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Foreword



Every sixty-eight seconds someone in the United States is sexually assaulted. This breaks down to approximately one in six women and one in thirty-three men (these statistics are from RAINN).


These statistics represent a group that no one should ever have to be a part of, and despite how prevalent sexual assault is, it is still an offense that’s not discussed openly and one that leaves victim survivors often feeling isolated and alone with no idea of what they should do in the aftermath or what resources are even available.


Should I report? Will I be believed? Should I get a medical examination? If I get a medical examination, are the police called? Who can I talk to? What can my school or job do? How long do I have to make these decisions? are just some of the questions victim survivors have in the immediate aftermath of a sexual assault.


As sexual assault prosecutors, we have witnessed firsthand the struggles survivors face when trying to answer these questions and navigate the criminal justice system alone. Without clear guidance victim survivors are often left in a gray area, searching from one website to another, finding conflicting information and ending up more confused or disillusioned about what they find. The criminal justice system is difficult, and survivors should never feel alone or like they don’t understand the process.


In We Are the Evidence, Cheyenne Wilson provides a one-stop resource for survivors; it’s a handbook that lets survivors know that they’re not alone, that there is a legion of warrior survivors who have walked these horrible steps before them and can help shine a light on the options and answer many questions. Not only is this handbook an important resource, it also arms survivors with information and resources that can help them through this arduous process. Not everyone has a support system, and the criminal justice system is not always survivor-centered, but this handbook will help countless survivors feel less alone through the process.


No one should have to experience a sexual assault, but if the worst has happened to you or a loved one, this handbook can help in answering questions, giving guidance and providing resources so survivors can make the decisions that are the best for them. As sexual assault prosecutors, it’s a guide we will recommend to survivors moving forward.


—Kathryn Marsh, Esq., and Melissa Hoppmeyer, Esq.















Introduction



I never thought I’d be sexually assaulted, and due to the limited information I had about the realities of sexual assault and commonly held myths, I figured that as long as I avoided the situations and places where rapists were known to lurk, I’d be safe. So, I did the “right” things. I avoided drinking around strangers, wore conservative clothes, and steered clear of dark alleys. When a friendly college classmate invited me over to watch a movie, the idea that I might be harmed didn’t even occur to me. At that time, I had no idea that rapists could be friendly classmates who were also obsessed with Disney. But guess what? Sometimes they are.


After I was assaulted, I tried to find information and other resources that would help me to make sense of the confusion I felt and all the questions I had. It was alarming to see how few resources there were, and unbelievable that there wasn’t a single comprehensive book that covered what to do after an assault, how to disclose the trauma, how to decide whether to report the crime or seek an alternative form of justice, or how to begin the healing journey.


After two years of confusion, anxiety, and unanswered questions, I stumbled upon an online document for law students about “rape myths.” I’d never heard of a rape myth. The document said that more than 80 percent of sexual assaults are committed by people the victims know.


By the time I finished reading that paper, I was angry. Why hadn’t I heard the truth about these myths before? Why wasn’t there anything like this in the college library when I was searching for answers? If one in six women and one in thirty-three men are likely to be sexually assaulted in their lifetime, why isn’t the truth about rape myths being widely publicized? As angry as I was, though, I also felt validated. Finally, I was learning something useful that could help me to move forward with truth and greater clarity. Armed with solid information, I felt empowered to report my sexual assault, face the trial process, and reach out for help to start my healing journey. That’s when I realized how powerful information can be for survivors, and that’s when I knew I had to write this book. I want to use my trauma, this dark piece of my life story, to light the way for the many others who have been, and will be, victims of sexual violence.


The survivor community is so incredibly beautiful in how we work together to advocate and create resources. I’d had the vision and desire to write this book for years, but I couldn’t have done it without the support I’ve received from others who have experienced this trauma. The emails, Instagram posts, and messages from brave people from around the world kept me going during the times when it would have been a lot easier to give up. The survivors who participated in interviews for this book continually inspired me and reminded me how much everyone in this community wants to help one another.


