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Transitional justice refers to the wide range of activities, 
judicial and otherwise, that address human rights abuses 
and mass atrocities perpetrated on societies in transition 
from conflict to peace.1 In the many war-torn countries of 
Africa, these mechanisms include prosecution (ranging from 
domestic courts to the International Criminal Court), truth 
and reconciliation commissions, hybrid tribunals, and local 
customs and rituals.  Transitional justice mechanisms have 
had difficulties in achieving justice for African victims of 
sexual violence because of the personal nature of rape and 
the conservative nature of the African societies in which it 
often takes place.  Women who have suffered this violence 
often avoid participating in justice activities or asking for 
help.  Their behavior undermines the goal of these 
activities, as mass rape is precisely the type of atrocity that 
transitional justice seeks to address.   
 
In the text that follows, I examine war-related sexual 
violence in countries throughout Africa in order to analyze 
transitional justice mechanisms and why they have failed to 
meet the needs of victims of sexual violence.  For the 
purpose of this discussion, I define sexual violence to 
include all cases in which a woman is forced into sex 
because of war, such as sexual slavery, rape as a tool of 
war, rape in the community, forced prostitution, and 
related crimes.   
 
Rwanda is frequently cited as historical precedent because 
of its well-documented responses to the atrocities 
committed there – in particular, the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) and gacaca courts.  Rwanda is 
also where major legal precedents were set in prosecuting 
the architects of sexual violence.  Other countries in which 
sexual violence is currently of concern are identified as 
candidates for transitional justice policy solutions: the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, Sierra Leone, and 
the Sudan.  Although each nation is at a different stage of 
the peace process, they have similar needs with regards to 
how they intend to address sexual injustice in the future.  
In particular, these nations all consist of conservative 
societies in which discussing sex and sex crimes is taboo.  
In this way they face similar obstacles in implementing 
effective transitional justice strategies.  
 
Finally, this paper will investigate how transitional justice 
mechanisms can be tailored to better include women.  
Since the spirit of transitional justice is victim-focused, it is 
the victim who should define what justice means.  Some 
women have asked for criminal justice while others have 
simply expressed the need for medical care.  Just as their 
needs and desires are multi-faceted, so should be the 
approaches to meeting them. 

 
 

WHAT MAKES RAPE MORE DIFFICULT TO ADDRESS 
THAN OTHER WAR CRIMES? 

While the tendency for errant soldiers to rape women in 
defeated populations is commonly observed, rape as a war 
crime should be considered differently.  In this case, rape is 
planned and systematic; it is warfare on a community.2  As 
an account from Bosnia describes it: 

 

This is not rape out of control. It is rape under 
control. It is also rape unto death, rape as 
massacre, rape to kill and to make the victims wish 
they were dead. It is rape as an instrument of forced 
exile … to drive a wedge through a community, to 
shatter a society, to destroy a people.3 

 
A weapon of traumatic power, wartime rape devastates the 
family in which the mother is raped in front of a husband 
who cannot protect her and the children who depend on her 
for survival.  Once a family unit is shattered, fibers of the 
communal social fabric unravel, as many communities view 
women as the embodiment and repository of cultural and 
spiritual values.4   
 
On the individual level, the social stigma of rape 
overwhelmingly leads to ostracism from the community.  
Often, victims are blamed for their attack.  During the civil 
war in Sierra Leone between 1991 and 2002, more than 33 
per cent of females were subjected to sexual crimes.5  
Women were not only raped but forced into sexual slavery 
as “wives” to rebel forces.  Today these women and 
children continue to be “denied work, home, family and 
community, and are condemned to exist on the margins of 
society.”6   
 
Bearing a child from an attack increases social isolation.  
The case of Madina from eastern Congo, where conflict has 
been raging since 1997, is sadly common: she became 
pregnant after being raped by five militiamen.  When she 
gave birth, no relatives came to celebrate the baby girl or 
even visit.  “[The daughter] was seen as a thorn, an 
outcast and banished from the community.  It was said that 
her presence brought shame.”7  When a woman is 
impregnated by an enemy, the baby symbolizes defeat.  
Banishing the woman and child serves as a way to cast off 
the community’s shame.   
 
