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Classical perspectives on sexualized torture are 
being increasingly challenged by contemporary 
debates informed by emerging claims 
(Mendez, 2016; Sáez, 2016; Sifris, 2014). 
Gender-based analysis based on feminist 
and other theoretical approaches is needed 
to adequately address these. Arriving at a 
general framework for the reconceptualization 
of torture, and progressively widening the 
analytical scope of gender and torture, are 
priorities. Gender analyses of torture needs 
to encompass a broader range of phenomena, 
from rape and attacks on sexual integrity 
to any suffering inflicted on human beings 
that is intricately intertwined with gender 
(Jakobsen, 2014), including and not limited 
to discrimination against LGTBI persons,1 
genital mutilation, and the restriction of any 
of the broad range of issues under the frame 
of reproductive freedom, such as abortion and 
involuntary sterilization.2 

1	 Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex 
persons. The acronym ‘LGBTI’ encompasses a 
wide range of identities that share an experience 
of discrimination due to their sexual orientation 
and/or gender identity.

2	 Here, gender analysis is conceived of as inclusive 
of gender mainstreaming as acknowledged by the 
UN (A/52/3) and seeks to go further by incorpo-

The push for a gender transformative 
rethinking of conceptual and analytical 
approaches to torture is accompanied by 
the need to develop specific tools to detect 
and assess sexual and gender-based torture 
(including the necessity for a reconsideration 
of gender perspectives on the Istanbul 
Protocol), to incorporate a feminist 
perspective in the rehabilitation of victims. 
This requires specific treatment approaches 
as well as holistic survivor-centered 
rehabilitation models that include access to 
high quality and comprehensive services. 
Services that support stigma reduction are 
particularly important. 

Our own desk review on all papers 
published in Torture Journal since 2006 
until 2018 showed a clear gender analysis 
gap: only 32% of papers included the word 
‘gender’ and 38% the word ‘female’ in any 
part of the text. In 84% of the cases, these 
mentions simply indexed the presentation 
of data disaggregated by sex. Only 4% 
of all the papers published in the Journal 
attempted a gender analysis. To help address 
this gap, the Journal circulated a call for 
papers on gender and torture that aligned 
with research priorities identified in our 

rating consideration of how gender inequalities 
are extended and maintained by incidents and 
circumstances of torture. 
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Delphi study (Pérez-Sales, Witcombe, & 
Otero, 2017). 

The response to this call has been 
encouraging. This issue features a collection 
of texts that highlight important aspects of 
sexualized and gender-based torture and 
provide reflections that contribute to framing 
the theoretical debate on the nature and 
scope of gender-based and genderized forms 
of torture. The Journal believes that even 
more research and reflection is necessary to 
adequately clarify and raise the terms of this 
debate and additional texts relevant to the 
topic are planned to appear in forthcoming 
issues. This current issue draws out key 
concepts that are important to making an 
impact, both on the debate and in practice. 

Some definitions
Here, sexual torture or sexualized torture 
refers to any intentional form of sexual-
related verbal, emotional or physical acts 
performed with the purpose of producing 
physical or psychological suffering to the 
person. Drawing on Merry’s (2011) notion 
of gender violence, gender-based torture is 
defined as torture whose meaning depends 
on the gender identities of the persons 
involved.3 In this regard there can be forms 
of torture against women, men, boys, or 
girls that are not forms of sexual torture 
but are gender-based. Expanding the concept 
to gendered torture or genderized torture 
emphasizes what is gendered about gender-
based torture, such as gender’s influence on 
the meaning and purpose of acts of torture, 
and torture’s role in maintaining gender 

3	 We recognize the distinction between biological sex, 
gender identity and sexual orientation. We include 
all of these under the broad term of gender-based 
in recognition of how the widespread policing and 
enforcement of binary and heteronormative gender 
norms shape patterns of torture. 

hierarchies as well as its relation to the 
experience, embodiment and performance 
of gender (Bumiller, 2010; Jakobson 2014).4 
Rape as an act of torture, a maximum 
form of aggression, is thus constituted by: 
an attack on the body whose limits are 
broken (sexual torture); an attack on the 
woman, man, or non-binary person in their 
gendered identity and possibly their sexual 
orientation (gender-based torture); and, a 
specific aim to demolish the human being 
by using multilevel (i.e. macro, meso, micro) 
gender-linked elements that make the person 
more vulnerable (genderized torture). All 
definitions include violence in the public 
or private domain when the State has not 
fulfilled its obligation to protect.

