
Psychology in society (PINS), 1995, 20, 4-12 

STIGMATIC FACTORS IN SEXUAL ABUSE AND 
THE VIOLENCE OF REPRESENTATION 

Ann Levett 
Department of Psychology 
University of Cape Town 
P Bag Rondebosch 
Cape Town 7700 

INTRODUCTION. 
There are four points to the argument which follows about child sexual abuse. rape 
and sexual assault (all referred to here as "sexual abuse"). TI1e most common and 
widespread consequence of this kind of abuse in westernized socieues 1s sugrna. 
Stigma is not a simple matter of labelling, or being labelled, although rt includes 
these. It is a major factor in the proces, referred to as "psychological trauma". a 
complex subjective experience with a set of potent social rne anings. also self­ 
imposed. The stigma of sexual abuse constitutes a false boundarv or bar r ie r uf 
difference between women who are known tu have been and those wi:o are not 
known to have been - or do nut know they have been - sexually abused: it ha­ 
paradoxical cun,equences in cve ryday life. Although no purposeful conspir acy 1, 

involved, this false barrier serve: to divide women and tu protect r::ak power. 
There is ;1 rcl.uionship between s11gmat1c effects. the <ile nce of th11_e ,:,b_:ected tn 
sexual abuse. and the social control of worneu hy men. Fmull». the ven notion of 
psychologica) trauma (or damage! a, the 011/1. major and w111,-r.1u! conse quence of 
sexual abuvc 1, a text of st1gmatizat1,111 which in use lt cor.s uun c • a violence ot 
represe manon. 

Strangely, sllgma ha, been studied by relatively few social scienust-, particular lv in 
relation to rape, sexual assault and sexual abuse, although lt is a term encountered 
in wide rangrng discussions of other social problems (for c xarnple . physical 
disability, mental illness, AIDS, epilepsy, sexism. racism). lncquali:v and difference 
are always implicated Lee & Loveridge ( l 9K7 1, Preface) note "I nequalitv ... 1s a 
social convtr uct supported by a complex process in which char acier isucs are 
attributed to the disadvaru age d which then become the justit.cauon for that 
disadvantaged position in society. This stigmatisation in turn further handicaps anv 
attempts by the disadvantaged to alter or challenge this appar c nt ly normal set of 
hierarchical social relauonships." 
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In 1986, Ai n l ay. Becker and Coleman no t e d that "stigma, are product, of 
definitional processes arising from social interactions ... " Thus stigma is part of a 
semiotic system r c late d to expression of power (difference, disadvantage, 
hierarchy). Semiotic systems are networks of signification, clusters of meanings and 
associations to these meanings; some are subjective and seem to relate to personal 
history, others are largely identifiable as ideas common in a particular societal 
context. These meanings however are dynamically constituted by fantasy (public 
and subjective) which, while culturally and historically specific, is always already 
available It i, a central aspect of the argument in this paper that subjectivity i, 
produced hy se miosis, through material reality and social signification processes in 
the interplay of individual consciouvne ss (and unconscious dynamics) with the 
social environment. This view allows us to understand shifts in subjectivity and the 
malleable nature of self and identity 

Two equally irnpo r tu nt facet> of st1c;r11a t l.u-, are the intrapsychic (within the 
u.d.v.du a., at c·nns,·i,,u, and more' pr1r1icuL1ily ;1t unconscious levels) and the 
mre:pcrsiir,;,I forces w hich pr'ld11c,· ,t1gm:1 and reproduce processes of signific;i1ior1 
,r, dynami; d,iy to day imcr act.on. B,,rh fa,-eh rest nn anJ are insep:tr:iblc fro1:: 
c,cf;!C.lav di-course. ,1! ,t1grna unchallenged talk, st.ue me nt-, and ,ocial practice., 
,cich as si I c nee. h I am i ng am! t !, c a "u rnpr ion ,if gu i It, which ,u rrou nd :,nc! 
personalize st1gn:.1t1Zing experience 

\1c,st published comments on •tigmat:c effects of sexual abuse are to he found in 
clinical writings where allusions to stigma arc made, directly or indirectly. The 
stigmatic process is reflected in a change in sense of self and a devaluation of self. 
Examples of cornme nts, related to rape, drawn from Smith (1991), are given 
below: 

"She reported feeling dirty, unclean, humiliated and guilty and she suspected 
others were looking at her ... She continued to feel violated, dirty and degraded. 
She feared what people would think of her when she returned to her home town." 
(page 21). 