From fear of such a rejection, the rape victim goes to 
extreme measures to hide her experience, including 
masking significant physical injury. Broken limbs heal 
incorrectly when not set properly; head injuries result in 
constant headaches; genitals bleed chronically.8  Witness 
“JJ” at Rwandan Jean-Paul Akayesu’s trial described how 
the effects of her attack pushed her into poverty: “She said 
the pain in her ribs prevents her from farming because she 
can no longer use a hoe, and she used to live on the food 
that she could grow.”9  Had medical care even available, 
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Witness JJ may not have even sought it out.  Similar 
behavior was seen in Sierra Leone, where one health 
worker reported, “I don’t know the number of women and 
girls that died because they didn’t have access any 
healthcare, or what the long-term impact will be on them of 
not addressing their medical needs…The majority were too 
ashamed to go to the health centre and instead relied on 
native medicine.”10 
 

HOW HAVE TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE MECHANISMS 
ADDRESSED SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN THE PAST? 

Prior to 1998, one of the greatest obstacles facing victims 
of wartime sexual violence was the fact that it was not 
prosecuted as a war crime.  A crucial precedent finally 
came when Jean-Paul Akayesu, mayor of Taba commune in 
Rwanda, was convicted of ordering and encouraging the 
rape of Tutsi women and girls. 

 
The U.N. International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) 
did not intend to prosecute Akayesu for rape.  He was 
arrested instead for his role in the murder of Tutsis.  
However, as evidence of mass rape came to light during his 
trial, the ICTR added sexual violence crimes to the 
indictment.  Witnesses reported that Tutsi women and girls 
had been raped on or near the bureau communal (local 
government office) in front of large numbers of people.  
Many were also forced to parade naked in public.  The 
witnesses provided evidence that Akayesu “ordered, 
instigated and otherwise aided and abetted sexual 
violence.”11   
 
Along with adding the new charges, the ICTR took time to 
officially define rape so that future indictments would be 
clear. They defined rape as an act with the following 
elements: 
a) “as part of a widespread or systematic attack; 
b) “on a civilian population; 
c) “on certained [sic] catalogued discriminatory grounds, 

namely: national, ethnic, political, racial, or religious 
grounds.”12 

 
This definition paved the way for 35 other defendants at 
the Rwanda tribunal to be charged with sexual violence 
crimes.13  
 
A conviction by a special chamber does not guarantee 
justice for the rape victim, however. Ideally, a holistic 
approach would be applied to address the many effects of 
sexual violence.  One such mechanism is truth 
commissions. Typically, a truth commission is established 
by presidential decree and funded by UN agencies and 
international NGOS.  While their missions vary according to 
their specific mandates, they generally have one or more of 
the following goals: to discover or acknowledge past 
abuses, to respond to the specific needs of victims, to 
contribute to justice and accountability, to identify 
institutional responsibility and recommend reforms, and to 
promote reconciliation.14 
 
In theory, truth commissions help victims by acknowledging 
a crime, making recommendations on reparations and 
prosecution, and removing shame by sharing the story with 
sympathetic neighbors. However, retelling a violent attack 
in not always comfort to the victim. Witness “JJ” expressed 
that “just thinking about it made the war come alive inside 
of her.”15  
Frequently, victims feel humiliation in revealing a shameful 
experience before a crowd, compounded by the fear of 
expulsion from the community.  A mammy queen (female 

head of community) in Sierra Leone put it this way: “The 
women in our village did not speak to the TRC [truth and 
reconciliation commission] because they would have to say 
that they had been raped not once but many times, and 
they were not prepared to let others know this truth about 
what happened to them.”16 
 