Governmental and non-governmental 
organizations have been criticised for using 
narrow legislative definitions of torture 
that do not necessarily apply the same 
nuanced gendered understandings of sexual 
and gender-based violence to the forms 
of torture that women and men are often 
subjected to, which risks resulting in a social 
silencing of sexual torture (Canning, 2016).5 

4	 The category of gender is intersected with other 
categories within hierarchies of power by which 
many women and members of other gender and 
sexual minorities suffer the combination of mul-
tiple forms of discrimination to configure social 
stratification (Nash, 2008). Intersectionality is 
the critical insight that gender, sexuality, race, 
class, ethnicity, nation, ability, age, and other el-
ements of identity operate not as unitary, mutu-
ally exclusive entities, but rather as reciprocally 
constructing phenomena (Collins, 2015). Alinia 
(2013) provides a good example of this kind of 
application of intersectionality in her analysis of 
violence against women in the context of politi-
cal conflict. 

5	 Canning (2016) uses the phrase ‘sexually tor-
turous violence’ to refer sexual violence that is 
torturous in nature in relation to its degradative 
objectives and effects but does not fall under the 
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The terms we have put forward therefore 
help to amplify and advance definitions of 
sexual violence and gender-based violence 
routinely used by global mental health and 
humanitarian actors (IASC, 2015; UN, 
1993; WHO, 2018) and provide foundational 
conceptual grounding for analysis and action 
in the specific domain of torture.

Lack of data
In Goodman & Bandeira's (2014) literature 
review on gender and torture, they identify 
a dearth of research, particularly around 
gender difference on three topics: 1) 
susceptibility or vulnerability of women to 
torture victimization; 2) the prevalence and 
impact of sexual torture and violence by 
gender; 3) the susceptibility or vulnerability 
to developing or reporting psychiatric 
illnesses following torture, disaggregated 
by gender, and relatedly, coping strategies 
after torture. They also challenge the notion 
that sexual torture is more prevalent among 
women, citing the fact that there has not yet 
been enough documentation of the extent of 
torture among men as well as the glaring lack 
of data regarding sexual torture (in its wider 
concept, not limited to rape) among men 
(see also Sivakumaran (2007) for a review). 
Furthermore, they put forth the view that 
the paucity of data on gender and torture 
precludes any firm conclusion regarding 
an association between sexual torture and 
psychiatric disorders, however, they note 
some anecdotal data that suggests that men 
who experienced sexual torture in the form of 
rape may have increased rates of psychiatric 

UN Convention’s definition in relation to either 
state accountability or obtaining information. 
Under the definitions put forth above, sexual 
tortuous violence would be encompassed under 
sexual torture or sexualized torture. 

disorder (Peel, 2004). Their Delphi study of 
18 worldwide experts shows a richness of 
results emphasizing that each sexual torture 
survivor case should be seen as unique and 
that generalizations were dangerous.

Understanding gender oppression
Sexual and gender-based torture can be 
fully understood only in relation to the 
sociocultural systems and contexts that 
give it meaning (see Scheper-Hughes & 
Bourgois, 2004). It is closely linked to “the 
social cultural imaginaries of order and 
disorder; … far from being an interruption 
of the ordinary, is folded into the ordinary” 
(Das, 2008, p. 283). Beyond the institutional 
spaces of secret prisons, detention centers, 
camps, and raids, the palpable effects of 
sexualized and genderized torture can be 
studied in ordinary community, family, 
and personal life, particularly in relation to 
oppression. 

Oppression6 can be defined as an 
enclosing structure that harms members 
of a social group while members of other 
privileged corresponding social groups 
benefit from the harm suffered by those 
oppressed. In her classical text, Frye (1983) 
has compared oppression as the situation of 
a bird in a cage:

"The living of one’s life is confined and 
shaped by forces and barriers which are 
not accidental or occasional and hence 
avoidable, but are systematically related 
to each other (…). It is the experience 
of being caged in: All avenues, in every 
direction, are blocked or booby trapped."