The number of people experiencing sexual assault grows every hour, and those of us who are already in that group are quick to welcome the new members to a community that none of us want to belong to. We want to take the darkest part of our history and make a positive difference with it. From my own journey and connecting with thousands of other survivors, I’m convinced that knowledge empowers people, and I hope that this accessible and practical handbook will empower more survivors to share their stories, make informed decisions about reporting their assaults, and embark on their healing journeys. I also hope this book encourages people who are not sexual assault survivors to join their voices with ours to advocate for change. The more informed our society is about the realities of sexual assault, the more power we’ll have to address this public health crisis. The more power we have, the better we’ll be able to make effective changes in our laws, our justice and health care systems, and in the safety and quality of our own lives.


This book was written from one survivor to another. While I’m not a lawyer, doctor, therapist, or law enforcement agent, experts from those fields and others have graciously contributed to this book to provide you with information on topics that are not my areas of experience or expertise. But even with the expert contributions, this book cannot act as a substitute for professional support, treatment, or legal advice. My hope is that you’re able to use this information to advocate for yourself and create a plan to move forward. Language has a large impact. Throughout this book, you will see the terms “survivor,” “victim,” “victim survivor,” and “person who was sexually assaulted” used. Everyone will best identify or have different perceptions of each term. Feel free to replace the terms with the words you prefer. This is an individual journey that we’re on together, so as you read the suggestions that the experts and other survivors share, you get to decide what you want to include in your journey and how you want to include it.
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CHAPTER 1



The Truth About Sexual Assault




“What just happened?”


“Did I do anything to suggest I wanted this?”


“Did I say no? If I didn’t, does that imply I said yes?”


“If they love me, then it can’t be rape, can it?”


“What did I do wrong?”


“What should I do now?”





If you think you may have been sexually assaulted and you’re asking questions like these, you’re not alone. Many assault survivors are confused about what they experienced and don’t know where to look for support or resources. Consider the following examples. Kate didn’t seek help after a classmate assaulted her because she knew him, so she thought it didn’t count as sexual assault. Now that Benji is a teenager, he knows what his babysitter did was abuse, but it happened so long ago that he doesn’t know what to do about it. Lisa’s husband comes home drunk and demands sex, and when she says no, he threatens her until she agrees. I didn’t know what happened to me was sexual assault until I came across a definition and a list of sexual assault myths—two years after it happened. There are so many of these myths and misconceptions about sexual assault, people aren’t initially sure if that’s what happened to them. So, let’s begin with some important definitions, followed by the biggest myths.


DEFINING SEXUAL ASSAULT


Getting one’s mind around sexual assault is difficult enough, but it’s an important aspect of the process. First, there are two sets of definitions to be familiar with: legal definitions, which are established in each state, and common definitions, which are used by professionals, experts, advocates, and other sexual assault survivors. It’s helpful to know both.


Sexual Assault—Legal Definitions




“Any nonconsensual sexual act proscribed by Federal, tribal, or State law, including when the victim lacks capacity to consent.”


—US Department of Justice1






“Penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without the consent of the victim.”


—The US Federal Bureau of Investigation2




The legal definitions vary from state to state and can be confusing. Fortunately, many states are now adopting the definitions that experts and advocacy resources use. To see how your state defines acts of sexual violence, check out this resource on RAINN.org: https://www.rainn.org/types-sexual-violence.



Most Commonly Used Definitions


These are the definitions that are used throughout the book and in conversations around sexual violence.


Sexual harassment takes place in a workplace or educational setting. It can be directed at a specific person, but it doesn’t have to be. Making comments to a coworker about wanting to engage sexually with them can be sexual harassment and sending sexual memes to all coworkers can also be a form of sexual harassment. Other examples of sexual harassment can include but are not limited to:




• requesting sexual favors,


• physical or verbal sexual advances,


• someone exposing themselves,


• nonconsensual explicit messages and photos,


• jokes that are sexual in nature,


• having to perform sexual acts to maintain employment or earn promotions.




Sexual assault is sexual contact that is not wanted or explicitly consensual. This includes but is not limited to:




• being coerced or forced to perform sexual acts that you don’t want to perform,


• being grabbed, touched, or fondled without your consent,


• attempted rape,


• rape.




Rape is nonconsensual penetration with objects, a penis, or other body parts, including fingers and toes (called digital rape). Not all sexual assault is rape, but all rape is sexual assault.



Other Sexual Assault Terms


Date rape, also called acquaintance rape, is when someone the victim knows forces or coerces them into unwanted sexual acts, typically while on a date. As with all rape, this can be through violence, use of intoxicating substances (including alcohol), peer pressure, threats, or abuse of power.


