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VOICELESS VICTIMS

Addressing the Fear of Reporting Sexual Abuse

PERSPECTIVE ARTICLE BY ARCHANA MV

Sexual abuse is an incredibly
traumatic experience, and
expecting immediate
reactions from victims can
be unrealistic, especially
when they may not fully
comprehend what is
happening. Many victims, in
an attempt to cope, choose
silence, often trying to deny
the incident altogether. This
silence, however, does not
erase the trauma, which can
profoundly impact future
relationships, self-esteem,

and overall well-being.

Data from surveys, such as
those reported by Stop
Street Harassment, reveal
that a significant number of
individuals who experience
harassment/abuse never
report it. This widespread
silence affects people
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across various regions and

demographics, perpetuating

the cycle of abuse as

unreported cases mean
perpetrators may continue
their harmful behavior

unchecked. Fear plays a crucial
role in this silence, as victims
often worry about judgment
from others, the possibility of
not being believed, or the
repercussions of speaking out.
These fears are compounded
by societal pressures and
expectations. Feelings of

shame, concern about
damaging personal or family
reputation, and the desire to
avoid dishonor contribute to
the reluctance to report. In
workplace harassment cases,
the fear of job loss or self-
blame adds another layer of

complexity.

For some victims, these fears
can lead to severe emotional
suicidal

distress, including

thoughts. The internal conflict

of not being able to defend
oneself during the assault and
the perceived failure to act can
result in profound feelings of
shame and  worthlessness.
Silence after trauma is often
linked to cognitive dissonance-
the inner conflict between the
victim’s sense of self and the
reality of the assault. This
dissonance can cause intense
feelings of shame and self-
further

blame, discouraging

victims from speaking out.
These personal struggles are
intensified by larger systemic

issues and societal attitudes.

Societal norms frequently place
undue responsibility on
individuals, particularly women,
their

to protect honor,

fostering a victim-blaming
culture that can deter survivors
from seeking help. In many
cultures, victims are unfairly
stigmatized, with their worth
tied to sexual purity rather than

their inherent humanity. The
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lack of accessible mental
health resources exacerbates
survivors’ isolation. Many
struggle to find safe spaces to
share their experiences without
fear of retribution or further
shame. Systemic barriers, such
as bureaucratic delays and
resistance from institutions or
individuals who benefit from
maintaining the status quo, also
prevent meaningful support
survivors,

their

and justice for
further  perpetuating
silence and suffering.

Tonic Immobility (T1), a

common response  during
extreme fear in rape, highlights
the immediate and devastating
effects of trauma. Tl occurs
when victims feel immobilized
to fight back,

illustrating the complex nature

and unable

of victim responses.
Understanding Tl underscores
the need for sensitive support

and intervention.

Research indicates that while
studies often focus on women,
men also experience significant
levels of sexual harassment and
Male

heightened stigma and have

abuse. victims face

fewer resources available,

making it even more
challenging for them to come
forward. The misconception
that men cannot be victims,
societal

combined with

expectations of masculinity,
further silences their voices.
This lack of recognition and
support exacerbates the
challenges male victims face in
seeking justice and healing.

Social media activism and
public protests have played a
crucial role in raising awareness
about sexual abuse. These
platforms allow survivors and
advocates to share their stories
and demand justice, drawing
attention to specific cases and
pressuring authorities to act.

However, the impact of these
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movements can be limited by

their transient nature.
Sustained progress requires
ongoing legal reforms,

educational initiatives, and

robust support for survivors.
Creating a cultural shift to
address sexual abuse involves a
comprehensive approach.
Policy reforms should focus on
strengthening legal protections
for survivors, closing loopholes,
and providing robust support

services.

Laws that criminalize victim-
blaming and enforce stricter

penalties for sexual violence

can signal a societal
commitment to change.
Educational efforts must

include comprehensive sex

education that promotes
consent, gender equality, and
healthy relationships,
integrated into schools,
colleges, and workplaces.

Training on sexual harassment

and bystander intervention can

help create environments
where abuse is recognized and

addressed early.

Community support systems
are vital in providing accessible
crisis centers, hotlines, and
counselling services. Creating
safe spaces for open dialogue
within communities can help
dismantle the stigma
associated with rape and

sexual abuse, fostering a

culture of empathy and
support.

Imagine a world where
everyone, regardless of gender,
safe and

feels genuinely

respected, free from

harassment and violence. In
this vision, survivors receive
compassion and justice, and
societal

norms no longer

tolerate or trivialize abuse.
Achieving such a world requires
addressing deep-rooted

societal issues, including
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patriarchal beliefs and power and collective efforts can lead
imbalances. While creating this to a society where safety and
ideal future is complex and respect are universal.

challenging, persistent

True empowerment comes not
from celebrating accomplishments
but from creating a world where
every individual can speak up
against sexual abuse without fear
or shame
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