6	 Coercion is defined as forcing someone to do 
something against his or her will, to compel an 
act against one’s will (Pérez-Sales, 2017). There 
is awareness of the pressure. In Opression this is 
not necessarily so, and the oppressed person may 
not be aware of their situation.
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At the intersection of oppression and gender, 
patriarchy appears as a system of social 
structures and practices, observed in social, 
political, and economic spheres, in which 
men dominate, oppress, and exploit women 
(Walby, 1990). Those who do not conform 
to norms of masculinity and femininity or 
heteronormative patterns of gender identity 
and sexual orientation face rejection and 
discrimination.

Taking an ecological approach to 
oppression and patriarchy with a focus on 
women, we can parse the social world into 
multiple layers of oppression that affect 
women in most countries and cultures (East 
and West) at the macro, meso, and micro 
levels. Although some examples of this are 
concrete, delineating between where these 
levels start and end and understanding how 
they interact, conflict and intermesh is both 
theoretically and empirically challenging. 
Nonetheless, the following is frequently 
observed. 
•• The State restricts full citizenship for 

women.
•• The over-whelming majority of powerful 

economic and social positions in 
hierarchies are occupied by men. The 
majority of politicians are men, who rule 
the State, consciously or unconsciously, 
according to their own patriarchal 
preconceptions. Especially relevant is 
that the coercive force of the military 
and the police is mostly, if not entirely, 
controlled by men.

•• Kin rules, in places where ethnicity and 
kinship determine social structure and 
hierarchy, prescribe submissive roles and 
relationships for women and exclude or 
punish dissidents.

•• Family roles restrict women’s 
differential possibilities of power, 
personal development, and exercise of 
free will and control over one’s life. In 

its extreme form, men control women 
via family systems through conceptions 
of ownership, whereby a woman, 
like other possessions, is seen as an 
extension of a man.

•• In many cultures and religions, family 
and social symbolism links collective 
honor to women’s purity, virginity, 
chastity, and loyalty to male members 
of their group, and operates as a system 
of control, involving monitoring and 
physical or psychological punishment 
in the name of honor.7 Female genital 
mutilation, virginity examinations and 
so-called honor killings are part of this 
system. A variant of these dynamics of 
control play out through the appellation 
to family and social moral codes or rules 
for decision-making regarding which 
types of misbehaviour deserve which 
types of punishment, with different 
rules for men and women. The entire 
social and political system (including 
institutions such as school, media, and 
the judiciary among others) reinforces 
these oppressive dynamics.

•• Finally, as some authors from the Global 
South point out, cultural discrimination 
by men and women from Western 
countries casts women from African 
or Middle Eastern countries as passive 
victims of all of the above (Adichie, 
2014; Akul, 2017).

This patriarchal system of oppression 
is fluid and operates in a dialogical and 
intricate way that makes intervention 
complex. Intervention against local forms 

7	 Purity-fueled forms of oppression may shape the 
experience and expression of gender difference 
among women in the Middle East in particular 
ways that non-Middle Eastern women may not 
experience at all.
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of genderized torture can mean intervening 
against the ways that privilege is maintained 
for a social group. Where women’s honor 
is bound up with men’s masculinity and 
identity (which can be a form of oppression 
for both women and men), challenging 
genderized torture may mean challenging an 
entire family, cultural, and social structure. 

The idea of patriarchy also reveals the 
connective tissues “between large and small, 
subtle and blatant forms of racialized sexism, 
gendered misogyny, and masculinized 
privilege” (Enloe, 2017, pp. ix-x). It makes 
visible the linkages between the personal 
and the political. By drawing attention to 
inequalities across gender and sexuality, the 
lens of gender-based analysis encourages 
questioning of the social order and 
interrogation of inequalities that create the 
conditions for coercion and discrimination. 
This is important to our analysis because 
coercion and discrimination are central to 
any kind of torture.

