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            You cannot step twice into the same river, for new waters there already flow.

            —Heraclitus
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            	I: The Weaponization of Sexual Violence

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Preface

         
         In the spring of 2023, I gave a speech at the Swedish Academy about Putin’s war on women. Inspired by its reception, I decided
            to expand this address into a book-length essay on how Russia has made misogyny a central tool of state power. In Ukraine,
            sexual violence forms an essential part of Russia’s ongoing genocide against Ukrainians. In domestic politics, misogyny is
            a tool used by the Kremlin to prevent women from rising to power, securing the position of the central government. In international
            politics, it is an instrument of Russian imperialism. All three spheres advance the most important of Putin’s aims—the consolidation
            and centralization of power.
         

         
         Since Russia no longer has an ideology like communism to export, the state uses misogyny masked as “traditional values” to
            find sympathetic allies but also to seed like-minded communities in Western society where equality remains a central value.
            The way Russia has instrumentalized misogyny poses a threat to the rights of women and minorities worldwide.
         

         
         Misogyny is a rhetorical tactic for weakening democracies and strengthening authoritarian regimes. Democracy crumbles without
            the participation of women, so what is most at stake is the future of humanity and the legacy we will leave behind for future
            generations.
         

         
         I have revisited these themes in my writing many times over the years, and every time I do, readers ask what can be done to remedy the situation. Russia’s history of impunity emboldens its war crimes. This cycle must be broken. Eastern Europe’s experience with two totalitarian regimes, Hitler’s Germany and the Soviet Union, was never integrated into the cultural memory of Europe as a whole. These problems persist because of indifference. Because people choose to look away. Because people outright downplay the level of understanding Eastern Europe has about Russia. Because oligarchs’ money is only too welcome in the West. 

         
         Don’t be indifferent. Don’t look away.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            I
The Weaponization of Sexual Violence

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Unless We Stop It Now, It Will Never End

         
         My great-aunt was not born mute. At the beginning of the second Soviet occupation of Estonia, she, only a child, was taken
            from her home for a night of interrogations. She never spoke again, at least not in any meaningful way. When she returned
            home the next morning, she appeared unscathed, but from then on the only two words to leave her lips were, “Jah, ära.” Yes, please don’t. Whatever the question, her answer remained the same: “Jah, ära.” She never married, never had children, never dated anyone.
            She lived out the rest of her days alone with her aging mother.
         

         
         I heard my great-aunt’s story when I was a child growing up in Finland, and although the adults spared us the details of the
            interrogation itself, everyone understood. Me included.
         

         
         Years later, I wrote my novel Purge and its precursor, a play of the same name, because I was tracking the progress of the Balkan war crime trials. I was frustrated
            by the fact that rape camps had been set up in the heart of modern Europe. But the initial impetus for Purge was my great-aunt’s story. What happened to her had been allowed to happen again, and today it is happening once more, once again in the heart of Europe. 

         
         My great-aunt never received justice. No one in my Estonian side of the family did. Family farms were lost, many died, and
            many were deported. Only two of my relatives managed to escape on ships heading west. Of course, no one expected justice during
            the occupation.
         

         
         After the collapse of the Soviet Union, however, everything changed. The Baltic states regained their independence and began
            the process of decolonization that is familiar to all former colonial possessions. In the Soviet Union, the study of history
            was strictly a political field—its purpose was to spread Soviet propaganda; after the occupation ended, research, science,
            culture, and the press were freed from this totalitarian yoke, and the public discourse naturally flourished as a result.1 Anyone could now speak openly and freely about the past. You could now study it, and you could discuss it in the light of
            day. Words regained meanings that corresponded to people’s experiences: you could talk about deportations as deportations
            and the occupation as an occupation. The investigation of Soviet-era human rights crimes began, but the USSR’s legal successor,
            the Russian Federation, had no interest in helping, let alone apologizing. Western countries did not meaningfully encourage
            Russia to undertake the process as they had done for Germany after World War II. Perhaps they didn’t consider it necessary
            because the crimes of the Soviet era were not deemed important enough—at least not as important as shaking hands with Putin
            or laundering blood money looted from the people by Russian oligarchs. Because these past crimes were overlooked, Russia’s
            illegal invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 caught the West by surprise.
         

