

		

			[image: When_the_Subject_Is_Rape_front_cover.jpg]

		


	

		

			[image: ]


		


	

		

			The information and advice contained in this book are based upon the research and the personal and professional experiences of the author. They are not intended as a substitute for consulting with a healthcare professional. The publisher and author are not responsible for any adverse effects or consequences resulting from the use of any of the suggestions, preparations, or procedures discussed in this book. All matters pertaining to your physical health should be supervised by a healthcare professional. It is a sign of wisdom, not cowardice, to seek a second or third opinion.


			Cover design and production: Gary A. Rosenberg


			Square One Publishers


			115 Herricks Road


			Garden City Park, NY 11040


			(516) 535-2010 • (877) 900-BOOK


			www.squareonepublishers.com


			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


			Names: McEvoy, Alan W., author.


			Title: When the subject is rape : a guide for male partners, friends & family members / Alan W. McEvoy.


			Description: Garden City Park, NY : Square One Publishers, [2023] | Includes index. 


			Identifiers: LCCN 2022060482 (print) | LCCN 2022060483 (ebook) | ISBN 9780757005220 (paperback) | ISBN 9780757055225 (ebook)  


			Subjects: LCSH: Rape. | Rape—Psychological aspects. | Rape victims—Family relationships. | Man-woman relationships—Psychological aspects. | Interpersonal relations—Psychological aspects. 


			Classification: LCC HV6558 .M334 2023  (print) | LCC HV6558  (ebook) | DDC 364.15/32—dc23/eng/20230106 


			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022060482


			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022060483


			Copyright © 2023 by Alan W. McEvoy


			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, scanned, uploaded, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


		


	

		

			Contents


			Acknowledgments


			Preface


			Introduction


			1. Understanding Rape-Induced Trauma


			2. The Immediate Consequences of Rape


			3. Communicating with the Victim and Others


			4. Understanding the Long-Term Effects of Rape


			5. The Impact of Rape on Sexual Intimacy


			6. Parental Concerns During the Recovery Process


			7. Non-Stranger Sexual Assault


			8. Working with Law Enforcement


			9. Rape as a Hate Crime


			10. Post-Traumatic Growth


			Conclusion


			Resources


			About the Author


			Index


			Other SquareOne Titles of Interest


		


	

		

			 


			 


			 


			 


			To the Rose who endured anguish beyond measure yet never ceased to blossom.


		


	

		

			Acknowledgments


			I am grateful for the encouragement of my daughter Katy and my son Kyle, whose love remains a constant in my life. I am also grateful to Rudy Shur and Square One Publishers for smoothing out the rough edges of this book. Finally, I wish to acknowledge my mentor and friend Edsel Erickson, who has passed from this earth but whose memory endures in his legacy of “passing it forward.”


		


	

		

			Preface


			This book has its origins in an experience I had as a young man in my early twenties—an experience that made me realize how ill-prepared I was to deal with the subject of sexual violence and its complexities. A close friend had the courage to tell me she had been raped. It was an act of trust on her part and, I think, an implied request for understanding. The rape had altered the trajectory of her life, at least temporarily, and she was struggling to make sense of what a man had done to her. She also was trying to regain a sense of control and move forward. At that point, she simply needed a friend to listen to her.


			My friend’s revelation made me realize that, due to my having grown up as a male, I had neither the framework nor the vocabulary to process what had happened to her or guide my response to her disclosure. I wanted to help but had no idea what to do. My good intentions collided with my ignorance. Neither I nor my male friends had ever had a serious discussion about sexual violence toward girls and women. At no point during my time in high school or college had I honestly considered the topic of rape. I had never reflected on the consequences of rape for women. I had never considered how a man could help a woman who has been the victim of sexual assault. Later I learned just how many men, when confronted with the rape of a loved one, also required guidance.


			Throughout my career as a social scientist, I have examined the impacts that various forms of violence can have on people’s lives and the ways in which these people might be helped to overcome them. I have found that violence can pose unique challenges for its victims and those who love them depending on the circumstances in which it is expressed, whether these circumstances involve child abuse, intimate partner violence, self-harm, bullying, rape, or some other traumatic event. I have researched and written about such violence as part of my academic work. In doing so, I have realized the need for this information to reach a broader, nonacademic audience—the everyday people who are desperate to know the best ways to help their loved ones to forge a path through the trauma of sexual assault.


			As part of my work on rape, I have listened to the accounts of countless people whose lives have been upended by sexual violence. I am grateful to the many women who have spoken openly with me about how their relationships with the men in their lives have been affected by rape, even if the assault had happened years before. I am grateful for the honest disclosures from men whose daughters, spouses, sisters, intimate partners, or close friends have been sexually assaulted. These good men wanted to do the right thing. They understood the devastation sexual assault had inflicted on their loved ones, but many also felt frustrated—even angry—as a result of their ineffective efforts to help them. Some acknowledged that they had said or done things in their efforts that had only strained their relationships with these women. The wisdom I have gained from the women and men who have shared their insights on the subject of rape and sexual assault with me over the years serves as the basis of this book.


			This book embraces the idea that men can acquire an empathetic understanding of the complexities of rape and its recovery process. It believes that men will be able to approach this subject from the perspective of women who have been raped if given proper guidance. While aimed at a male audience, this text provides information that anyone whose life has been affected by sexual assault would find invaluable. No matter who reads this book, its guidelines will be most effective if they are followed with patience, sympathy, kindness, understanding, trust, nonjudgment, and love.