If the aim of torture is to break the will 
of the person and demolish their identity, 
in sexualized and genderized torture, the 
torturer uses the system of rules and norms 
and the moral codes in a society linked to 
sexuality and gender to attack the individual. 
Accordingly, the analysis must take as point 
of departure the individual’s convictions 
about gender and its connection with 
dignity and honor. While the implications 
may be immediately evident in cases such 
as Castro-Castro (IACHR, 2008)  or Abu 
Ghraib (Fortin, 2008), nakedness or rape 
are not necessary conditions of sexualized 
or genderized torture: they are extreme 
forms of it. From this standpoint, forcing a 
Muslim woman to unveil in the presence of 
military men would be a form of genderized 
mistreatment. Accordingly, analyses of 
genderized torture are relevant to the 
situations of many persons across diverse 

cultures among whom honor and/or dignity 
are essential elements to structuring a sense 
of the self.

In genderized torture, the person is 
attacked through self-conscious emotions of 
humiliation, shame, and guilt. The severity of 
suffering and the long-lasting psychological 
damage have been repeatedly documented in 
literature (Koenig, 2013).

The legal contours
The definition of torture in the UN 
Convention against Torture specifically 
includes discrimination as a purpose that 
distinguishes ill-treatment from torture. 
Gender discrimination, thus, under certain 
conditions, can fulfil the criteria for torture 
(Amnesty International, 2001; Madrigal-
Borloz, 2017; Mendez, 2016; Redress & 
Amnesty International, 2011; Sáez, 2016). 
This is particularly pertinent to lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender rights activists 
that are seen as threatening the social or 
‘natural’ order and thus subjected to moral 
condemnation, exclusion and violence, 
including torture.  

Moving beyond discrimination, the State 
often interferes with the private lives of 
women by deciding on issues like abortion 
or sexual practices, particularly in Africa, 
East Asia and South America, and there is 
a debate on whether these practices could 
actually amount to torture (Mendez, 2016; 
Sifris, 2014; SRT, 2013). 

In General Comment #2, the Committee 
Against Torture established that: “Since the 
failure of the State to exercise due diligence 
to intervene to stop, sanction and provide 
remedies to victims of torture facilitates 
and enables non-State actors to commit 
acts impermissible under the Convention 
with impunity. The State’s indifference or 
inaction provides a form of encouragement 
and/or de facto permission. The Committee 
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has applied this principle to States parties’ 
failure to prevent and protect victims 
from gender-based violence, such as rape, 
domestic violence, female genital mutilation 
and trafficking” (para 7 p. 2). Additionally, 
in December 2010, the United Nations 
General Assembly adopted the United 
Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women 
Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for 
Women Offenders (Bangkok Rules) which 
addressed the specific needs of women in 
detention and the Subcommittee for the 
Prevention of Torture report on Prevention 
of torture and ill-treatment of women 
deprived of their liberty (SPT, 2016). 

Istanbul Protocol: Gender perspectives 
in the forensic documentation of 
torture
The Istanbul Protocol (OHCHR, 2004) 
comes up short in its consideration of 
gender in relation to its categorization and 
list of torture methods, which includes 
“forced nudity, sexual violence on genitals 
and sexual abuse and rape8 (partial or 
complete penetration with genitals or 
objects)” (Para 145 p. 29). It also uses the 
word “sodomy” to refer to anal penetration 

8	 Interestingly, the International Rwanda Chamber 
Trial Rwanda (ICTR) in Prosecutor vs Akayesu, 
considered rape as torture and defined it as “a 
physical invasion of sexual nature, committed on 
a person under circumstances which are coer-
cive” (Akayesu, case # ICTR 96-4-T. Para 598, 
688; Sept 2, 1998). The Chamber choose the 
word “invasion” rather than “penetration” be-
cause it expands the concept of rape and it is in-
clusive of violence against all gender options. The 
definition refers to the act of rape while at the 
same recognizing the diversity of embodied rape 
experience as well as the relentless embodied re-
sistance among some survivors. It is the intend to 
use rape for such purposes as punishment, con-
trol, humiliation, degradation or discrimination 
that defines the crime. 

