worried about health issues, the high 

cost of living in BiH44 and their children’s futures.45 According to Panter-Brick et al., the 

importance of daily stressors ‘cautions against simplistic characterisations of trauma’.46 Daily 

stressors can, of course, exacerbate past trauma, or indeed create new forms of trauma. What 

is important to underline, however, is that although many survivors of sexual violence in BiH 

are still affected by their war experiences (which often involved multiple or combined 

traumatic events and not only sexual violence), the help that they most want is not necessarily 

related to their war trauma. Many interviewees spoke of everyday concerns and stressors that 

are commonplace in a post-war society with slow economic growth and relatively high 

unemployment.47 

 

One issue that is specific to survivors of sexual violence, however, is stigma. Askin notes that 

‘Since time immemorial, survivors of sexual violence have been forced to endure misplaced 

shame, stigma, ostracism, and other injustices simply because the crime committed against 

them is of a sexual nature’.48 During my fieldwork in BiH, several female survivors disclosed 

that they had suffered verbal abuse, most commonly from their husbands who accused them 
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of having willingly had sex with other men. Some interviewees had also encountered abuse 

and cruel remarks from neighbours, who were more ready to blame them than the actual 

rapists.49 Yet, little attention has been given within BiH to tackling sexual violence stigma. 

This is discordant with the strong emphasis that is placed, not least within the NGO sector, on 

criminal prosecutions. According to Bakira Hasečić, for example, the head of Žena – žrtva 

rata, ‘The most important thing is the war crimes verdict; we want to fight for justice, and the 

only justice is that war criminals are arrested and sentenced’.50 Some survivors, however, do 

not wish to testify in court. The reasons vary from individual to individual, but they include 

fears about coming face to face with the perpetrator/s after so many years, concerns about 

hostile cross-examination from the defence counsel and worries about the possible social 

consequences of testifying. As Askin underlines, ‘Until the negative stereotyping of sexual 

violence is reversed, by relocating the shame and stigma off the victims and onto the 

perpetrators and others responsible for the crimes where it belongs, the obstacles in 

establishing accountability and developing means of preventing and remedying these crimes 

will continue to be hindered’.51 Addressing such negative stereotyping remains a critically 

neglected aspect of transitional justice work in BiH.52 

 

The dominant trauma discourse, moreover, can itself potentially exacerbate stigma. In a 

society where everyone suffered in some way during the war, any discourse that seeks to set 

apart a particular category of individuals can help to foster resentment and bitterness. In a 

village in north-west BiH, for example, the head of a local NGO explained that she had given 

several survivors plastenici (greenhouses) as a way of helping them to overcome their rape 

trauma. Some of these women, however, subsequently reported experiencing problems with 

their neighbours. The latter wanted to know why nobody had given them plastenici too.  
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Relatedly, trauma discourse can contribute to ‘othering’ survivors. If their trauma is unique, 

this necessarily makes them different from everyone else. As Summerfield underscores, 

‘Trauma models where the focus is on a particular event (rape) or particular population group 

(children)53 exaggerate the difference between some victims and others, risk disconnecting 

them from others in their community…’.54 None of this is to suggest that survivors of sexual 

violence do not need help and support. The crucial point is that the provision of help within a 

traumatological, victim-focused framework may not be the most effective approach.55 

Significant and unexplored potential lies in the adoption of a more ‘transformative 

paradigm’,56 aimed at positively transforming the environments, or social ecologies, in which 

survivors live through, inter alia, educational activities, community cohesion projects and 

neighbourhood regeneration efforts. Such transformation is closely linked to transformative 

justice, which is fundamentally about transforming people, their situations and thereby 

transforming victimhood.57 To emphasize transformation, in turn, represents an important 

shift away from what Aradau has termed the ‘politics of pity’.58  

 

If trauma discourse can be essentializing and ‘othering’, it can also operate as a 

disempowering discourse. It quickly became apparent during my fieldwork in BiH that 

certain NGOs are extremely territorial, regarding the survivors with whom they work as 

‘their’ women. Without making any attempt to actually gauge the views of these individuals, 

a number of NGOs were quick to decide that they would not allow their women to meet or 

speak to me, due to the possible risk of re-traumatization. While this is a risk that must be 

taken seriously, it should not be used as a justification for the strong control that some NGOs 

exercise over survivors. These individuals should be free to decide themselves whether and to 

whom they want to tell their stories. As Madlingozi underlines in the context of a broader 

argument, ‘the practice of speaking for and about victims further perpetuates their 
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disempowerment and marginality’.59 Indeed, one interviewee repeatedly underscored that she 

resented NGOs making decisions on her behalf and speaking in her name. 