Intimate partner sexual violence involves sexual assault by a current or former romantic or sexual partner.




THE EVOLUTION OF THE DEFINITION OF RAPE


Definitions of sexual assault and rape are ever-changing, which is one of the many reasons myths about sexual assault continue to exist. In 1927, the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) defined rape as “the carnal knowledge of a female, forcibly, and against her will.”3 This narrow definition included only female victims, because carnal knowledge refers only to penile intercourse with a vagina. By this definition, men and boys couldn’t be raped, and it wasn’t rape if an object or body part other than the penis is used for penetration.


As reported by the UCR, in 2012, the FBI finally expanded the definition of rape to “penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without the consent of the victim.”4 This language adjustment, eighty-five years after the previous definition was adopted, was a monumental change for sexual assault survivors.






LET’S TALK ABOUT CONSENT



Consent is more about the presence of a “yes” rather than the absence of a “no.” Predators will use the absence of a “no” to justify their predatory behavior. The most commonly used definition of consent is an informed agreement between all participants to partake in a sexual activity.


Abbreviated as FRIES, these are the criteria for a sexual encounter to be consensual:




• Freely given—There is no coercion, threat, or power difference that would make you feel that you must say “yes.”


• Reversible—Consent can be revoked at any time.


• Informed—There is no deception. (For example, if someone says they’ll use a condom, but doesn’t.)


• Enthusiastic—All people involved want to be involved.


• Specific—Saying yes to one intimate act doesn’t mean you agree to all intimate acts.5




Consent is not:




• The absence of “no.” If the answer is not an enthusiastic, freely given, informed “yes,” it’s not a consensual encounter.


• Implied, no matter what someone is wearing, whether they have been drinking, whether they were flirting, or even if they have had consensual sexual encounters with the person in the past. Agreeing to go to someone’s home or to a party where there is drinking and dancing doesn’t mean or imply that you want to have sex with them.


• Physical signs of arousal. Arousal is a physiological reaction the body has when exposed to certain stimuli. Just like laughing when tickled does not mean that you enjoy being tickled, having a physical response to sexual stimuli does not mean you consent or enjoy what’s happening.


• The result of unequal power dynamics.


• A sexual encounter that involves underage participants with adults.


• A sexual encounter that involves participants who are intoxicated, incapacitated, asleep, or unconscious.


• An agreement that is given while a participant is under duress or being intimidated or threatened.




EXPERT CONTRIBUTION: ALCOHOL-FACILITATED SEXUAL ASSAULT


Retired Detective Justin Boardman, of Boardman Training and Consulting


Alcohol-facilitated sexual assault refers to incidents in which alcohol consumption is used as a tool to exploit and incapacitate victims, leaving them vulnerable to sexual violence. It’s a pervasive issue that demands a sensitive response by law enforcement and the justice system. The importance of empathy, being trauma-informed, and providing necessary resources is paramount. Victims can face unique challenges, and law enforcement can play a crucial role in their recovery.


Offenders use alcohol to manipulate and groom to obtain control and exploit victims for personal gain. By understanding the dynamics of manipulation and grooming, you may be able to understand that what happened to you was not your fault. It was a calculated and deliberate act by the person who assaulted you. Offenders use these deceptive tactics and alcohol to influence or control others. It often involves exploiting vulnerabilities, distorting information, and using emotional manipulation to gain power over someone. Some common signs of manipulation besides alcohol can include excessive flattery, gaslighting, isolation from friends and family, and the use of guilt or fear to control the victim.


Alcohol first affects one’s mental status, then starts affecting motor skills. It is used to reduce victims’ inhibitions and relax their boundaries. It will also make the offender’s actions of manipulation less noticeable as the alcohol intoxication continues, affecting the victim’s ability to resist along with the trauma of the event.


Alcohol can affect the offender by lowering inhibitions and giving them the confidence to make the move to victimize.


The justice system should provide a safe and non-judgmental environment, conduct thorough medical examinations, offer psychological support, and collaborate with law enforcement agencies. One of the first steps in the response to a victim of alcohol-facilitated sexual assault is to establish a safe and non-judgmental environment. By doing so, the justice system can help alleviate the shame and self-blame often experienced. Victims often experience a range of emotional and psychological distress, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, depression, and feelings of guilt or shame.