"Her boyfriend, who had previously pursued her, called her a whore and said that 
he would marry her as no one else would have her now .... (She) also believed that 
no one would want her after what had happened." (page 22). 

"She did not report the incident and told only her father ... who blamed her and 
stated, 'Women like you should be thrown with stones'. At the time she felt filthy." 
(page 22). 

And, related to child sexual abuse (in two adult patients): 

"I felt dirty and ashamed." (page 22). 

"I felt guilty and defiled." (page 23 ). 

The individual and personal implications of stigma are not often pursued by 
clinicians or social researchers, they are accepted as facts. Although there is much 
talk about psychological trauma this is not theorized or problematized (Levett, 
1988, 1995). 
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The major empirical approache , to stigma which have been used by psychological 
researchers thus far are rooted in the ideas of Garfinkel ( 1967) and Goffman 
( 1963 ), who arc not always acknowledged. The cthnomethodological approach 
characteristic of those two seminal thinkers has heen historically eclipsed by the 
conventions of quantitative approaches and this has led lo a loss of depth in 
research on stigma. 

The preferred methodologies used in the general psvchological stigma research 
tend to he vignettes followed by category based inventories where, for example, 
alcoholism, mental illness or people with cancer are rated on social distance 
Bogardus scales to provide quantitative measures of stigma. Popular criterion 
measures are devaluation, avoidance and rejection; hierarchical comparisons of 
specific stigma categories. Judgements of unpre dictabiluy and social discomfort 
have also been used. 

According to Smith's (l<l'Jl.2) review of the social psychological literature on 
stigma, the tendencv has been to "emphasize the cognitive basis of stigmatization 
as a process of categorization of differences towards which others hold negative 
attitudes and bclicfv, a process that includes aspects of labellmg and tends towards 
stereotyping". Studies of attributional processes have also been reported (e.g. 
Weiner, Perry & Magnusson. 1988; Crocker & Major, 1989). and these include 
studies of the motivational basis of stigmatization - trying to explain why people 
hold negative attitudes to victims of misfortune (e.g. Crocker & Lutsky, 1986). 
Studies of attributions of perceived responsibility and devaluation have come up 
with inconsistent results (Katz et al. 1987: Levett & Kuhn, 1991 ). Most studies give 
little or no attention to the broader social implications of stigma, and its 
relationship to social power. 

The symbolic inteructionist perspective has shaped discussion of self-lahelling or 
self-stigmatization; there has he e n contr over sy about whether social stigma 
necessar ilv accompanic-, lowered self-esteem and diminished self-concept. This, it 
seems, depends "11 the reasons for the sngmauc process. If there is a recognizable 
group ide ntuv which fosters group affiliation. the self-stigmatized person may have 
access tu pr ntectivc mechanisms such as attribution, of prejudice (e.g. racism or 
ant i-Se nuucrn I and can make f avou r ab!e comparison> of self with in-group 
members. J"l1cse sclf-pr ote ctivc pr,1cc'sses arc not acce ssiblc 111 situations of sexual 
abuse. 