         
         From an Estonian perspective, the war in Ukraine feels like a rehash of the 1940s, as if someone insists on pressing the replay button, because Russia is up to its old tricks. We have seen and experienced the same practices before: the terrorization of the civilian population, deportations, torture, Russification, propaganda, show trials, sham elections, victim-blaming, waves of refugees, cultural annihilation. However, the general astonishment of Western countries revealed that they are unfamiliar with the Russian imperialist playbook. And it is precisely this astonishment that demonstrates why past war crimes must be relitigated, why they must be investigated, and why they must become cemented into our cultural memory. Without an awareness of these crimes, we cannot recognize the warning signs. Although the history of other former colonial powers is a staple of Western curricula, Russia has yet to be interrogated through the lens of colonialism. The countries of the former Eastern Bloc, which make up half of Europe, experienced the rule of two different totalitarian systems. Yet even so, this experience remains to be recognized in the common narrative of the European continent; nor did it become a historical memory of Europe as a whole. 

         
         Memorializing these experiences is also a form of justice.

         
         When the slogan “never again” was repeated in the West after World War II, it rang hollow in the ears of all whose lives included
            Russian repression. Human rights violations and occupations did in fact continue after the fall of Hitler’s Germany, so the
            phrase seemed to mock the Eastern European ongoing experience. We found that we had no place in the cultural consciousness
            of the West.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Photograph
A Nation Is Destroyed by Destroying Its Memory

         
         On the wall of my study hangs a black-and-white photograph of my great-aunt from when she could speak. Her mother sits surrounded
            by her children, cradling the youngest in her arms. My great-aunt eyes the camera shyly, and my grandmother is only two years
            old. Everyone wears leather shoes made by their father. The backdrop is the yard of their home. It’s summer, peonies in full
            bloom. People who visit my office are never caught off guard by the picture, and there is no reason they should be—it resembles
            any other family portrait from the last century. There is no Estonian flag, or for that matter any other symbol of independent
            Estonia, which was forbidden during the Soviet period, but the photo was in fact taken during the time of the “liquidated
            state.” And that was enough to make it subversive.
         

         
         The picture didn’t arrive in Finland until the early 1990s, once Estonia had regained its independence, and we finally ventured to pack photos in our suitcases. We never would have dared while the Soviets remained in power, because of border checks. Old photos were included among the customs authorities’ extensive list of goods that could not be brought into or exported from the Soviet Union, so the attempted smuggling of the photo would have led to a volley of questions about why we had it and what the photo’s meaning was. No matter how carefully we answered, the result would have been the same: the picture would have been confiscated. For Estonian families, the Soviet occupation meant that pictures that could be interpreted as dangerous were removed from photo albums. They were destroyed, buried in the ground, or hidden behind wallpaper, as my family’s were, only to be brought out in trusted company. Remembering family history, loved ones, and the deceased was a private ritual in the Soviet Union. Those photos were how I got to know my family. They existed in those hidden photos and the stories that went along with them. That was what gave them a face. 

         
         This contrasted greatly with Finland, where I was born and went to school. In Finland, it is customary to take candles to the cemetery on memorial days, Christmas, and Independence Day. My Finnish grandfather was a veteran of Finland’s wars, and his twin brother a fallen hero. Those wars were also part of my family history, but the funeral candles lit on days of remembrance in Finland also reminded me of the ones we could honor only inside our own heads or among trusted company. The Finnish flags raised on Independence Day brought to mind the Estonian flag, which, like other symbols of the “liquidated state,” was prohibited, including the use of the flag’s blue, black, and white color scheme, even in abstract art. When, like other schoolchildren, I learned the Finnish national anthem to sing as the flag was raised, I was bothered because nothing like that was possible in Estonia under Soviet occupation. For my classmates, the opportunity to learn those words at school was taken for granted. On the other hand, even in Finland, we could not display symbols of independent Estonia. For Finland, the independent state of Estonia did not exist, since publicly, Finland toed the Soviet line. The Soviet government kept a close eye on Estonians abroad. Conduct that the Soviet Union judged improper would endanger relatives living in the Soviet Union. Even as a child, I understood that falling out of line would mean we could no longer enter the Soviet Union. I would never see my grandmother again. 