The shame experienced by victims of sexual assault often stems from societal attitudes and misconceptions surrounding sexual violence. These same attitudes can also affect law enforcement and the justice system. This response can lead victims to internalize feelings of shame, believing that they are somehow at fault for the assault. You are not at fault.



COMMON TYPES OF MANIPULATION



Sexual assault is confusing to navigate for most survivors, and layers of manipulation, gaslighting, or grooming can make it even more confusing and also lead to self-blame. Perpetrators of sexual violence can use tools like manipulation, grooming, or gaslighting as a way to identify, isolate, and abuse survivors.


Grooming: When someone builds a relationship or connection with a child or adult with the intention to sexually exploit or abuse them. Grooming can start online or in person, but the first step is for the perpetrator to gain the intended victim’s trust.


Grooming can include but is not limited to:




• targeting someone, finding out what their vulnerabilities are, and gaining their trust,


• isolating someone and finding ways to be alone with them,


• a lot of touching, which often starts with non-sexual touching.




Coercion: When someone persuades you to do something through manipulation or threats. An offender may use their body, their words, or their tone to threaten and intimidate the intended victim. The following are common examples of coercive statements:




• “I thought you loved me?”


• “I have waited months. How much longer should I be patient?”


• “You’ve done it with other people, so what’s the big deal?”


• “Sex is a coping mechanism for me; don’t you want to help me?”


• “If you don’t want to have sex with me, it must mean that you are getting your needs met elsewhere.”


• “Your job might be in jeopardy if you don’t.”


• “But I’m your boyfriend/girlfriend and I have waited long enough for you.”


• “Just relax and do it.”


• “I have been with sexual assault victims before, and they all were okay having sex.”


• “I won’t put it in, I just want to rub you with it.”


• “I’m going to marry you eventually, so it really doesn’t matter.”


• “I know you want to. If you didn’t, why would you make me feel like this?”


• “Don’t you trust me?”


• “You owe me.”


• “Come on, it will help me feel better.”


• “If you don’t know why you are saying no, shouldn’t it be a yes?”


• “I will hurt myself if you don’t do it.”




Gaslighting: When someone manipulates another person to make them question their reality. Abusers and perpetrators may use this tactic to make their victims question or doubt their own knowledge of what occurred. Examples of a rapist gaslighting their victim may look like:




• “You don’t remember? You said you wanted it at the time.”


• “I would never do that to you. You’re remembering it wrong.”


• “If you think I’m some kind of rapist, why are you even talking to me?”




These types of statements can be incredibly confusing for someone who has been assaulted. If it makes them doubt if what happened was sexual assault, they may feel like other people won’t believe them and be less likely to reach out for help.



EXPERT CONTRIBUTION: SIGNS OF SEXUAL ABUSE IN CHILDREN AND HOW TO OFFER SUPPORT



Amanda Schonhardt, BSW


Knowing the signs of sexual abuse in children and how to communicate with them about it is essential because children don’t always know that what’s happening is inappropriate, and they may not know how to talk about it.


Signs or behaviors that could indicate a child is being sexually abused include:




• excessive talk about sexual topics abnormal for the child’s age/development,


• inappropriate knowledge of sexual behavior/actions for their age,


• onset of anxiety or fear of being around a specific individual,


• decrease in confidence or self-image (suddenly wearing oversized clothing, dressing down, etc.),


• decrease in hygiene (e.g., not showering),


• medical issues such as STDs,


• self-harm,


• suddenly has gifts, money, new toys, etc. (seen in trafficking/manipulation),


• children regressing to toddler behaviors such as sucking thumbs, bed-wetting, etc.




How to talk to kids or teens about sexual abuse and be a safe person for them:


Use proper terminology when teaching your children about body parts. Using nicknames will make it hard for adults or others to understand if they are talking about being touched somewhere inappropriately. When talking or asking children about touches, don’t label them as good and bad touches. Rather, explore them as touches they may like or not like. Often victims of child abuse don’t realize the touches they are receiving are bad; they are often coached and told these things are okay if they’re done by someone they trust or love. Don’t shame a child if they state they liked the touch or the feelings that they had with the touches. They don’t know that they shouldn’t be touched this way, and just like adults they may be aroused by this and may not know this isn’t supposed to be occurring. Parents need to be aware and educated on internet trafficking and soliciting of children. Also make sure you’re knowledgeable about safety features for phones and tablets. Learn how to control chat features, location sharing, and video settings in your child’s devices. Have conversations with your child about their private body parts and who should and should not be touching them, seeing them, and/or asking about them. Educate children that their body belongs to them, and it’s okay to say no to someone wanting to see or touch them. Within this, it is also important for children to know they can talk to doctors, teachers, and other professionals if they don’t feel safe talking to their parents.