Victims speak instead about what happened to others, 
especially the dead: husbands, brothers, sons, and 
relatives.17  It is only natural that they would share the 
stories for those who cannot speak for themselves, but in 
doing so their needs are disregarded.  Hiding the complete 
truth disrupts access to crucial rehabilitation services.  It 
also prevents a truth commission from accomplishing its 
mission of documenting the history of a conflict.  Only a 
partial and a male-centric truth is told since in the absence 
of women’s accounts.  As a result, truth commissions can 
become inadvertently biased towards men.18 
 
Sometimes, victims do not even attend truth commissions.  
Not only do fear and shame play a role, but women often 
may not have access becuase many poor, rural women in 
war-torn societies are illiterate.  They often lack required 
documentation like birth certificates19 because they cannot 
identify the right paperwork.  Or, they live in isolated 
communities.  Ignorant of the reparations available to 
them, they do not seek help.  
 
Compounding this problem, women often exclude 
themselves from the reparations process when women’s 
organizations are absent from reparations discussions.  One 
hypothesis is that women’s groups prefer to focus on 
effecting change in the present as opposed to concentrating 
on the past.20  They also would rather extend their focus to 
the future: times of transition often offer a rare opportunity 
for long-term institutional change.21  From their 
perspective, lobbying for change affecting future 
generations would seem more valuable than negotiating the 
past. 
 
An alternative or complement to transitional justice 
mechanisms is incorporating local customs for reconciling a 
society, such as the gacaca courts in Rwanda.22  In these 
courts, certain types of crimes are eligible for community 
judgment and forgiveness if the perpetrator fully confesses 
in writing.  The underlying assumption is that local customs 
exist to deal with those who break the norms of the 
community.  
 
Most African customs, however, do not include processes 
for welcoming raped women back into the community.  
Typically, dealing with rape involves a payment from the 
attacker to the male head of household of the victim.  In 
Somalia, for example, the attacker monetarily compensates 
the victim’s husband or father.23  A similar system exists in 
Burundi, where the most common way of dealing with rape 
is through “amicable settlements.”24  When a girl or woman 
is raped, a representative of her family visits the family of 
the perpetrator.  They negotiate a resolution that either 
includes monetary compensation or marriage.  In the latter 
case, the families reason that since their daughter’s 
chances of marrying have been destroyed by the rape, the 
best option available to them is to marry her to the man 
who took her virginity.   
 

HOW CAN TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE ADDRESS SEXUAL 
VIOLENCE GOING FORWARD? 

Prosecution at the International Criminal Court for 
architects of mass rape is an effective mechanism because 
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retributive justice confronts a culture of impunity.  Whether 
this prosecution effectively deters crime is up for debate; 
evidence points in both directions.  Regardless, it is 
important to note that when states ignore claims of abuse, 
they send a clear message that these acts can freely 
continue.25   

 

It should also be noted that on the same macro level, 
involvement by powerful states can also have an impact.  
While perhaps not a transitional justice mechanism, 
statements of condemnation and threats of action can grab 
the attention of those who orchestrate violence.  Alex de 
Waal recently stated the following about the United States 
accusing the Sudanese government of genocide: 
 

It's certainly true that a lot of what has passed for 
U.S. Darfur policy in the last three years has been 
hot air…But hot air can make a difference too, when 
we are dealing with a government in Khartoum that 
has been on the receiving end of U.S. cruise 
missiles…When you are dealing with the U.S., you 
need to pay attention to what its leaders say. Hot air 
also makes a difference to inexperienced but heady 
young rebel leaders.26 

 
Although de Waal’s comments concern the war in Sudan, 
his point can also apply to sexual violence: when powerful 
players speak up, people tend to listen.  They listen 
especially when they know that the players have followed 
through on threats in the past and may not hesitate to do 
so again.  The fact remains that the United States is in an 
excellent position to intimidate perpetrators of violence.  
The remainder of this paper therefore consists of a series of 
policy recommendations which a powerful country such as 
the United States would do well to examine and publicly 
support. 
 