Concerning cxuul abuse and assault. stigma has been discussed in relation to child 
sexual ah11se 1e.g. !lr(l\,ne & Ii nk e lhor. 198~; Russell, 198ti) and rape (e.g 
Sanders. ]'l.'-i-1. Srrnth. ]</')l ). The stigma of rape ha, had fleeting attention 111 the 
empirical s11g111a litc r atur«, usual!\ me nuonco as an example of an "invisible" or 
"char actcr nlur icu!" sti).'n1a 1 one related t<> personality) which differ, significantl. 
from st1).'J1Ldi1c·d cund:t1oris most cornmonlv studied (race, disease and phvsica) 
disabiluv: :ind thus cl1c·it, different rnponses (Levett & Kuhn, 1991). Recent 
reviews of ,n1:;d ahu-.c effects (llric1e, ]ll<J2) and of proce,s and outcome research 
in treatment of adult -u r vrvor-, of sexual abuse (Be utle r & Hill. JlJ92) ).'1,·c 11<1 
attention t11 s11p.111;1 



One of the difficulties with stigma in the context of sexual abuse is that it is hound 
up with institutionalized power systems which govern gender and male-female 
relations, maintained hy and embedded within the practices and language of 
evervday discourse (Henriques d al. 1984). In sexual abuse of females by males 
the stigma proce'5 is embedded within the individual girl or woman's complex. 
already stigmatized. intr apsychic rcpresc ntutions of her own gendered subjectivity 
(as other alld different from males and more particularly as vulnerable to male 
authority). Lach girl and woman, in contexts where patriarchal powe r authorizes a 
relatively potent signification to phallic control, must place herself socially in 
relation to such signification: that is. as different. This contributes to conscious and 
unconscious aspects of her sense of self, as other (marked by lack}, and as already 
vulnerable to male violence whether or not she is abused m assaulted (Levett. 
1988) 

The pwchological research on stigma. social or clinical, seems oblivious to 
contemporary Foucauldian and post-'1ructuralist studies of discourse although 
these ideas have been accessible to ,(Kial science for two decades. These take into 
account the representations and dvnumics of self. other, power and knowledge. 
Drawing on psychoanalytic theory and an understanding of the place of language 
and social practices in human society, a distinctive and powerful approach to 
gendered subjecnviiy is facilitated (llenriques et al. 1'!R4). 

Domestic gender-related violence and sexual abuse arc most commonly directed at 
women and children by men a11cl older males. Women sometimes hatter men but 
the physical ahu-,e of women hy the men they live with i, more violent and ha, 
been argued to constitute forms of ,oc1al control (Yllo ,\: Bograd. 1988: Cagne. 
1992), maintairnng male dominance. 

Our senses of selves as women arc formed in relation to males but patriarchy does 
not take a uniform or consistent form. According to Levinson ( 1989), wife battery 
is least likely to occur in cultural contexts where women are economically 
independent and/or where there are very strong social bonds between women in a 
community. We have no studies as yet which provide any guidance to factors which 
reduce or eliminate the likelihood of sexual abuse or assault. We certain Iv have no 
studies which examine the consequences of these experiences in a' range of 
sociocultural contexts. 