When talking with a child about concerns of sex abuse, don’t put words into their mouth. Say things like, “Tell me about what worries you about…” and “Tell me more about that” instead of using direct questions.


Teach your child it’s okay to say no to anything that makes them feel unsafe or uncertain. Assure them that they won’t be in trouble for taking charge of their own emotions and feelings for their body, that their body belongs to them, and it’s okay for them to take ownership of that.


Educate children that no one should want to or have reason to show them their private parts, and if someone tells them that this is okay, they need to tell a trusted adult.


Normalize conversations about the body at a young age by talking about private body parts and about who is and is not able to help take care of their body.


12 MYTHS ABOUT SEXUAL ASSAULT


Sexual assault myths are damaging beliefs, often based on stereotypes, that are typically used to excuse sexually violent behavior or shift the blame from the perpetrator to the victim. These dangerous myths, which are perpetuated by ignorance, the judicial system, the legal system, and the media, have become ingrained in our culture. These myths can:




• Make us repeatedly question if we somehow share the blame for the crime.


• Make us question whether what happened is a valid crime that’s worth reporting.


• Make it harder for people to believe our accounts of what happened.


• Make it harder for us to receive support.


• Prevent jurors from feeling confident about delivering a guilty verdict.




We need to dispel these myths because they protect perpetrators. People who believe the myths tend to doubt the survivors who disclose this crime, instead of being supportive listeners. Also, importantly, jurors need to be more informed for court proceedings. Dispelling myths will help them to identify and see through defendants’ excuses—which are often based on widely accepted myths.



Myth #1: You can only be assaulted by strangers.


“I knew I hadn’t consented, but I knew him and I trusted him, so I thought it couldn’t be rape. Weren’t rapists strangers or stalkers? Since I didn’t think it was rape, I blamed myself and thought I couldn’t report it.”


According to the Department of Justice, between 80 and 94 percent of sexual assaults are committed by someone the victim knows.6 Current and former spouses and partners commit 33 percent of assaults.


When the victim is a minor, 93 percent know their perpetrator and 34 percent of perpetrators are family members.7




DID YOU KNOW YOUR ABUSER OR RAPIST?


Two hundred followers of the We are the Evidence platform who were sexually assaulted responded to the question, “Did you know your perpetrator?” Only one survivor said no. The following are an assortment of the responses we received.


“He was my uncle.”


“She was a ‘friend’ of my mother.”


“We had recently met. I accepted a date invitation and was raped during our date.”


“I barely knew him. He was a professor in the same department where I was getting my doctorate, and we matched on Bumble.”


“He was a trusted friend. We met when I was twelve and he was twenty-eight.”


“My father.”


“He was a coworker of mine at a resort.”


“They were one of my closest friends at the time.”


“He was my boyfriend of five years.”


“It was my grandfather and stepfather.”


“I was raped by a client.”


“He was an ex-boyfriend. At the time of the assault, we had broken up but remained good friends.”


“My mother.”


“College classmate.”


“Friend of a friend.”


“My cousin.”


“He was someone who approached me in a bar.”


“My first boyfriend.”


“My ex-girlfriend.”


“My teammate’s brother.”


“Someone I had previously been in a long-term relationship with.”


“My best friend’s boyfriend.”


“I was married to him.”


“My brother.”


“He was my mother’s best friend. He watched me grow up.”


“Boyfriend that I met at church.”


“Leader in the military who worked in the cafeteria while I was overseas.”


“My dad, then his colleague.”


“He was an LPN at the senior living facility I volunteered at.”


“He was a senior math teacher at my school.”


“He was the swim coach at the local pool I went to.”


“He is the son of my parents’ friend. We grew up together.”


“We were in the same workout program.”


“I was sold to him for my friend to get drug money.”


“My brother-in-law.”


“Mine was my sister’s forty-five-year-old boyfriend.”