 

Sweeping statements about the supposed benefits of story-telling are facile and unhelpful. It 

is also important to acknowledge, however, that for some individuals who have experienced 

deeply traumatic events, having the opportunity to tell their stories can be beneficial. Laub’s 

work on the Holocaust powerfully illustrates this point. He argues that ‘…at the core of the 

executioner-victim interaction all human relatedness is undone. The internal other, the 

“Thou” to whom one can address one’s plea, tell one’s story, no longer exists’.60 The story 

thus remains untold, unknown. There is no outlet for it. This changes when survivors start to 

speak and to recount their experiences. According to Laub, ‘What the giving and receiving of 

testimony does is to set in motion a dyadic-dialogic process. The listener-companion, in his 

or her total presence, offers the possibility and the protected holding space, within which the 

internal other, or Thou, can be reestablished, necessary to face the traumatic event’.61 In the 

‘process of narrativization’,62 survivors can thereby begin to take control of their stories and 

to reach out to others. In so doing, they can also assert and manifest their agency and 

‘subject-position as “master” of narrative’.63 Furthermore, while it might be argued that 

survivors’ narratives can never tell their whole story because elements of that story will 

always remain part of their unconscious mind, story-telling can bring out what Freeman has 

termed ‘the narrative unconscious’.64 It does so specifically ‘in reference to those culturally-

rooted aspects of one’s history that have not yet become part of one’s story’,65 thereby 

enabling contextually richer and ‘thicker’ narratives. 
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The equation of story-telling with re-traumatization not only overlooks the positive aspects of 

‘narrativizaton’. It also assumes that survivors of sexual violence will only speak about 

sexual violence. Yet, this is in no way a given. In their work with Mayan female survivors of 

sexual violence in Guatemala, Crosby and Lykes acknowledge that the possibility of re-

traumatization was part of the explanation for the women’s unwillingness to speak about the 

sexual harm that they had suffered. However, the authors also go beyond this. They suggest 

that ‘…resistance to telling stories of sexual harm over and over again also resides in the fact 

that they do not reflect the whole of these women’s lives’.66 Fundamentally, attention should 

also be given to those parts of survivors’ stories that may have become ‘submerged’.67  

 

Some of the men and women whom I interviewed in BiH did speak about their experiences of 

sexual violence, but others focused on different aspects of their lives – positive and negative. 

One interviewee talked at length about her mother, who had passed away from illness a 

couple of years earlier. Many focused on health issues and economic problems. One survivor 

spoke with great passion and enthusiasm about her love of painting and showed me some of 

her beautiful artwork. Another talked a great deal about her close relationship with her 

daughter, whom she had conceived in 1993 as a result of rape. While there were far more 

negative than positive stories, the point is that interviewees’ stories were often rich life 

tapestries consisting of multiple events. According to Crosby and Lykes, ‘The process of 

becoming a survivor requires the creation of the possibility of telling more complex and 

messy stories, including those of resistance, rather than replicating the gendered and 

racialized binaries of war’.68 When survivors are given limited opportunities to tell and re-tell 

their stories, and when their story-telling is tightly circumscribed in the name of protecting 

them from possible re-traumatization, these ‘complex and messy stories’ are less likely to be 

told and heard. In short, trauma discourse, particularly in relation to sexual violence, can 
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‘impose strong constraints to life, excluding all the experiential possibilities outside the 

problem-saturated story’.69 

 

This section has explored some of the problems that can result from a heavy focus on trauma 

and excess emphasis on trauma discourse. Underpinning many of these problems is an over-

simplified approach to causation. If causation ‘permeates and holds together our lives, our 

language, and laws’,70 the next section argues that a more nuanced approach to causation – 

using the lens of complexity theory – can help to temper the dominance of trauma discourse. 