         
         The Soviet Union sought to erase the history of the territories it occupied, including visual documentation, and now Russia
            is doing the same in Ukraine. In addition to substituting teaching staff and Russifying the school curriculum, Russia is destroying
            Ukraine’s cultural heritage. It is plundering public institutions, like museums, where memory is preserved, and their private
            iterations, people’s homes. On the news, the world has been able to watch as Russian troops devastated entire cities in Ukraine.
            Cities full of people’s homes—homes teeming with memories and memorabilia. No memory is too insignificant for the occupier,
            because sometimes just one photo, just one story, can keep the history of an entire family alive. That’s why Russia has not
            set its sights just on art collections. Personal photos are also dangerous to Russia. They preserve memories of experiences
            that Russia wants expunged. They preserve memories of the victims of Russian crimes and of Ukraine as an independent nation.
         

         
         When the large-scale Russian invasion began, twenty-two-year-old Illia was at home in Kramatorsk. He decided to evacuate with his mother and sister by train. They had made it to the Kramatorsk train station when Russia began shelling the station, which was full of civilians. Sixty people died in the barrage, and 110 were wounded. Illia’s family survived. They tried to escape again, this time by car, but their journey was interrupted by a Russian checkpoint. On Illia’s phone, the soldiers found a picture of him celebrating Ukraine’s Independence Day by holding the Ukrainian flag. They also found a dating app for sexual minorities. 

         
         Illia was subjected to sexual violence by eight soldiers of the Russian Army. The soldiers recorded their actions.1 After weeks of torture, Illia was freed by the intervention of the Ukrainian Army. His only “crime” was that he had kept
            a memory on his phone.
         

         
         Today, in the internet age, it is not so easy to dispose of photographs as in Soviet times. But possessing the “wrong” images
            poses a risk, a threat, something that imperils loved ones, and thus retaining memories becomes dangerous and documentation
            is stigmatized. This risk alone is enough to suppress visual memory, an essential factor in the construction of identity.
            This kind of threat incentivizes people to delete photos from their phones and prevents them from sharing them until someone
            forces them to do so. Such a threat encourages people to clear their phone’s contacts, and sometimes to wipe them entirely.
            A friend of mine left Kyiv ten days after the start of the offensive, because he thought he would have to go through a Russian
            roadblock otherwise, and that scared him more than the bombings. However, he balked at the thought of proactively deleting
            the data and pictures from his phone, and even if he did wipe his phone, there was always evidence online. Many were trapped
            in Russian-occupied territory for precisely these reasons. They did not dare to try to get through the Russian checkpoints,
            like Illia from Kramatorsk and his family.
         

         
         Russia has succeeded in shaping people’s behavior and memory before. Occupation always involves a reversal in the moral paradigm:
            what used to be right and respectable becomes wrong and dangerous.
         

         
         My great-aunt, who grew up as a farmer’s daughter in western Estonia at the beginning of the last century, and Illia, a young man from Kramatorsk, were born in completely different worlds. Yet they shared an experience that changed their lives. Both were civilians. Both were subjected to violence by people acting under a mandate from Russia. 

         
         In public discussions about men and sexual violence, we still hear echoes of the age-old excuse that men cannot help themselves,
            that it’s in their nature. However, this is not the case. These actions occur because perpetrators can get away with them.
         

         
         The experiences of Illia and my great-aunt also share common motives. Russia has used this same weapon from one generation
            to the next, and for the same reasons: to degrade the targets, to break any resistance, and to assert Russian dominance, because
            these victims become a cautionary tale to others.
         

         
         Illia continues to live in independent Ukraine and is now undergoing psychological therapy. It is uncertain whether the perpetrators
            will ever be held accountable, but the fact that Illia has spoken publicly about his experiences will encourage other victims
            of sexual violence to speak out. In my great-aunt’s world, that was not possible. She could not watch interviews on TV or
            the internet that corroborated her experience. In that sense, the world has improved. Awareness that others have suffered
            like you have suffered eases self-recrimination. The victims are not at fault for this plight, which has been the fate of
            so many today and of so many generations before.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            A Blighted Plant
On the Documentation of Sexual Crimes

         
         Mikhail Romanov is a thirty-two-year-old father, husband, and soldier in the Russian Army. In the spring of 2022, he broke
            into a house in Brovary, Kyiv, and proceeded to kill the owner and rape the woman he had just widowed. The crime lasted for
            hours. The victim’s son, reportedly the same age as Romanov’s own child, was crying in the next room during the act.
         

         
         In May 2022, Romanov was charged in absentia in Ukraine for rape.1 The indictment was the first of its kind, but investigations into Russian atrocities were only just beginning. The forces
            that invaded Ukraine have waged a systematic campaign of sexual violence across the country, targeting civilians of all ages,
            regardless of gender.
         