(i.e. para 99 p. 21; para 215 p. 41). Sexual 
torture, in the Istanbul Protocol, is related 
to “cultural taboos” (para 216 p. 41), a 
concept that does not link identity to gender 
aspects and to genderized torture. Using 
fear of losing virginity or threats of not being 
able to marry (both a common consequence 
of sexual torture in certain societies) are 
forms of genderized torture and go far 
beyond breaking cultural taboos. They can 
constitute a threat to the entire public life 
project of a woman. Genderized torture 
(and its associated psychological suffering 
and consequences) can only be documented 
and fully understood for forensic purposes 
in the overall context of the intersectional 
analysis of the structures of oppression and 
power that women disproportionately suffer, 
including but not limited to by partner, 
family, kinship, religion, ethnicity, society, 
and law. 

The Sepur Zarco case in Guatemala, 
where a group of indigenous women 
denounced sexual slavery by the military 
more than 20 years after the events 
(UNAMG, 2011), is an example that 
demonstrates how the concept of sexual 
torture falls short when analyzing and 
documenting women’s experience of torture 
in relation to gender (Impunity Watch, 
2017). In the Sepur-Zarco case, there is a 
complex intersectional mixture of elements 
(i.e. poverty, ethnicity, negative family and 
community attitude, military power and 
fear, legal requirements) that must be taken 
into consideration to fully account for the 
subjective experience of torture and rape in 
a forensic assessment of torture.

The methods used to torture victims 
vary by gender. A genderized perspective 
goes beyond this fact. Given that torture 
targets basic physical and psychological 
human needs in order to break the will, 
a genderized perspective makes way for 
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an exploration of the logic behind the 
gender difference in the treatment of 
torture victims. One obvious explanation 
is that most torturers are men and that the 
sadistic component of torture is enacted 
differently on men and women based on 
men’s conceptions of what causes pain 
for male and female bodies. However, this 
reasoning is too simplistic and does not take 
a comprehensive enough view of torture 
(Genefke & Vesti, 1998). For example, it 
is alleged that the process of efficaciously 
breaking a person requires some knowledge 
of the personal narrative of the victim as well 
as specific contextual expertise on culture 
and gender. From this perspective, gender 
difference in the use of torture methods 
is linked to the meaning of the person’s 
identity in relation to culturally patterned 
gender roles. 

Linking an analysis of gendered patterns 
of torture methods to a forensic genderized 
analysis of consequences is similarly 
illuminating. For many women, especially 
in societies where honor is relevant to self-
concept, rape constitutes an eclipse (see 
Cahill, 2001) or possible loss of inner self 
as linked to gendered ideals of purity and 
the socially imposed mandate to defend 
collective honor. For men among whom 
socially constructed ideas of what it means 
to be a man means being heterosexual, 
sexual torture is often associated with a 
fear of having become homosexual, in other 
words, of being degraded to not being 
a true man any more (Carpenter, 2006; 
Sivakumaran, 2007; Weishut, 2015). In 
certain contexts, for men for whom honor is 
dependent on the sexual purity of his wife, 
a man can likewise be degraded through 
his manhood by being subjected to the 
genderized torture of witnessing the rape of 
his wife. In each of these examples, sexual 
attacks to the body carry meaning that 

also attacks gender values and identities, 
including those that may be problematically 
bound up with gendered ideals that 
perpetuate discrimination and stigma.9 This 
is a dilemma. However, the International 
Forensic Expert Group has made it clear 
that state-sponsored homophobia, the 
policing and punishing of individuals 
on the basis of their sexual orientation, 
enacted through coercive anal examinations, 
“conducted almost exclusively on males 
in an effort to “prove homosexuality,” is 
considered in cruel, inhuman, and degrading 
treatment that is also possibly torture 
(Alempijevic et al., 2016). 

Gender analysis in reporting torture
This gender perspective is scarcely seen in 
reports documenting torture. An instructive 
example is the recent gender analysis of 
the eight Reports by the Independent 
International Commission of Inquiry on 
the Syrian Arab Republic10 (Bamber & 
Hemfrey, 2014). The authors show that 
the reports’ approach to taking a ‘gender 
perspective’ involves recording physical acts 
of torture and sexual violence along with 
information on the gender and age of the 
person attacked, but rarely refers to women 
outside of a purely sexual violence context. 
This very limited and unsatisfactory gender 
analysis approach reinforces the mainstream 
discourse that depicts women only as rape 

9	 As a case in point, Homero Flor Freire went to 
the Inter-American Court to challenge his sepa-
ration from the Ecuadorean army on the basis 
of his perceived sexual orientation, not because 
he took issue with discrimination on the basis of 
sexuality but because he wanted to make it clear 
that he was not gay (Inter-American Court on 
Human Rights. 2016).