“My adoptive father.”


“Male babysitter.”


“Female babysitter.”


“Random men my father would bring home to ‘pay’ for me.”


“One was my uncle, and then I was adopted, and it was my adoptive brother.”


“My dance teacher growing up.”


“Mine was a family friend, one of the older neighborhood kids that used to live down the road from me.”


“Mom’s new live-in boyfriend, later became my stepfather.”


“Deacon in our church.”





Myth #2: You could have stopped the assault by resisting harder.


“My entire life I had believed that if I was being sexually violated and assaulted that I would fight back. I had heard and believed that if I put up a fight the person would be more likely to stop. I was so confused about why I didn’t fight, it made me question if it could be assault, since I didn’t resist. Why didn’t I fight back?”


There are many reasons you might not have fought back against your perpetrator. Your brain will try to protect you at all costs, which is where the trauma responses can come into play—we’ll spend more time on those in chapter four. Choosing not to resist could have been your body’s way of trying to prevent the assault from escalating. There are also instances when someone resists, but they’re physically overpowered, and a different trauma response takes over, such as the freeze response. The reality is that no one knows how they’ll respond in a traumatic situation until they’re in it. Ultimately, someone else took advantage of you and harmed you. That wasn’t your decision. They’re to blame, not you.


Myth #3: Rapists are easy to spot.


“None of us knew her; she was a stranger to me. But I never considered her to be a threat or to be someone who would harm me. My trust made me vulnerable.”


While it might be comforting to believe that nobody we know has committed a violent crime and that we’d be able to spot a rapist if we saw one, both beliefs create a false sense of security. They also make it harder for people who are uninformed or misinformed to believe that victims have been assaulted.


Myth #4: You did something to deserve being assaulted.


“I agreed to go to his house. For the longest time I blamed myself, when all I ever consented to was going to his house.”


You didn’t ask to be assaulted, and you definitely didn’t do anything to deserve it. But because this myth is so prevalent, many survivors assume some of the blame. If you’re feeling responsible for what happened because you agreed to go on a date with someone, or because of what you were wearing, how you were dancing, or anything else that wasn’t explicit consent, know that it wasn’t your fault; that going on a date, wearing an item of clothing, or anything else does not mean you deserved what happened to you.


Myth #5: Women want to be raped.


“I begged him to stop, and he just kept saying he knew I wanted to be a ‘bad girl.’ That I was only saying no to look like I was being good when he knew better. He said he knew I really wanted this. I will never forget how meaningless my ‘no’ was.”


Regardless of what you’ve heard, read, or seen in films, women do not want to be raped. If you did not freely and enthusiastically say “yes,” it’s sexual assault.


Myth #6: Men can’t be sexually assaulted.


“My own family member, who was a doctor, didn’t believe me when I said I was assaulted. They didn’t understand apparently how I could have let that happen. I didn’t tell anyone else again until years later I was admitted to inpatient for self-harm and someone finally told me that men could in fact be assaulted. I wasn’t weak. It wasn’t my fault. I am not the only one.”


There is very little data about the prevalence of men being sexually assaulted, and numbers that have previously been published are probably inaccurate because in many cases male victims face even more barriers to reporting than female victims. Many men in the We Are the Evidence community have reported that people didn’t believe them when they disclosed their assault. Instead of support, they’ve heard comments like, “How could that even work?” or “You weren’t strong enough to stop her?” and “That couldn’t have happened if you didn’t have an erection, so you must have liked it.” An erection is not consent (see Sexual Assault Myth #8); everyone experiences different trauma responses, and everyone deserves to have support and resources available to them.


Myth #7: Only virgins can be raped.


“I was raised to believe that it was my duty to please my husband. Whether or not I wanted to have sex with him didn’t matter. After I had lost my virginity to him, I lost the right to refuse him, and whenever I tried to refuse him, he would force me.”


Your previous sexual experiences do not indicate consent for future sexual encounters, even if you’ve had sex with that person before. You have the right to say no to anyone, at any time.


Myth #8: It isn’t rape if you have an erection or an orgasm.


“When it was happening, she would comment on my body’s reaction and say that was proof I wanted it. I didn’t want it. I don’t know how to explain that to other guys, though.”


Arousal and orgasms are complex biological reactions that we do not control, so physical signs of arousal and biological reactions to a stimulus are not consent. Without having this understanding, a survivor’s shame and guilt can stop them from seeking support and reporting.