The real battle for transitional justice occurs on the micro, 
not macro level.  An Amnesty International report27 
expressed victims’ desires that were echoed in countless 
other reports and articles:  
· To become economically independent 
· To reestablish their lives free from fear, stigma and 
discrimination 
· To access effective programs to ensure rehabilitation 
To ensure that they are protected from future crimes 
Transitional justice favors an approach based on victim’s 
rights.  The mechanisms that follow therefore address the 
unique nature of sexual violence, the effect it has on a 
victim, and the shortcomings of traditional transitional 
justice mechanisms.  They embrace a broader concept of 
justice.  Beyond obtaining an indictment, the concept of 
justice presented here addresses every injury, with the goal 
of allowing the victim to live as a normal human being in 
her community. 

 
Harms-based notion of victim   
The harms-based notion of victim is a framework for 
designing reparations programs.  It can be embraced at all 
levels of program and project design, from host 
government to UN agencies.  Traditionally, crimes are 
defined in terms of rights: if a person has the right to 
certain property and another person tries to steal it, the 
accused is charged based on violating property rights.  
Likewise, people have the right to be free from aggression; 
therefore, laws exist against assault.  Women and men are 
protected from sexual assault under this premise. 
 

Not all ramifications of a crime can be defined in traditional 
legal terms, however.  For example, when a woman’s 
husband is disappeared or executed, she loses security and 
financial support, not to mention companionship.  There is 
no right to not be widowed – however,  the widow is still 
harmed by the loss.  The concept of the harms-based 
notion of victim is that by focusing on the harm inflicted, it 
is easier to identify victims who should participate in 
reparations schemes “by bringing to the fore the 
interrelatedness of the harms and the ways in which the 
diffuse nature of harms affects women specifically.”28  The 
harms-based notion enables identifying whom to target not 
only for reparations but for reintegration and reconciliation 
as well, because violence affects both the victims and their 
families and communities.  All must be included in efforts to 
heal and move forward. 

 
Prosecution in domestic courts   
A disturbing number of isolated and uneducated women do 
not know that rape is a crime: “Many women in Burundi are 
unaware that there should be legal consequences for rape 
and may not report it because they do not regard the police 
and judiciary as primarily responsible for such 
investigations and prosecutions.”29  In order for prosecution 
to happen, any transitional justice program must include 
victim education in its agenda.  Understanding the law also 
empowers victims to have more control over their 
destinies; they know what to fight for and they know when 
the judicial system is failing them.   
 
Given the social stigma associated with sexual violence, 
however, one may wonder if victims would even step 
forward.  Perhaps surprisingly, there are still victims who 
wish to prosecute.  A victim in Burundi, speaking on behalf 
of many others, expressed that “she would have liked to 
have received medical treatment and pressed charges 
against the perpetrator.”30  Pressing charges can be 
demoralizing, however, if the judicial system is unable or 
unwilling to prosecute the case.  In response, international 
NGOs in Burundi are working to reform the justice 
system.31  NGOs in other parts of Africa would be wise in 
replicating this model by providing the assistance necessary 
to establish competent, independent and impartial national 
courts that recognize the need for a gender-specific 
approach to justice.   
 
Likewise, courts and local officials must be incentivized to 
enforce their laws against sexual violence.  Too often, local 
government officials ignore the law, are unaware of the 
prosecutions process, or do not have the motivation to 
either become involved or to assist victims.32  If these 
officials increased the rate of prosecution in sexual violence 
cases, their behavior would send a strong message to 
future criminals.  
 
Using gender-specific tactics in truth commissions 
Women’s groups must participate in the drafting of truth 
commission mandates to ensure that women’s experiences 
are represented.  In the early history of truth commissions, 
this was not the case.  In Argentina (report published in 
1984) and Chile (1991), for example, the gender aspect of 
truth seeking was never considered.33  The Guatemalan 
commission (1999), however, showed a shift in 
perspective:  

 
“Truth” is understood as emerging from particular 
contexts where some perspectives and experiences 
have been excluded from dominant understandings 
of the historical record, then situating truth in the 
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dynamics of gender may be an effort to demystify 
received truths and make space for new truths that 
have been marginalized in the public sphere.34 