10	 A Commission created by the UN Human Rights 
Council
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victims in war, thus compounding their 
invisibility in the global political economy 
of the war. A more acceptable gender 
perspective would include an analysis 
on where women’s capacity to act with 
free agency is hindered by the protracted 
violence of war. It would not depict women 
as passive victims, but would include a 
vulnerability-capacity analysis by gender.11 
A gender-approach would analyze the 
testimonies collected by the report including 
any action upon someone either because 
of, or to emphasize, their gender; this can 
include “anything from house raids where 
women’s underwear is taken, the separation 
of men and women at checkpoints, to the 
sexual assault of a person’s body, to the 
use of rape as a weapon in the conflict,” 
(Bamber & Hemfrey, 2014, p. 13) under 
the lens of gender. The only way this 
can be addressed is by interviewing both 
men and women with interview models 
that specifically addresses gender-related 
issues and a comprehensive analysis of 
the discourse, including, among other 
things, sexual related issues for both men 
and women. In this regard, Carpenter 
(2006) has specifically underlined the 
importance of collecting data on gender-
based violence against men (including 
sexual violence, forced conscription, and 
sex-selective massacre), and the urgent 
need for such violence to be recognized as 
such, condemned, and addressed by civilian 
protection agencies and proponents of a 
‘human security’ agenda in international 
relations. Men in their own right deserve 

11	 Creation of such an analysis might include an 
assessment of both vulnerability and coping ca-
pacity (for example see Nurius et al. 1992) across 
levels such as material, political/organizational, 
and motivational/attitudinal. 

protection against these abuses, particularly 
in those situations where civilian men are 
specifically vulnerable.

Practically speaking, consideration of 
the potential intersection of individuals’ 
and groups’ specific vulnerabilities, 
including gender vulnerabilities, can be 
used to improve the technical quality in 
the documentation of torture, including 
describing methods of discrimination, ill-
treatment and torture (an epidemiology 
of the oppressed), understanding pain, 
suffering and wider impacts, capturing 
nuances of intentionality and purpose, and 
re-thinking reparation policies. 

Gender and rehabilitation
Because emotions associated with experiences 
of sexualized and genderized torture bridge 
individual bodies, social bodies and the body 
politic (Scheper-Hughes & Lock, 1987), 
there is a need for a renewed investigation 
of the gendered mental health consequences 
of torture in ecological perspective. In 
genderized torture, the infliction of pain 
and suffering is linked to the meaning of the 
torture methods used in relation to gender 
identity and gendered hierarchies of power. 
When it comes to possibilities for healing and 
recovery, gender is also likely to matter in 
relation to making meaning of experiences. 
For example, a previous study with Rwandan 
women survivors of the extreme sexualized 
and genderized torture of genocide-rape 
found that making meaning through engaging 
in socially valued gendered roles and 
relationships, such as being a mother and 
joining associations of women genocide-rape 
survivors, could contribute to their capacity 
for resilience (Zraly & Nyirazinyoye, 2010, 
Zraly, Rubin, & Mukamana, 2013) . This 
is important because it implies that gender 
analysis is needed to develop appropriate and 
effective support to promote mental health 
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and psychosocial well-being among survivors 
of sexualized and gender-based torture. 

The concept of embodied experience 
is key for deepening our understanding 
of gendered experience of sexualized and 
genderized torture, meaning, and mental 
health outcomes. From the perspective of the 
body (Scarry, 1985), torture and pain have 
been theorized as “world-destroying” (p. 29). 
But it is also argued that this destruction 
is coupled with a human response to find 
meaning in the experience (Good, 1994). 
Some feminist theories conceive of bodies 
as always sexed and situated, involved in 
motion where by interior experience are 
simultaneously shaping and shaped by 
exterior sociocultural contexts of meaning 
(Cahill, 2001; Braidotti 1994; Grosz, 1994; 
Irigaray, 1993). One implication of this idea 
for survivors of sexualized and genderized 
torture is that although their life trajectories 
may be limited by their individual internal 
psychological and emotional conditions as 
well as the external social, political, and 
economic conditions in which they find 
themselves, their pathways for recovery 
are indeterminate. Furthermore, while 
it is recognized that the State has a role 
in constructing affective experience and 
expression of torture, survivors’ embodied 
experience is important to interpreting if 
these affects are normal or psychopathological 
(Jenkins, 1991; Jenkins & Valiente, 1994).