Myth #9: Survivors of assault will act hysterical.


“During the closing statements of my trial, the defense attorney stood in front of the jury and pointed out that I didn’t cry when I was on the stand. They asked the jury if someone could really be traumatized if they didn’t cry when recounting the events of their assault. I still blame myself for the not guilty verdict. If I had cried, would they have believed me?”


The myth that victims will or should respond a certain way after they’re assaulted is extraordinarily harmful. People tend to respond to trauma and high-stress situations (such as testifying in court) in at least five different ways: fight, flight, freeze, fawn, and flop. We cover these in more detail in chapter four.


Myth #10: It isn’t rape if a weapon wasn’t involved.


“I didn’t think anyone would believe me. It’s not like I was held at gunpoint or anything. I could have probably overpowered them or screamed, and I didn’t do either. I just froze.”


According to a survey conducted by the Department of Justice in 2013, only 11 percent of rapes and sexual assaults involved a weapon.8 Date rape drugs and alcohol can also be used to incapacitate someone or to make it easy to restrain a victim before an assault.


Myth #11: If it was really sexual assault, you would have reported it right away.


“People keep asking me why I didn’t report if it was really assault. To be honest it didn’t seem worth it. I didn’t know what to do, I didn’t know who to trust, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to ruin my offender’s life. I just wanted to move on.”


Choosing not to report or waiting to report does not minimize the crime. There are many reasons why people don’t report sexual assault right away, or at all. Many survivors aren’t sure if what they experienced was assault and also know that getting a conviction is an uphill battle. According to the Department of Justice in its National Crime Victimization Survey, out of 1,000 sexual assaults, 310 will be reported to law enforcement and only 25 perpetrators will be incarcerated.9 So it’s no wonder that reporting can look hopeless.


There are other reasons why a victim may choose not to report:




• They fear retaliation.


• They did not think they would be believed or would receive help from law enforcement.


• They worried about, or weren’t sure, if they wanted to get the perpetrator in legal trouble.


• They didn’t want to relive the assault through the reporting process.


• They were told by friends and family not to report.




Myth #12: If it had been sexual assault, there would be physical evidence.


“They asked me where the evidence was that I had been assaulted. But what evidence were they possibly needing or hoping to find? My rapist was my significant other; any evidence that they might have even found I knew that my rapist would just say it was consensual anyways.”


Asking a survivor to use physical evidence to prove they were sexually assaulted is often unrealistic. Consider the following variables:




• Survivors often know the perpetrator and have interacted with them before the assault, so their DNA can often be found on each other for reasons other than sexual assault.


• Survivors don’t collect evidence if they don’t initially know that it was sexual assault.




Even if a survivor is physically injured, there may not be evidence of the injuries by the time they have an exam or report the crime.


EXPERT CONTRIBUTION: THE POWER OF WORDS


Patricia Bathory, MBA, MACP, CCC


Words have power, and they have different subjective meaning to different people. When talking about sexual assault, some individuals who have gone through it refuse to use the word “victim,” preferring “survivor.” They believe that all of their work and their healing journey has made them a survivor, and the word “victim” feels disempowering. This is extremely valid and true for many survivors.


Other individuals are not ready to let go of the word “victim” because they feel that this is the best word that describes what happened to them. They are not ready to let go of the idea that a crime was committed against them, and that fundamentally makes them a victim. For these individuals, being a victim of a crime is not the same as having a victim mentality. As one of my clients says, “The fact that I didn’t let my rape define me, and the fact that I worked really hard to heal and move forward, does not take away the fact that I was a victim of a crime perpetrated against me.” She feels the word “survivor” to be too positive, denying the effect the rape has every day of her life.


No one term is more correct than the other—it’s what you find more empowering that you should use.




Isabella’s Story


I was five years old the first time I was abused, and like so many other survivors, it was by someone I knew and trusted. Little did I know then, that was just the beginning. Throughout my childhood, I was abused by seven different people—all of them known by me or my parents.


As a child, I didn’t know what was happening. Deep inside I knew something felt wrong, but I didn’t have the awareness or understanding to process the trauma. And sadly, after being assaulted by several people, body violations began to feel like a part of my life. I didn’t know what it felt like to have ownership over my body, nor could I begin to understand what it would mean long-term for people to recurrently assert physical and emotional control over me. At the end of the day, children translate their experiences into inner feelings of safety, and all I knew and understood was that I was not safe. Without a secure and trusting foundation, my childhood felt chaotic. I didn’t feel stable at home or at school.