In violent acts of wife abuse. rape, sexual abuse and incest, as well as in coercive 
and apparently nonviolent events of this type, the control involved takes multiple 
forms. Each case requires close and detailed study and a carefully contextualised 
analysis to discern the operations of power in the micro-setting. In doing this, we 
need to examine the ways in which women and children attempt to resist and 
subvert the physical and psychosocial power of males, and to establish clearly the 
ways in which girls and women succeed 111 subverting or overturning male power in 
certain instances, because this does happen. If we claim simply that men abuse 
women and that women are traumatized by this experience, without detailing these 
operations of power, we consolidate patriarchal power and lose the opportunity to 
draw attention to other knowledge, which needs to be made accessible for the 
benefit of groups of women and children. 
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In disrnss111g wife ahuxe. Ciagnc t l'l'i2:.,s7) argues that studies oi abuse commonlv 
"ubscur e the clement, of social control inherent in viol e n: act ivi tie v, wh1;e 
ohviuting the r c l.uionship berwe e n , iole ncc and other for rm of suc1al control. 
Gagne suggests there are three cate gnr ies of control: nor mauve. pervuasive. anc 
violent (threatened or acted). Control through threatened or enacted violence 1 
obvious and accessible. However. control also is expressed through nor mauve 
ideas which devalue and obje ct i lv wo rn c n, i n c l u d i n g wi d e lv e nco u nt e r e d 
conventional nor ms and practices in the area of male-female relation. Worne ns 
tendency w defer to men, espcciallv when they hold economic power, and idea, 
about the inherent aggression of men. arc normative in manv groups. Var iuu­ 
practices sen, to persuade or cocr cc girls and women into cc rt.un kinds 01 
behaviour or response, for example through threat> ,H fear of potent1al violence. 
r ctaliatiun. m fear of loss of face· and worth. The ,uc1al co n tc x t ot te n : upport 
normative. pcrsua-.ive and violent male be haviour-, bccuu-,e of implicu norms and 
ineffectual measure. against rnalc-Ic rnale tr an e:ressrnns. Soual in-utunon- and 
structures general\\ condone male control of women. v1sihh or 1m ivihlv. 

The concept of psychological trauma which has be e n discussed in posu ivisu« 
research represented in the literature has not be e n vrud ie d rn any depth. 
conceptually or empirically, as I have critiqued at length elsewhere (Levett. 1988) 
Through the sense of being damaged. perpetuated 1r. discourve- of psvchologica1 
trauma, girls and women are sugmause d both hv the acts of power exercised 
against them and by the depictions of damage· thev are f requcntlv devalued h, 
other, in their communities and thev devalue themselves. The sense of self fee: 
violated, fr:,gmented or Jignitv and competence are triruwn into quesuun At th, 
same tune. th, se nxe of self 1s a\s(I re inforce o as female. as abuxe-uble and as 
other. Rather than contr ibu iing 111 ;, value d in-group ide mit v , the sense ,i1 
othcr ne v, :1 ",ciat,·J with sexual abuse 1s represented uncon-ciouslv as a mark of 
being a p ar ticular tvpc of woman: one who is unlike ot he r women. The sign o: 
difference tw1ee imposed. as woman and as darnaµed wt1rnan. twice ,ets her aside 
to greater d1sempowcrment. 

The strii11,.: c\11c·c·tation of ,1cg:111,e ,uc1;d e,:duauon and the "-!despread .anwon 
agaimt discl1hure ot ,exu;t! assaul! and ,exual abuse ... dong with 1hc 1ntangibil1ty ot 
the "p,vc\1<,lt1g1c;d ,L1111;1ge· 111,ohcd. ;ire· 1mohccl 111 prohtern, ot d1sc\11,ure: \cm 
reporting '-lat1st1cs ;1, --ell as seeking support lrom significant others and from 
prokssiP:1;d, 

These cffc,·t "' c ·per1ences of male , 10\ence and coercilln :ire important aspect 
of the social control Ill ""men tLevett. llJSriJ. Stigma 1, potent hoth !fl hnngint-'. 
about a d11111,11,hcd ,,·n c of ,ell .,nd ;11'<> 1n maintarning the: ,e,i of ecrcc, a;:d 
silencT o· ,., !l,ne s1t1:;iti1,n hn·au,e the ,cc1H1d form ot otherno, needs to he 
concc·,du! l'i:r11uf:h the· ,iic1vc with which rnam g1r!s and '-llllll'n wh" ha\'C been 
,cxua\lv ;1husn! tn t() protect ,hcm,cl,cs - and are protected 11\ ()\her. at least 
fiolll 1111/,/1, s!J)'Jllati1;1tH11i: being seen;,, d;1m;1ged 11 il()t as guilt, ;1mi bLtmeY.\Hth, 
- mail' pm1c1 1s cmlm,cd and the mail's 1molvcd are often protected. a r,ther 
have cor,rn,entn! The '11~.matJC dkrt, thus serve as social r,introl.. a I ling lil 
~cpara:1nr. ""11c w111ncn trnm "thns ;rnd 1n keeping w,lmcn 111 part1cubr forms of 
power r, \at,"ll l11p '-Ith ",hn \\lim,·n ;1nd with men. 