 
East Timor’s truth commission (2005) built upon these 
innovations through gender-specific approaches to the 
problems of women’s illiteracy, inability to secure necessary 
documentation, and fear of social stigma.  The commission 
linked services to women with services to children such as 
medical care and in doing so, it accomplished two goals. 35  
First, it masked the connection between sexual violence 
survivors and accessing services, because mothers seek 
services for their children regardless of whether or not they 
themselves are victims. In the privacy of a clinic, no one 
knows what services a medical practitioner administers or 
to whom.  Second, linking services to children served to 
lure women to treatment since many women take better 
care of their children than themselves.  While this method 
does not address childless women, it does affect a 
significant portion of the victim population.  The 
commission took the further step of earmarking 50 percent 
of reparations funds for women.36 
 
Although the truth commissions of East Timor and 
Guatemala have set strong examples to guide future 
commissions, further improvements need to be made. 
Firstly, truth commission mandates should identify the 
inclusion of appropriate mental health professionals whose 
expertise can be used to find the least painful way for 
victims to share their accounts.  This may involve allowing 
a victim to speak with anonymity, counseling her as she 
speaks, or allowing the victim to prepare a statement that a 
commission member reads in her place.  Truth commissions 
should continually and actively challenge themselves to find 
innovative ways to enable victims to leave a commission 
feeling heard and safe.  
 
Reparations in accordance with victims’ preferences  
Reparation is an important aspect of transitional justice, 
which focuses on the recognition of victims’ rights and the 
harms suffered.  Reparation can include any combination of 
the following: “restitution, compensation for harm, and 
rehabilitation in mind, body and status.  Measures to satisfy 
victims, such as revealing the truth, holding perpetrators 
accountable, and ceasing ongoing violations are also steps 
that can have a reparative effect.”37  While governments 
sometimes provide reparations, those in a post-conflict 
situation generally cannot afford to do so.  In these cases, 
both the UN and NGOs can step in to offer funding.38 
 
Reparation, when administered correctly, responds directly 
to victims’ needs.  The best way to represent these needs is 
to include local women’s advocacy groups in the process.  
As mentioned above, however, these groups are often 
overly burdened with present concerns, such as advocating 
for the protection of women from harm and participating in 
legislative reforms.  These groups should therefore be 
appropriately funded so as to ensure that they have 
sufficient resources to address all needs. 
 
When asked about the types of reparations that female 
victims prefer, responses across countries and cultures 
followed a similar pattern: they asked for services to meet 
their basic needs, not just for themselves but for family 
members as well.39  In contrast, they were less inclined to 
ask for compensation over lost property or lost 
opportunities from injury or death.  In other words, victims 
appear to be primarily present and future oriented.  Their 
needs are so immediate that they are less concerned with 

the justice of the past than survival in the present and 
future. 
 
Employing this “future-oriented notion of rehabilitation or 
reintegration”40 is therefore well suited to female victims.  
It embraces the complexity of their situations where a 
justice-oriented philosophy cannot effectively quantify the 
victim’s loss.  How does one calculate the inability to 
participate in society or access medical services?  How does 
one quantify years spent living in forced prostitution?  Even 
if a court could name a sum and award it, the money still 
would not address the many problems facing victims of 
sexual violence.  Social and medical services, on the other 
hand, could fill this gap.  Reparations directly linked to 
rehabilitation can significantly assist a victim over the long 
term. 
 
Rehabilitation 
As discussed previously, victims of sexual violence are in 
need of rehabilitation services to care for their physical and 
psychological trauma.  The problem is that these services 
are often not considered a priority when a society is 
rebuilding itself after a war.  As a result, these women 
cannot effectively rejoin society and their absence prevents 
the society from recovering fully.  It is commonly 
understood that women’s progress is linked to social and 
economic development.  To stabilize societies in transition, 
the needs of sexual violence victims must become a 
priority.  Both emergency and long-term assistance must 
be available to them in the form of psychological and health 
services.41   
 
Rehabilitation services can be identified and implemented in 
a number of ways.  First, a truth commission can outline 
these services in the recommendations section of its report.  
Absent a truth commission, UN agencies and NGOs (both 
international and domestic) can step up to recommend and 
fund them.  While it is ideal for governments to take 
responsibility for the care of its citizens, the reality of 
societies in transition is such that these governments likely 
do not have the funds to do so, which increases the 
dependence on donors. 
 