 
 

Looking beyond Trauma and the Importance of Complexity Theory 

 

There exists a common assumption that sexual violence always causes severe trauma. As 

Gavey and Schmidt underline,  

 

…the trauma of rape discourse carries a degree of absoluteness that can readily default 
to a presumption of traumatic impact, and then cascades into a set of meanings that 
formulate a unique and lasting cast of damages. The thread of the central logic is linear 
and prescriptive: a (rape) therefore b (trauma), in which b refers to a set of predictable 
psychological injuries.71 

 
 
This ‘degree of absoluteness’ is problematic because it does not allow for sufficiently 

variegated impact. While it is important not to minimize the trauma that can result from 

sexual violence, it is also essential to recognize that people react to traumatic events in 

multiple ways.72 The concept of allostasis is useful for illustrating this point. According to 

McEwen, allostasis ‘refers to the process of adaptation to acute stress, involving the output of 

stress hormones which act…to restore homeostasis in the fact of a challenge…’.73 This 

process of adaptation, however, is not cost free and entails an ‘allostatic load’. As McEwen 

13 
 



defines it, ‘“Allostatic load” refers to the price the body pays for being forced to adapt to 

adverse psychosocial or physical situations, and it represents either the presence of too much 

stress or the inefficient operation of the stress hormone response system…’.74 In other words, 

stress and trauma can exert a different ‘allostatic load’ on different people, depending on 

multiple factors. How an individual views and interprets a particular situation, for example, 

and the extent to which s/he is in good physical shape, are just two such factors.75 By way of 

analogy, it can be argued that conflict-related sexual violence creates varying allostatic loads 

which, in turn, influence how different people cope with, and are affected by, their 

experiences. 

 

Trauma discourse, however, can easily encourage ‘narrative determinism’,76 thereby leaving 

little scope for adequate acknowledgement of survivors’ individuality and individual ways of 

dealing with what has happened to them.77 It is essential, therefore, to look beyond trauma 

and trauma discourse.  Rajan underscores the importance of creating a ‘post-rape narrative 

that traces strategies for survival’.78 This section argues that complexity theory has a role to 

play in the development of such a narrative – or set of narratives. 

 

Complexity theory is quintessentially about non-linear relationships and multi-causality.79 As 

Cochran-Smith et al. explain, ‘Rather than predictable linear effects, complexity theories 

emphasize that multi-dimensional relationships and dynamic interactions among agents and 

elements are responsible for patterns and phenomena…’.80 This accordingly means that 

complexity theory focuses on systems rather than on their individual parts.81 What is also 

important is the relationship between systems and their components. Accentuating this point, 

Cillers makes a useful distinction between complicated systems and complex systems. If a 

system can be fully described on the basis of its individual parts, it is a complicated system. 
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According to Cilliers, ‘Things like jumbo jets or computers are complicated’.82 In a complex 

system, simply analysing the components of the system will yield limited results. 

Quintessentially, ‘A complex system is not constituted merely by the sum of its components, 

but also by the intricate relationships between these components’.83 These relationships, 

moreover, are fluid rather than fixed.84 

 

To illustrate complexity in more concrete terms, a medical example can be used. If a person 

is in pain, a linear approach would look for a simple cause-effect relationship and the pain 

would be ‘treated’ through the use of opioids. Such an approach not only carries the potential 

risk of creating opioid dependency,85 but it is also overly narrow. As Peppin et al. argue, 

‘Multiple problems and issues can affect a patient’s pain level and their ability to function 

effectively with their pain. These include motivational, educational, psychiatric and 

behavioral, social, and medical variables’.86 They accordingly advocate the use of a 

complexity model in dealing with the treatment of pain. Such a model, they maintain, 

‘requires a comprehensive pain evaluation that includes assessing the various factors that can 

influence the manifestation and maintenance of chronic pain’.87 

 

By extension, it is similarly necessary for any comprehensive evaluation of trauma to take 

account of the multiple factors that influence and shape trauma, its severity and how it is 

expressed. Discussions around trauma, however, typically focus on individuals – though not 

on their individuality – as the repositories of trauma. Rarely is sufficient attention given to 

survivors’ social ecologies and the complexity of variables – including relationships with 

spouses and family members, intersectional identities and spiritual beliefs – that can affect 

how individuals react to and deal with traumatic experiences.88  
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Complexity theory, in contrasts, presents a very different picture. Rubenfeld notes that ‘From 

a complexity point of view a person begins to look like a highly inter-connected nexus of 

component self-organizing systems’.89 Complexity theory is thus important for bringing into 

focus the interactions between survivors and their environments (‘systems’), and it is 

precisely these interactions which lie at the heart of a more nuanced and ecological approach 

to trauma that looks beyond simple cause-effect relationships.90 In BiH, for example, all three 

sides in the conflict were subjected to acts of sexual violence (and particularly rape), albeit 

not to the same extent.91 Ethnicity and religion, together with other intersectional identities 

such as gender and class, constitute ‘sets of social relations’, each of which is itself a social 

system.92 Approaching trauma from the perspective of complexity theory will necessarily 

foreground these social systems, which form part of survivors’ social ecologies; and these 

ecologies can significantly affect how individual survivors deal with and manage what has 

happened to them.93  

 

Survivors’ individual experiences and the wider ecologies in which they exist can thus be 

construed as constituting a ‘hermeneutic circle of part and whole…’.94 There is a constant 

movement and dialectic between the two, and discussions about trauma need to capture this 

flow. If the circle ‘is fundamental to all understanding…’ ,95 it is essential to ensure that part 

of the circle is not eclipsed though a decontextualized approach to sexual violence trauma 

that artificially extracts survivors from the wider system of which they form an intrinsic part. 