Ir: ~1 dc..·C(1Jhtru1..-1i,·c ~1ppr(id~..'i1 [(1 -.,·1_~11L1, JC\dl11~1[i()!l i.., till.' uH11111on facto:· 
Dn:dt,:.tinn i, ci11.,,·I\ l111k,·d sc·111i.,11c;iliy to idea, ot d;11nage ;111d ditkre11C<.'. f-H'll 

!fll)Uch 111 child ,e,u;;l .i hu-«: t hcrc i, k" likeldwml t11d;1\ ol r,·~;1rd111g the child :1, 
r,·,pi,n,ibk for t hc-«: e1 ,·1;1,, 111 i11,:;111r,·, of r;q,,: ot a11 oldcr ;1d,,k,,·,·11t or ad.ii! 
1\1111,:tn rhcsc· 1"u,·, :11,· ,till 1,·n 1;111,·h p r c sc nt 111 !he nun.!-. "t th,: w.in.c n 
thenhelvt·s a, w,·11 ;1, th11,e· tl1e'\ 1111,,rm. Such ide:1, are built 111111 1!1,· ru!c. ,,f 
n·ide11,·c which lwld in ,·1)11rt, ,°,f I;,\\ l le r e the cuitur.rl nor m-, whi,·h vulnr iz« 
virui nitv 111 worncn, 111111Jc'c·11,·e· 111 clulrlr e n. or frdclitv :llld d1a,tit1 i11 women (;,11d 
h11ld d1!Tcren1 ,t:llldard., fm 111,·11 ). are further implicated a, aspect, of the worli11~.s 
of power and socia] control. 

111 ,11u;il co11s1ructior11st t c r m-. the pl)11cr of the' rcprescmauon; llf p,ycholoi:ic:t! 
trauma (d;rn1age J ;111d difference· 11per:11e, in mediating th,: me:11,ings and the 
conxcque ncc-, of the cper1cnce tor iho-,e who have been sc.xualh abuvcd. There' i, 
a se t of ,ocialh s:1nc1,,,11cd 1 ,·,por1se, to the experience As I have written 
ehcv. here (Levett. 111.S.S: I-'~) "the woman is see n as a victim, trapp,·d or en caged :1: 
the centre of a network o! nll':1nir1t'., <ur rnundiuj; stig111a, believing he rvc lf to hc 
dilfcr e nt and lead111g her life 111 thi-, rn111111ui11g belief' Rcspon-c . Ill sh;1111c. Im, of 
,elf-e,tcem. and lowered ,elf con,·ept. even though not alwav- prevent or evident in 
the woman's d av t o d a v life. ;ire :1,.,ociated with the dvna1111c interactive 
s1gnificatory proces,e, of s1ig111at11;1tio11. The reprl",c11tat1on of difft:rence may he 
understood as soual control in that women's unwillingness to disclose having been 
sexually abused. or having been raped. both pcrpetuates her isolation and 
sakgu:.irds perpetrator,. while prntcct111g her from ",cial stigma in its public sense. 
She is resisting the text of st1g111at11:1t1011 which. a, said at the out,et, con,titutes :1 
violence of rcpresen1a11011. 