Health care providers must keep in mind an additional 
dimension of their work: documenting crimes.  War-torn 
societies often lack the evidence they need about sexual 
violence because no medical records of the attack are kept 
when a victim seeks care.  In order to pave the way for 
successful future justice mechanisms, be they truth 
commissions, domestic prosecution, or any other, NGOs 
should consider their role in documenting history and 
enabling prosecution. 

 
Reintegration   
“They tolerate us here but we are not really 
welcome…Where we are now, no one really speaks to us; 
we have no house and no land to farm,”42 commented one 
former Sierra Leonean rebel wife, in regards to remaining in 
the town where she was abducted because of her inability 
to return home.  Another said the following of trying to 
return to her village after the war: “I returned to Bo in 
2004 and 2006…People in the community call me a rebel.  
Few people will talk to me.  I need food, shelter, and 
medicine now.”43 
 
Reweaving the social fabric of post-conflict societies may be 
the most important goal of transitional justice. It is a 
daunting task, however, when a significant portion of the 
population has been marginalized. Villages cannot return to 
life when its members live in exile or are shunned locally. 
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Families cannot thrive when sisters, daughters, and 
mothers are missing. When victims of sexual violence raise 
their children as outcasts, existing gaps in social networks 
are only widened as a generation is refused participation in 
society. Recovering governments must make reintegration 
a priority for victims. 
 
Government recognition of this principle has already been 
demonstrated through a commitment to disarmament, 
demobilization and reintegration (DDR) programs, which 
are considered essential aspects of post-conflict society 
rebuilding. It is widely understood that soldiers need 
assistance in order to become contributive members of 
society.  They particularly need help if they committed 
atrocities in or near their homes, regardless of whether 
their actions were voluntary or coerced (such as the Lord’s 
Resistance Army on Northern Uganda).  The hatred and 
fear created by the violence they enacted upon their 
villages may lead village members to shun the soldiers 
upon their return.  To respond to these issues, DDR 
programs have been implemented in every country 
mentioned in this article, as well as Cote d’Ivoire, Liberia, 
Afghanistan, and Haiti, among many others. 

 
Strengthen and fund women’s groups   
Women’s NGOs provide two essential functions: they 
provide services directly to women and they represent 
women’s needs to decision makers. Their role is therefore 
critical in improving a rape victim’s chance of living a 
normal life. These groups must be present when 
transitional justice mechanisms are established in order to 
ensure that the gender dimension is included. Female 
victims need an organization to lobby for their interests. 
 
They also need local NGOs to provide services such as 
psychological support, medical care, and vocational 
training.  Local organizations are preferable to international 
groups in that women can communicate with NGO 
employees in a language and cultural environment that is 
common to them both.  In addition, these employees are 
likely to have lived through the same war as the victims, or 
even to have suffered the same violence.  They can provide 
a deeper level of empathy than someone who does not 
share a similar experience of violence. 
 
An example of such an NGO is Democratic Republic of 
Congo’s Empowering Hands, a community-based support 
group formed in 2004.44  Composed of survivors of sexual 
violence, Empowering Hands uses music and dance 
performances to serve both as therapy and as fund-raising 
for its activities.  More than 2000 former abductees have 
benefited from the organization’s psychological services and 
job training.  Their most compelling service, however, is 
community education: Empowering Hands organizes village 
discussions to raise awareness about child abduction so 
that villagers can understand the reality that rebel wives 
have lived.  This type of activity is critical to changing 
public perception about victims of sexual violence and is 
well-suited to the local nonprofit sector due to its 
knowledge of specific domestic issues.   
Also based in the DRC, Synergie des Femmes pour les 
Victimes des Violences Sexuelles (SFVS) coordinates local 
human rights and women’s organizations to provide health 
care for victims.  SFVS helps identify survivors, provides 
moral and psychosocial support and refers patients as 
necessary to local hospitals.45  Providing funding and 
technical support to local NGOs such as this may be one of 
the most effective ways to reintegrate victims into society.  
Not only is the victim rehabilitated, but the NGO can serve 

as a tool to enhance the education level of society as a 
whole. 