 

The importance of context and social ecology strongly emerges from Pickering and 

Keightley’s work, which centres on two women. Iris is a British, working-class sexagenarian 

whose late husband suffered from severe mental illness. Her story, according to the authors, 

displays elements of trauma. For example, ‘The narrative is disjointed and out of any 
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logically progressive, chronological sequence,96 with the respondent jumping between 

episodes without warning or explanation’.97 These elements of trauma, however, are not 

simply the result of Iris’ personal situation. Wider social factors also had a substantial 

affective impact. Pickering and Keightley note, for example, that: 

 
Iris’s deeply troublesome experience of recalling a past autobiographical episode was 
compounded by her social exclusion. Her difficulty in writing caused problems with 
filling in the requisite institutional forms after her husband’s death and the 
incomprehensible nature of these forms has contributed to, or become indicative of, her 
difficulties in making sense of the experience. In later parts of the interview she refers 
to the social stigma attached to mental illness and the social isolation it caused. Her 
experience of social exclusion intersects with the experience of her husband’s illness 
and death, revealing her lack of preparedness for the combination of events surrounding 
her husband’s death. This may further explain why the event was experienced as so 
radically disruptive.98 

 
 

Fiona, a British middle-class woman, also had a difficult story; her first-born child died at the 

age of seven months. In contrast to Iris, she gave a chronological account of events that did 

not manifest traumatic features. For example, when individuals experience trauma, the 

notions of past and present can become blurred and conflated, the past forming ‘a residue of 

the then that is keenly perceived as existent in the now’.99 Fiona, however, was able to 

distance herself from the past, as evidenced by her statement: ‘“I was devastated at the 

time”’.100 The explanation, according to Pickering and Keightley, is that whereas Iris felt 

socially excluded and marginalized, Fiona found a way to draw on available social 

frameworks to learn from her trauma and to assimilate it – and in particular social 

frameworks regarding motherhood.  Despite the tragic loss of her first child, Fiona chose to 

position herself within her own narrative ‘as a successful mother with reference to her two 

subsequent “happy healthy children”’.101  

 

17 
 



Although the stories of Iris and Fiona are not about sexual violence, they underline the fact 

that experiences of trauma occur within a wider social context or ‘system’. This system – and 

more specifically the interactions between the different elements of the system – acutely 

shapes the individual impact of traumatic events and experiences, including in cases of sexual 

violence. There is thus a strong case to be made for the ‘deferral of epistemological certainty 

in statements about the impact of rape and openness to complexity and ambiguity’.102 Part of 

this ‘openness’, it is argued, requires a greater recognition of the fact that some survivors, 

despite their experiences, demonstrate and manifest resilience – a pronouncedly under-

referenced concept in discussions on conflict-related sexual violence.  

 

Recognizing Survivors’ Resilience 

 

The Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl emphasized that ‘…it is possible to practice the art of 

living in a concentration camp, although suffering is omnipresent’.103 This ‘art of living’ 

requires more than simply a desire to live. It also demands a determination to live and a 

resolve not to give up on living. More recently, Summerfield worked with war-displaced 

peasants in Nicaragua. All of them had survived various atrocities and many were showing 

symptoms of PTSD. Despite their fears, grief and exhaustion, these individuals were not 

‘psychological casualties’ and all of them ‘were active and effective in maintaining their 

social worlds as best they could in the face of poverty and continuing threat of further 

attacks’.104 They too were practicing ‘the art of living’ – and thereby showing that there is 

life after trauma. Indeed, there exists a rich body of literature underscoring the fact that 

individuals who endure even the most severe forms of trauma can positively adapt, thrive 

and, potentially, ‘perceive at least some good emerging from their struggle…’.105 Reinforcing 

this point, Westphal and Bonanno remark that ‘…many and often the majority of people 
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exposed to potentially traumatic events exhibit a stable trajectory of healthy functioning, or 

resilience, in both personal and interpersonal spheres across time’.106 

 

Resilience is an interdisciplinary concept that has been discussed in a multitude of different 

contexts, from natural disasters107 and social-ecological systems108 to violent extremism109 

and forced displacement.110 This has inevitably resulted in a plethora of scholarly definitions. 