Looking back now, I realize the only time I ever felt like myself was in dance class.


I started dancing before I could walk. My parents joke that I was creating and directing dance shows with my brother (definitely not a dancer, but always a good sport) before I could fully talk. As a child, I was in dance class five days a week. And it was there where I felt like a more free and complete version of myself. It was a physical and emotional release—I was able to connect with my body, and I had a safe and supportive outlet to let go of whatever my body was storing. This feeling starkly contrasted with those periods when dance wasn’t affordable, like during high school after my parents’ separation. During those times, I was more isolated and confused. My body didn’t feel like mine, and I experienced almost full-time active dissociation, which led me as a teenager to try to take my life twice.


The only thing that seemed to bring the light back in after those dark times was getting back into dance. Dance let me rediscover the feelings of peace and true comfort. Although I might not have been able to fully understand it until years later, I learned a big truth quite young—dance was never going to be just a hobby for me. It was always going to be an emotional, physical, and spiritual practice. Dance class was my home, at times my only safe home, and it helped me feel more like myself. Moving my body actually helps me process and release the trauma of my abuse. In that way, I think dance was not only my first love, but my first healer, too.


After doing some inner work, I knew I wanted to share the healing effects of dance with others. In 2014, I founded She-Is, a 501(c)3 nonprofit based in Los Angeles that teaches dance to survivors of sexual abuse and sex trafficking. Since 2014, we’ve taught dance to more than 1,000 survivors in the US and internationally. We visit countries in southeast Asia annually to hold two-week survivor workshops with young girls who have been rescued from the sex trade.


As we’ve worked with these survivors over the years, I’ve seen that my own story may differ in specifics from other survivors, but the impact of dance and movement therapy is the same for all of us. Every survivor can benefit from reclaiming their body ownership and building confidence. All of us can benefit from dancing together as a group, because it builds community and a sense of shared understanding across our experiences. This deepens our awareness of others and our ability to process our own experiences through empathy and compassion for others. The awakening of our physical senses helps release stored trauma from the inside out. In this way, therapeutic dance classes become a container for healing and growth. While it’s possible to do this work individually, healing in a collective is a revolutionary and powerful tool for those who feel isolated in their trauma and past experiences. It’s been an honor and privilege to share space with other survivors in this way.


Today, dance remains one of my favorite healing methods. I’ve supplemented it with a variety of other healing modalities, including acupuncture, hypnosis, EFT tapping, and talk therapy. This toolkit supports my complexity as a person and survivor on my healing journey, but the accessibility of dance is one reason I recommend it to all trauma survivors. Dancing is one of the most natural things in the world. Most of us sway along to music as babies before we can walk or talk. Music is everywhere, and the only thing we need to dance is our body. By ourselves or with a group, online or in person, in an organized class or freestyling in our bedroom, reconnecting with our body through movement is what matters. It is inclusive of every body type, gender, sexual orientation, experience, skill level, and beyond. Dance is for everyone. So is healing.


For any and all survivors out there, I want you to know you are special and you are loved. You deserve a beautiful life and are worthy of beautiful things. I see you and I believe in you. Please reach out to others for support. There are resources and so many people willing to help. You are worth it.


For those interested in taking a dance class, I recommend checking out local groups, taking online classes, or reaching out to us at She-Is. We host free monthly survivor classes and will be so happy to see you there. We’re in this together.


—Isabella Grosso, Founder of She-Is, Los Angeles, California





LET’S CHECK IN


When I first learned what sexual assault is and what consent should involve, I was flooded with confusing thoughts, feelings, and even more questions than I’d had before. I was angry, sad, and scared, but I was also relieved because I finally understood the truth about what I’d experienced. So, here are some questions you can ask yourself to help process the content in this chapter:




• What sexual assault myths have affected your beliefs about your assault and about yourself?


• Is there any blame you continue to hold on to? Are you ready to let that go?


• What’s one kind thing you can do for yourself today?




In addition to all the emotions you may be experiencing, I encourage you to leave some space to feel proud of yourself for beginning this healing journey.
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