In a postmodc:rnist approach. where the working, of power are the central focus of 
crit1ca\ study. anv urnver,ali,t notion rs regarded a, concealing acts of domination. 
Claum that all whn have been ,cxuallv ahu,ed are psychologically traumatized is a 
universalist claim and mmt be challenged and interrogated. The need to do so is 
borne out by thr vo\uminmh research which seeks to uphold and to delineate the 
differences which mark (and thu, stigmatise) those who disclose such experience. 
The notion of difference maintained by such claims (however well intentioned) 
suggests that women who have had these experience, are unlike other women; this 
mark, an explicit or implicit hicrarchv. "Those" women are better than "these" 
women in that they are not "damaged" 

A, for the sexually abused wonw1 hcr,elf: ,he may define herself as traumatized 
and victimized. and 1111, may lead her to a certain type of subjectivity - marked by 
1:1ck in addition 111 the l:ick 1d1ich ,1g111fie, the otherness of being female in a 
patriarchal culture (de L,ureti,. i'lk'I) 

The language of trauma 1, 11<>1 nt:utr;1! nor doe, it objectively communicate about 
p,ycho\ogical states. 111 Laca11\ ,cn,e, language is always intcrna\1zcd in a set of 
signifying rcla11on,. and these relate to power structure,. The notion of difference 
fads into representation, of stigma and devaluation and, became of the power of 
evcrvc.by ideas and implicit knowledge. mediated through the lang11age and the 
,ocia\ practices of re,earch and clinical work. the di,cour,c of psvchological 
trauma con,titute, :1 f1Jr111 l)f v1,,kn,·e 111 the sensc that 1t ,erves to maintain mak­ 
femaie clom1n:iti11n. 



"The only gender that can presume to speak as if ungendered and for all genders is 
the dominant male" (Armstrong & Termenhouse , J9H9:3). Similarly, in presuming 
to speak for women, whatever the universalist claim. feminist academics (including 
myself) may resemble the dominant group. In suppressing differences - of 
experience, of coping, of resilience and of rebellion - this claim constitutes another 
kind of violence of representation. 

The dilemma that faces us is how to proceed. In renouncing psychological research 
demonstrating a narrow and shallow view of trauma, we have to fall back on the 
idea that either what is said by the woman who protests sexual abuse and who also 
claims (or disclaims) traumatic consequences is fact or that what is said is only a 
point of view. Either perspective is suspect because both assume the power of 
representing a truth (Armstrong & Tennenhouse, J9H9). In any discourse, political 
objectives are always involved - there is no position of non-power. The only way to 
deal with this is to be as clear as we can about our position. and how we have 
reached it, and to diligently persist in challenging claims to truth. Resistance to 
stigma seems to he required at every level - starting from personal disclosures of 
sexual abuse and assault, to encouraging other women to identify with our own 
expe nence s, to therapeutic and academic work which takes apart the ideas of 
damage to disclose the underlying meamngs of a sense of devaluation and lack of 
power. Working as therapists or counse llors with sexually abused or assaulted 
women requires diligent and careful aue nuon aimed at unpinning some of the 
socially constituted meanings of "difference" which have been internalized over a 
lifetime; such interventions demand prior work from the therapist or counsellor 
with regard to their own sense of self and place m the social matrix. 

Note. This article i, a revised version of a paper originally presented at the 
Conference Dn Domestic Violence. Centre for Worne ns Studies. Lriive r sitv of 
South Africa. Pretoria, September I 992. 
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SPECIAL ISSUE ON TRAI~TJNG IN PSYCHOLOGY 

Changes in health policy together with some of the recent critical debates 
regarding psychology in society have implications for our graduate training 
programme, m psychology. In addition. numerous ad hoc training programmes m 
the field of mental health are currently being developed and offered through 
various institutions and orgarusauons in South Africa. 

PINS invites submissions of research and other papers, for example position or 
policy papers, to contribute to the development of coherent training programmes 
for an appropriate role for psychology in society We hope that this special issue of 
PINS will lead to productive debate on the issue of training and stimulate the 
development of a training forum to formulate a policy for transforming and 
developing trammg in psychology m South Africa. 

Submissions for this issue of PINS (PINS 22 or PINS 23, 1996) must reach PINS 
by 31 January 1996. Articles, and discussion documents for this special issue on 
training must be sent to the PINS address, marked for the auenuon of Vernon 
Solomon. 
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