         
         Outside observers and researchers have compared the nature of these crimes to the atrocities committed during the wars in
            Bosnia and Rwanda. Many of the rapes have been public. The Russian Army has committed its crimes in the streets or forced
            other members of communities to watch. Parents have been forced to watch the rapes of their children, children to watch the
            rapes of their parents. Some victims have been raped to death.
         

         
         Sexual violence traumatizes and disintegrates the bonds of entire communities and families for generations, and it can create deep changes in a region’s demographic structure. This is why it has endured as a popular tool of conquest and why Russia still employs this ancient weapon to this very day. In the case of Ukraine, it is worth asking whether Russia is also using rape as an instrument of genocide. 

         
         Raphael Lemkin, a Polish-Jewish lawyer who graduated from the University of Lviv, first coined the term “genocide” in 1943,
            in the aftermath of the Holocaust. He had begun developing his theory of genocide earlier, during the 1930s, after being forced
            to flee anti-Semitic pogroms. After World War II, this concept formed a fundamental part of the prosecution’s argument during
            the subsequent Nuremberg trials and the formulation of the UN Genocide Convention, which was signed in 1948. According to
            Lemkin, genocide is not a single act but a process that systematically aims at the destruction of the essential foundations
            of life for a certain part of the population, with the ultimate goal of exterminating these groups of people.2 Lemkin emphasized that many kinds of extermination exist, that genocide does not necessarily entail killing. But, if all
            else failed, “the machine gun can always be utilized as a last resort.”3 Before resorting to such measures, however, the aim is to systematically destroy the culture and language; break the national
            spirit; abolish religion and institutions; undermine security, freedom, and self-worth; and devastate the health of the target
            group of people, so those people wither and die like a blighted plant.
         

         
         Depending on the perpetrator’s intent, rape can be classified as an act of genocide, constituting a form of extermination. Qualifying this crime as genocide requires identifying certain patterns. The sexual violence committed by the Russian Army in Ukraine is part of a larger strategy and cannot be considered in isolation. The history of Ukraine and Russia, the development of concepts of equality in both countries, and the realities of Russian imperialism form part of this larger context. 

         
         In the case of Russia, the intent to commit genocide is evident from speeches and rhetoric issued by national leaders and
            the media: they have repeatedly denied Ukraine’s sovereignty, claiming that Ukrainians do not exist. Signs of genocide also
            frequently manifest in the rhetorical formulas parroted by soldiers who have committed sexual violence. For example, soldiers
            have said that they rape their female victims until those victims will no longer want to have sex with Ukrainian men. When
            castrating Ukrainian prisoners of war, the perpetrators justified their actions by saying that this will prevent Ukrainians
            from having any more children.
         

         
         I have heard numerous experts comment on the difficulty of proving “genocidal rape,” how it proves difficult grounds for a
            conviction, and how complicated it is to qualify this crime as part of a genocide. I understand this, as well as how expensive
            trials are and how many hours of work they require, but at the same time I can’t help but wonder how this difficulty of establishing
            proof seems to be the prevailing narrative in the West. There are many kinds of justice. Being heard in the public square
            is justice. Showing support is justice. Condemning the threatening and blaming of victims is justice. If the public narrative
            overemphasizes the legal difficulty of prosecuting genocidal rape or the difficulty of holding perpetrators accountable, what
            does that signal to victims? What does it signal to Russia? What does it signal to eyewitnesses? That they are what? Difficult?
            Troublemakers? Such a bother that it’s not even worth reporting the crime? If this is the dominant narrative, it indirectly
            blames the victims, shifting the burden of proof onto them. But they are not being difficult. They are not troublemakers.
         

         
         Russia is the troublemaker.

         
         My great-aunt remained childless her entire life. Even though what she experienced might not strictly fit the definition of
            genocidal rape, this does nothing to change the fact that she never had a romantic relationship, that she never married. Her
            mother had eight children. Her brother lost his mind after seeing his friends drown in the swamps while being chased by the
            Soviet People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, the NKVD, and died soon after. Only one of her brothers survived the early
            years of the Soviet occupation, and his lone daughter managed to escape the country. Of the eight siblings, only a few had
            children. This was thanks to Soviet governance and starkly reflected in the fact that the birth rate in Soviet Estonia ranked
            among the lowest in the union.
         