Inspired by feminist analyses that direct 
our sensibilities toward domains of gender, 
embodiment, and meaning in recovery from 
sexual torture (Winkler, 1994), we seek to 
draw more attention to building knowledge 
about how and under which conditions 
some healing and recovery trajectories of 
survivors of sexual and genderized torture 
open while others close. Such knowledge is 
needed in order to advance the development 
of genderized approaches to rehabilitation 

and treatment. We also prioritize fostering 
more debate regarding the kinds of gender 
policies and gender budgets that would be 
needed in order to create conditions that are 
conducive to sexual and genderized torture 
survivors’ recovery and rehabilitation.

Moving ahead
The papers in this special section foreground 
the lives of women and men survivors 
situated in diverse postcolonial societies that 
are affected by multiple forms of political 
and structural violence embedded in systems 
of power, such as colonialism, imperialism, 
development and humanitarian projects, 
poverty, and social exclusion (Merry, 
2011). Some of these papers employed 
methods that strove to listen with care and 
compassion to the voices of sexual and 
genderized torture survivors to learn about 
their lives, health, and well-being from their 
own perspectives. Their experiences can be 
understood as part of locally and globally 
relevant continuums and histories of power, 
violence, discrimination, and gender change 
(see Lusby, 2017; Plesset, 2006). The 
intimate domains of the lives of women and 
men survivors situated in Iraq including the 
Kurdistan region, Nigeria, Afghanistan, Iran, 
Sri Lanka, and Rwanda are situated at the 
fore. By doing so, we aim to motivate an 
analytical focus on sexual and genderized 
torture towards survivors embodied 
identities, roles and statuses and away from 
disembodied coital, genital, and sexual sites 
(Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994). We advocate for 
the consideration of survivors’ experiences 
beyond the infliction of pain and suffering 
through violation of sexual and sexualized 
bodies, organs, and body parts. This helps 
to explicitly recognize both the inherent 
dignity of all persons and strengthens the 
value of intersectionality in the field of 
torture analysis. 
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The paper by Pearl Fernandes and 
Yvette Aiello uses the concept of gender-
based torture to bring attention to the issue 
of conflict related sexual torture against 
men as a weapon of war across history and 
geography with a focus on Tamil asylum 
seekers from Sri Lanka in New South 
Wales, Australia. An analysis of men torture 
survivor group psychotherapeutic sessions 
elicited rich qualitative data on trajectories 
from silence to healing, meaning-making, 
resilience, and therapeutic activism. In the 
therapeutic space of the group sessions, men 
survivors did not conform to the gendered 
expectations of men to remain silent about 
(sexual) torture experience and hold it in, 
and expressed the lack of freedom they 
face in everyday social life to do anything 
other than tolerate the pain and suffering. 
Tamil men’s self-processes in the “work of 
recovery” (Jenkins & Carpenter-Song, 2005) 
from sexualized and genderized torture 
seemed to involve the cultural symbolic 
complex of emotional expression of pain 
as womanlike, which shaped their available 
avenues for resilience and healing.

Grâce Kagoyire and Annemiek Richters 
explore the experience of children born from 
mothers who experienced the gender-based 
sexual torture of genocidal rape during the 
1994 genocide of the Tutsis in Rwanda 
using data gathered through a sociotherapy 
intervention. The findings suggest that both 
suffering and resilience are transmitted from 
mother to child, and that children born 
of genocidal rape face many of the same 
psychological, emotional, and social issues 
as children born to women who survived 
genocidal rape but who were not born of it 
themselves. However, those who were born 
of rape struggled to distance themselves from 
their fathers’ identity and over-identified with 
their mothers’ identity. Through the lens of 
gender-based sexual torture, the struggle of 

these children brings to light the complex 
mental health and psychosocial issues for the 
academic and (inter)national communities 
to help address. The tendrils of pain and 
suffering penetrate generations and people 
continue to experience their own heterogenous 
battles as they attempt to dislocate, reconcile 
and challenge the relationship between 
self-identity and those identities that others 
project on to them. Among the generation of 
genocide survivors, we need to think more 
about women as mothers who may bear the 
extra emotional work (Hochschild 1983) 
of mitigating the generational impacts of 
genocidal sexual torture on their children 
while they also heal from their experience. 