As Olsson et al. point out, ‘The use of the word resilience has a long history replete with 

diverse meanings ranging from bouncing, leaping, and rebounding, to human resourcefulness, 

to elasticity and resistance properties in materials including steel, yarn, and woven fabrics’.111 

It is not the purpose of this article to engage in a review of existing definitions of resilience. 

Two key points, however, should be highlighted.  

 

The first point is that resilience is rarely defined today simply on the basis of individual 

psychological characteristics.112 Many scholars have instead developed complex ecological 

definitions focused on the interactions between individuals and their environments. Adger, 

for example, refers to ‘social resilience’, which he defines as an important component of the 

circumstances under which individuals and social groups adapt to environmental change’.113 

Ungar defines resilience as ‘both the capacity of individuals to navigate their way to health-

sustaining resources, including opportunities to experience feelings of well-being, and a 

condition of the individual’s family, community and culture to provide these health resources 

and experiences in culturally meaningful ways’.114 According to Panter-Brick, resilience is 

‘the process of harnessing key resources to sustain well-being’.115 These emphases on well-

being are to be welcomed. ‘Well-being’ is an intrinsically holistic concept that requires more 

than a narrow focus on addressing psychological trauma. It also requires that sufficient 

attention is given to context, to reflect the fact that ‘well-being’ is a culturally variable 
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notion.116 This foregrounding of context, in turn, helps to guard against prescriptive ‘cookie-

cutter’ approaches to dealing with individuals who have suffered adversity and trauma. 

 

The second point to stress is that resilience is not an end state but rather a process.117 This 

means that an individual can demonstrate resilience in one area of his/her life but not others. 

As Southwick argues, although it is tempting to view resilience in very black and white terms 

as something that does or does not exist, ‘in reality, resilience more likely exists on a 

continuum that may be present to differing degrees across multiple domains of life.118 The 

fact that resilience is a fluctuating process rather than a fixed state also underscores that 

resilience and trauma are not mutually exclusive, an important point that goes some way to 

addressing concerns that resilience discourse expects people to be resilient.119 In Harvey’s 

words, ‘When resilience is defined as multidimensional…it becomes possible to see trauma 

survivors as simultaneously suffering and surviving’.120 A survivor of sexual violence, for 

example, may exhibit symptoms of trauma, such as flash backs and anxiety, when alone, 

while demonstrating resilience and resourcefulness in relation to his/her children.121 In other 

words, to speak about resilience is not to deny or diminish the significance of trauma, but 

simply to re-frame it within a more complex and nuanced discursive structure.  

 

With regards to conflict-related sexual violence, which is the focus of this article, there are 

three key reasons for giving greater attention to resilience and resilience discourse. The first 

relates to aid and dependency. During my fieldwork in BiH, it became clear that some 

survivors of sexual violence repeatedly seek help from NGOs – and often from two or more 

at the same time.122 Economic help, in particular, is commonly sought. As discussed in the 

first section, many of the survivors whom I interviewed primarily expressed quotidian and 

economic concerns. More than 20 years after the war ended, however, some (female) 
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survivors have come to expect regular help – and indeed they feel entitled to it. Many NGOs 

have encouraged this sense of entitlement through their use of trauma discourse; raped 

women are traumatized and, ergo, they need help. Yet, part of the process of helping 

survivors is to give them the tools – including confidence and a sense of self-worth – to find 

their own solutions and to break cycles of dependency. It is also about ensuring that aid 

corresponds to need. According to Waller, ‘a given individual moves back and forth along the 

resilience-vulnerability continuum’.123 The provision of help and support is most important 

when survivors are at the vulnerability end of the continuum, but it should not hinder 

movement along the continuum. The significance and utility of resilience discourse in this 

regard is that it offers a more agentic rationale for the provision of aid. Fundamentally, giving 

help to survivors should not be simply about ameliorating trauma, which is a backward-

looking approach. It should also be about enabling survivors to demonstrate resilience. This 

is a forward-looking approach, and a key part of resilience is making the decision to ‘keep 

moving forward’.124 

 