         
         For many Ukrainian women, the devastation of Russia’s sexual violence is far-reaching, impacting even those removed from firsthand
            experience of the violence and permanently altering their relationship to femininity and sex. Victims of this secondary trauma
            are widespread. One of them told me this:
         

         
         
            Every touch is painful, even hugs. My sex life is on hold. My libido is gone. I’ve tried a few times, but I just end up crying.
               I cannot forget that sex has become a tool of violence. It’s horrible. It’s horrible lying in bed, trying to hug the one you
               love, whom you may never see again, and thinking about what you would remember if it turns out you never do.
            

            Do I think that an enemy has secretly crawled into my bed? I don’t want to think that way. Or feel helpless. No, our enemy is the wretch who wants to annihilate the most intimate thing in our lives. They think, “So we can’t conquer you? Then we’ll destroy your desire to have children. We’ll destroy your ability to pass life on to the next generation. We’ll sever your lineage.” 

         

         Sexual violence in conflict zones encompasses more than forcible sex. Threats of rape, assaulting pregnant women and then
            forcing them to squat or undress, cutting hair, and violence against genitals all fall under its umbrella. And all this also
            applies to men. This spate of violence will not soon be forgotten, not even by those who experienced it secondhand. One of
            my friends, who is more than seventy years old now, was a child when a Russian soldier raped her mother in the next room in
            their home. She still cannot bear to hear the Russian language without feeling afraid.
         

         
         Russia has fashioned sexual violence into a weapon whose devastation can be felt across generations and borders. During the
            Cold War, the term “mutually assured destruction” entered Western vernacular. However, sexual violence cannot be put in check,
            which is precisely why Russia is so fond of it. It is a weapon that the West cannot respond to in equal measure. However,
            this does not mean that we should approach the deterrent of sexual violence with silence or resignation. Such an attitude
            best serves the interests of Russia—and those of dictators and military leaders of other countries, who are noting with rapt
            attention the kind of reaction Russia’s actions provoke. In Titus Andronicus, one of Shakespeare’s first tragedies, the king’s daughter Lavinia is raped. To prevent Lavinia from naming the culprits, the rapists cut out her tongue, and just for good measure, they also cut off her hands so Lavinia cannot point to her assailants. In the same way, the Russian Federation tries to silence the victims of its terror through a wide range of means, including victim-blaming. This tool is effective because it resonates with the universal stigma, shame, and blame associated with sexual violence. 

         
         Some believe that speaking out about rape will increase its occurrence, and that keeping quiet about it will somehow prevent
            more. My great-aunt did not tell people what happened to her. Many remained silent about the crimes of the Red Army during
            World War II. Many kept silent about them during the Chechen and Syrian wars. Many remained silent about them on the Crimean
            Peninsula and in the puppet states ruled by Russia in eastern Ukraine since 2014.
         

         
         This has not prevented the Russian Army from repeating the same crimes.

         
         In my great-aunt’s time, no public discourse about sexual violence existed. It would have been impossible under Soviet occupation,
            just as it is under Russian occupation in Ukraine. Elsewhere the situation is different, but despite that, mention of the
            experiences of those who have become victims of sexual violence remains marginal in discussions related to the war in Ukraine
            and Russia. Or purely statistical.
         

         
         When Beth Rigby from Sky News interviewed First Lady of Ukraine Olena Zelenska in November 2022, she began her interview by
            immediately asking the number of rapes carried out by the Russian military.4 This question is common in interviews about wartime sexual violence. However, the number of individual rapes does little to reveal the extent or toll of the phenomenon—to say nothing of the countless number of people who are affected by these actions indirectly. It does not tell us how many people’s career choices and ability to make a living have been compromised. It does not tell us how many have withdrawn from society. It does not account for the women who lose their voices, like my great-aunt did, or who have begun to choose their clothing on the basis of how well it hides their bodies. It does not tell us about the Ukrainian women who disguised their daughters as boys, and it does not tell us about the women who stored buckets of manure in their houses to dump on themselves and their daughters when Russian soldiers approached. It does not tell us about the lost generation of children that sexually abused women will never bear. It does not tell us about the Ukrainian women who avoid intimacy with their husbands because of what has happened to other women in Ukraine. It does not tell us about the women who are left by their spouses after the man finds out what happened to them. It does not tell us how many women are infected with HIV or other sexually transmitted diseases. Or how many suffer from thyroid problems for the rest of their lives, as doctors have often found with victims of wartime rape. And that’s just the start. Sexual violence can affect victims’ health for the rest of their lives. 