Looking at traditional healing strategies 
in Ilaje oil communities in Nigeria, Abosede 
Omowumi Babatunde found, as expected, 
that communities perceived that women were 
the majority of victims of both sexual and 
gender-based torture. While the findings from 
this study suggest that culturally-informed 
reconciliation rituals can be an effective 
component of supporting the recovery of 
sexual torture survivors, perhaps even more 
interestingly, they also indicate that gender 
may potentially be an important factor in 
patterning different local understandings of 
how the rituals might work to achieve healing. 
While men torture survivors associated 
positive effects of the rituals with victims’ 
capacity to forgive and socially accept 
perpetrators of torture, women torture 
survivors perceived that the rituals worked by 
provoking perpetrators of torture to express 
remorse for and acknowledgement of what 
they had done. This finding exemplifies the 
importance of applying a gender analysis 
perspective to expand our understanding 
of the significance of gender in relation to 
healing from sexual and genderized torture.

Christopher Einolf examines sexual 
torture through an analysis of testimonies 
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given by Iraqis who were tortured under 
the regime of Saddam Hussein between 
1973 and 2003. A coding scheme was 
used to analyze methods of sexual torture 
by gender, and findings revealed multiple 
forms of genderized torture. For example, 
women survivors of rape as torture saw 
themselves as unable to marry and wives 
and sisters of men prisoners were subjected 
to rape and threats of rape. These forms 
of sexual and genderized torture exploited 
socially ascribed gender roles and identities 
of both Iraqi men and women to inflict 
pain and suffering and erode family and 
social organization. 

Roghieh Dehghan’s paper highlights the 
dearth of research on the health impacts 
of sexual torture, drawing attention to the 
current horizon of visibility of the mental 
health implications of sexual and gender-
based torture. However, this review of 
the existing literature on torture among 
Afghan, Iranian and Kurdish refugees 
suggests that both gender and experience 
of sexual torture may be related to mental 
health outcomes among torture survivors, 
warranting further research. 

Finally Sahika Yüksel and colleagues 
provides us with a vivid example of how 
gender intersects with culture, war and 
poverty in their analysis of the difficulties in 
providing mental health support to refugee 
Yazidi women in Turkey. 

As a collection, these papers advance the 
field by helping to elucidate the nature of 
sexualized torture and gender-based torture, 
clarify culturally-relevant and gender-
transformative pathways of recovery among 
individuals, families and communities, 
and show the importance of conducting 
more research to build knowledge about 
how to better organize mental health and 
psychosocial supports in ways that are most 
therapeutic and healing for survivors. 

Research on sexual and gender-based 
torture in relation to mental health and 
psychosocial well-being is in its nascency. It is 
growing at an exciting time of new thinking 
in the wider field of activism to end sexual 
and gender-based violence. The #MeToo 
movement is currently enabling women in its 
majority privileged by class, race, ethnicity, 
and heteronormativity to start “talking back 
to the patriarchy” about the systematic 
gender inequalities that undergird widespread 
sexual and gender-based violence and 
coercion (Snitow, 2018). At the same time, 
strong critiques exposing lack of inclusivity in 
the movement reveal that speaking out about 
sexual and gender-based violence is not yet 
safe for most women living under extreme 
poverty and in conflict-affected countries, or 
women and men who are exposed to violence 
because of their skin color, sexual orientation, 
trans status, or/and class (Regulska, 2018). 
Amidst this conversation, we seek to exploit 
and exceed the limitations of patriarchy 
to garner increased academic and public 
attention on generating new forms of thought 
and action to more effectively respond to 
sexual and genderized torture in relation to 
rights to protection, rehabilitation, and health. 
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