In the context of conflict-related sexual violence, a second justification for giving far more 

attention to resilience is that it brings into focus the social environments in which individual 

survivors live. As previously noted, trauma discourse can exacerbate the ‘othering’ of 

survivors. When it encourages what some may view as ‘special treatment’ for survivors, it 

can also foster hostility and resentment – and thereby fuel the problem of stigma. The 

importance of resilience discourse is that it offers the basis for a more integrated approach to 

working with survivors which, by extension, can potentially mitigate some of the 

aforementioned risks associated with trauma discourse. The previous section discussed the 

relevance of complexity theory. Survivors, as individuals, are component parts of a wider 

system; and from a resilience perspective, the resources that exist within that system are 
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crucial. According to Ungar, ‘The more the environments make available and accessible the 

resources that promote well-being, the more likely the individuals are to engage in processes 

associated with positive development such as forming secure attachments, experiencing self-

esteem, engaging in expressions of personal agency, and meaningful employment’.125 

Families and communities are two important resources that can promote survivors’ well-

being126 by offering, inter alia, a sense of security, safety and belonging. Their potential to act 

as crucial protective factors, however, may need to be actively developed. A husband, for 

example, may leave his wife if she has been raped; a community may reject her.127 Resilience 

discourse offers the basis for a more comprehensive and ecological approach to working with 

survivors that actively includes and integrates families and communities.  

 

The third and final reason is linked to transitional justice, the process in which ‘countries 

emerging from periods of conflict and repression address large scale or systematic human 

rights violations so numerous and so serious that the normal justice system will not be able to 

provide an adequate response’.128 Within existing scholarship, there have been various calls 

for more ‘bottom-up’ ways of doing transitional justice that are more locally rooted, 

culturally relevant, participatory and driven by on-the-ground needs.129 However, bottom-up 

transitional justice should also be about enabling individuals who have suffered to be 

something other than victims. In this regard, resilience discourse has a potentially valuable, 

yet unexplored, role to play. Although she is not writing specifically about transitional 

justice, Jordan underlines the importance of ‘promoting a view that is expansive enough to 

enable recognition and validation of the diverse and varied ways victim/survivors may be 

impacted upon and respond in the aftermath of sexual violence’.130 Resilience discourse can 

aid in promoting such a view, by enabling the articulation of more layered narratives that 

capture the depth and dimensionality of survivors’ lives and experiences.  
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Conclusion 

 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), an aspect of the conflict – or rather conflicts – 

that has received significant attention is the widespread use of sexual violence. Reflecting on 

this, Heaton notes that ‘The concentration of coverage of the DRC’s conflict on the stories of 

survivors of sexual violence, predominantly wartime rape, has proven a powerful narrative 

for a range of actors, most of whom are likely well intentioned’.131 However, she also 

cautions that ‘…more consideration needs to be devoted to potential adverse effects directly 

produced by interventions – particularly those driven by the emotional reaction, focusing on 

victims, and not a broader political analysis of why such disturbing atrocities occur in the first 

place’.132 Focused on the issue of conflict-related sexual violence in BiH, this article has 

sought to underscore the ‘potential adverse effects’ of over-emphasizing survivors’ trauma 

and approaching it as a causal given. The point is not to downplay the reality of trauma, but 

rather to stress that it is neither pre-determined nor absolute. If trauma ‘occurs in layers, with 

each layer affecting every other layer’,133 it may also constitute only one layer of a more 

complex post-sexual violence story.  

 

In his work with patients who are suffering from traumatic brain injury (TBI), Nochi notes 

that ‘…rehabilitation professionals tend to pay more attention to individuals who have 

problems in managing their new lives’.134 While this is not unsurprising, he underlines that 

‘…individuals who seem to succeed in coping with the disabilities should be examined, 

too’.135 This article has advanced a similar argument in relation to survivors of conflict-

related sexual violence. Critiquing the dominant trauma discourse, and drawing on 

complexity theory, it has called for a discursive shift that allows for a greater recognition of 

resilience. An individual’s reaction to a traumatic experience is influenced by multiple 
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factors; and trauma can co-exist with resilience, by manifesting in different domains of an 

individual’s life or in different time periods.  

 

Bonanno et al. point out that ‘Interest in the human capacity for resilience in the face of 

aversive life events has grown exponentially’.136 Such an interest has been distinctly lacking, 

to date, in relation to survivors of conflict-related sexual violence. This is certainly the case in 

BiH. It is hoped that this article, which has underscored some of the potential benefits of 

using resilience discourse, can help to change this situation. It is time for survivors’ stories of 

resilience to come into view and to be heard. 
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