 
State-sponsored campaign to reduce stigma of sexual 
violence   
Just as popular perceptions of rape have shifted in the West 
over the past fifty years, we can expect to see changes in 
the popular perspectives held in African societies in 
transition.  National governments should make a point of 
publicly expressing that victims must not be blamed for the 
crimes that they have suffered.  These statements may 
take the form of a marketing campaign that includes 
statements from public officials in support of the campaign.  
The government of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
embarked on such a tactic in March of 2008.  The DRC 
Ministry of Gender, Family and Child partnered with the 
United Nations Population Fund to launch a campaign with 
the theme “Sexual Violence: Together, let us say NO to 
shamed silence for the dignity of Congolese.”  Using radio 
and TV programs, processions of motor vehicles and 
marches, conferences in schools, and video forums, the 
campaign is seeking to popularize laws on sexual violence 
and to support the current governmental policy of “Zero 
tolerance for sexual violence.”46 
 
Despite their often conservative nature, African societies 
have the capacity to change.  Following the brutal war in 
Sierra Leone, some community leaders came to understand 
that girls who had intercourse against their will were not to 
blame.  In one village, the chief and mammy queen 
explained to the village that raped girls were in no way 
responsible for the atrocities committed against them.47 It 
was an extraordinary development for community leaders, 
the keepers of the village’s cultural values, to express that 
a fundamental belief about women and girls was incorrect.  
Not only that, the leaders advocated that members’ 
perception and resulting behavior had to change.  
Governments would do well to pay heed to this type of 
village-level success when designing state-wide rape 
education campaigns.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In order for the life of a female victim of wartime sexual 
violence to return to normal, she must be provided 
rehabilitation and acceptance back into her community.  
The path to rehabilitation, though costly, is relatively clear: 
the victim needs psychological and medical services, access 
to prosecution, the ability to earn a livelihood, and 
participation in community life.  The path to community 
acceptance, however, is more challenging and complex 
because it involves changing culture. 

In March of 2007, women’s rights advocates and 
activists convened in Nairobi to draft the Nairobi 
Declaration on Women’s and Girls’ Right to a Remedy and 
Reparation.48  This document recognizes the responsibility 
of national governments in providing reparation, invites 
women and girls to participate in related decision-making 
processes, and demands a gender-specific approach to 
transitional justice.  In addition, the declaration outlines 
key aspects of reparations for women and girls that call 
attention to the sources of discrimination and the ways in 
which truth commissions can embrace women’s 
experiences.  This document was signed by NGOs from 
Africa, Latin America, Southeast Asia, Europe, and the 
United States.  It is a sign of promise that advocates across 
the globe are unified in their goals for female victims of 
sexual violence. 
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More significantly, the signatories demonstrate that local 
NGOs are receiving international support for their goal of 
improving women’s welfare in transitional societies.  The 
NGOs returned home to continue representing women’s 
interests at truth commissions, in reparations schemes, and 
the like.  With funding, they will be able to reach out to 
local community leaders and educate them about sexual 
violence.  In conjunction with the leaders, they can 
encourage communities to accept exiled and shunned 
women. 
 

Since the Akayesu prosecution in Rwanda, new ground is 
being broken in finding justice for women who have 
suffered sexual violence.  International prosecutions have 
increased, truth commissions have found ways to include 
women, and reparations schemes are beginning to earmark 
funds for women.  While each element plays a role in 
achieving justice, a holistic perspective based on the 
women’s wishes and local NGO participation should guide 
programming.  Although change may come at a painfully 
slow rate, it does in fact come, and therein lies our capacity 
for hope. 
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