         
         Tallying the total number of rapes is also difficult because women are not always able to say how many times the act occurred
            or how many rapists were involved. There can be so many perpetrators that women lose count. The crimes can last days, weeks,
            months, even years. The women may not be conscious, they may be drugged, or they may have been locked in basements, unable
            to keep track of time. Their heads may have been covered with sacks or hoods. Nevertheless, researchers, government officials,
            and journalists demand the numbers. Always. But there are always exceptions. Nobel Prize–winning human rights lawyer Oleksandra
            Matviichuk documents war crimes for a living. But she doesn’t think about which section of the law each crime falls under:
            “We document people’s pain,” she says.5

         
         I am not discounting the importance of numbers, but there are other metrics: How many years or decades pass before victims finally see the day when they didn’t think about what happened to them? How many days, weeks, years, or decades does it take for them to be able to resume intimate relations without thinking about what happened? How many years or decades does it take for their bodies to heal? And what about their souls? The same questions could be asked of the victims’ friends, parents, spouses, and children, as well as all who had to witness these crimes or were forced to participate in them. Perhaps framing the cost of war in terms of numbers of dead and wounded has made corpses and amputated limbs the default value, rendering any other unit of measurement superfluous. Perhaps the emphasis on numbers of weapons and ammunition counts in war reporting creates a language that promotes these methods as the only way to measure war. Rapes rarely leave corpses to tally up. And few are possible to report in real time. Perhaps this is why research into the long-term consequences of sex crimes in war is still in its infancy. Perhaps this research has not seemed necessary to finance because the topic is not seen as really concerning “us,” that is, the white Western world, at least not anymore. 

         
         It is understandable that victims remain tight-lipped about their experiences. Freed Ukrainian prisoners of war may fear retaliation
            against their loved ones or against comrades who remain in captivity. Ukrainian officer Yulia Goroshanska disclosed to the
            Toronto Star what Russian representatives said at the end of her imprisonment: “If I told the truth about what happened, they would hunt
            down everyone I love.”6 Nevertheless, Goroshanska encourages others to speak out. Promoting an atmosphere free of blame and threats is a job for the rest of us, as well as ensuring that women’s experiences remain part of our discussions and decision-making regarding Russia. Only by addressing the issue publicly, expending resources to investigate the crimes, and keeping the topic alive will we demonstrate to victims that their experiences matter. That their stories are important. That Russia will not achieve its aims by weaponizing sexual violence. That attackers will not achieve the silence they seek. 

         
         For Ukraine, condemning and investigating Russian war crimes is a necessary condition for peace negotiations. Sexual violence
            is one of the war crimes that receives the least attention, and historically it has been underestimated. That is why the concern
            about its being overlooked is so real. As of this writing in the summer of 2023, there has been much talk of peace negotiations,
            but women’s participation and the inclusion of their experiences in these negotiations has not been mentioned explicitly.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Justice
Silence and Shame Are Not Justice

         
         Sometimes I wonder what might have restored my great-aunt’s speech. Would an end to the Soviet occupation have been enough?
            Would she have found her voice again if Estonia had regained its independence during her lifetime? Would it have helped if
            she had been able to hear the songs on the radio that were banned under Soviet rule? What if she hadn’t lived in fear of meeting
            the men who interrogated her every time she went outside? The risk of running into one’s abusers, torturers, and rapists is
            an everyday reality for many victims, especially for those in occupied Ukraine.
         

         
         In her book Our Bodies, Their Battlefield, war correspondent Christina Lamb writes on the victims of Isis fighters—Yazidi women recovering in Germany—for whom Western
            speech therapy turned out to be surprisingly challenging. When asked how they were doing, they would reply that their children
            were fine. These women were not used to talking about violence directed at them and perhaps not about their own experiences
            at all. Some had stopped talking altogether, like my great-aunt. Some only started talking after a year.
         

         
         These Yazidi women and my great-aunt are not the only ones to lose their voices. The same thing happened to Victoire Mukambanda, who survived the Tutsi genocide. It was only later that she discovered that women across the country had been raped, not just those in her immediate vicinity. She hadn’t known that women had suffered the same fate in other wars
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