			When the Subject Is Rape addresses not only the trauma of rape but also the healing and growth that can occur during the process of recovery. It offers not only practical guidance but also hope that light can emerge from such darkness. If a woman you care for has been raped, this book will help you to help her. If you wish to be a true ally in her recovery, then this book is in the right hands.


		


	

		

			Introduction


			If a woman or girl with whom you have a close relationship were raped, as a man, would you know how to respond? Would you know how to help her, or would you keep your distance, fearful that you might inadvertently do more harm than good? Even if the rape happened years before, how might this event affect that person and your relationship now? Is there anything you can do to help her to get through this terrible experience? Understanding your role in the situation can be crucial in her moving forward. The experience may have left her with psychological trauma in connection with males in general, negatively impacting her relationships with all the men in her life, including you. How you respond to her behavior and her needs can make a big difference in both her recovery and your relationship.


			Sexual violence can be a defining moment in a victim’s life—creating a sense of life before the assault and life after. The trauma of rape ripples outward in concentric circles of harm, starting with the victim and extending to others with whom she is connected. For victims and those who love them, rape can give rise to what feels like a major shift in the ground upon which they have built their lives. Things once taken for granted, such as feeling safe or being able to manage daily routines, are no longer so. In addition, problems that existed prior to the event are now amplified. As a man who cares for someone who has been raped, you may feel a sense of uncertainty. This sense of uncertainty likely stems from two basic questions: What can I do to help, and what effects will this event have on her, me, and our relationship?


			Most rape crisis centers and counseling services focus on providing direct help to victims, and most counselors and victim advocates who help women who have been raped are women. Most men have very little experience in dealing with the consequences of rape, and few are likely to know what to say or how to behave in support of victims. As this book will show, however, men who are close to a rape victim can have an enormous impact on her recovery—whether positive or negative—depending on what they say or do. Men who are in a position to help a female loved one in her recovery from sexual assault need guidance to address this issue properly.


			THE CHALLENGE FOR MEN


			Given that the majority of rapes involve male perpetrators and female targets, generally men do not see themselves as potential victims. Men do not live with the fear of rape and, as a result, lack an adequate understanding of sexual violence and its consequences. It is not that men are indifferent to the safety concerns of teens and women. Rather, the daily precautions taken and apprehensions shared by females who grow up in a climate in which rape is an ever-present possibility are simply absent, for the most part, from the male mindset.


			Although approximately one out of five women will experience sexual violence in her lifetime, the deficiency of knowledge on this subject among men is disheartening. Seldom is the topic of rape included in educational discussions in school or the media. In addition, most males have not had honest and open conversations with women, or with other men, about the reality of sexual violence, nor have they discussed its profound effects on women. It is no wonder why so few men are prepared to help when a woman they love is sexually assaulted.


			The first step men can take is to learn the basic vocabulary necessary to discuss sexual violence. Legally speaking, rape involves any vaginal, oral, or anal penetration (including with objects) without the victim’s consent. Force or threat of force, coercion, or manipulation may be included in some statutory language, but the essential element in rape is lack of consent. Sexual assault is a more inclusive term and generally refers to a wider range of attempted or actual unwanted sexual contact between offenders and victims. Both are expressions of sexual violence. In everyday speech, however, the terms often are used interchangeably, as they are in this book.


			Think of rape as a criminal act of violence that is expressed sexually. It includes the brutal imposition of a perpetrator’s will on a person who is not able to resist. Rape is also a form of emotional and physical terrorism in which violent sexuality overpowers and dehumanizes a victim. In the most basic sense, rape violates a victim’s body, mind, and spirit. Rape is about power, control, humiliation, and domination expressed in a sexual act. Many victims are physically brutalized, terrorized with threats of bodily harm or death, and frightened into silence. This means rape is a life-threatening and life-altering experience that shakes a victim to her very core.


			Experts in the field use terms such as victim or survivor in reference to someone who has been raped. Both terms are acceptable, though each conveys a somewhat different meaning. Within the context of the criminal justice system, a victim is a person who is the target of a crime and who has rights under the law. Although some people believe the word “victim” carries negative social stigma, it expresses no judgment of blame, responsibility for the crime, or weakness. A victim in this sense is one who suffers serious injury at the hands of another; it means something harmful was done to a person against that person’s will.


			The term survivor, on the other hand, conveys a feeling of empowerment and strength, and a sense that the victim has reclaimed her life to some degree. Rape survivors, therefore, may be characterized as those who are in the process of recovery or who have achieved some degree of recovery. Survivors acknowledge the harm done to them but have gained perspective and perhaps no longer define themselves as victims. This book focuses on the needs of female victims of rape who are on the road to becoming survivors.


			HOW MEN CAN HELP


			The goal of this book is to give men the knowledge and skills to help female loved ones recover from rape. Who we are as humans is defined by the quality of our relationships with others and our capacity to make choices for ourselves. Rape undermines the bonds that connect people to each other and removes a victim’s sense of self-reliance—the sense that she can choose to act for herself and not be acted upon against her will. Although this book is not meant to replace professional counseling, it provides men with recommendations on how to help female loved ones who have been victims of rape to restore these bonds and regain a sense of control over their lives.


			This book draws upon the experiences of women struggling to recover from rape, and the experiences of the men in their lives who endeavor to help in this recovery. At the center of this book is a basic idea: Men who are husbands, fathers, brothers, intimate partners, or friends of women can and do influence how they recover from the trauma of rape. This book offers practical guidance to men about what they should or should not do if a woman they love has been the target of a sex crime. Equally important, it can help in the preservation of relationships that otherwise might deteriorate in the aftermath of rape. Its goal is to teach men how to be a positive influence on a woman’s recovery from rape.


			WHAT TO EXPECT FROM THIS BOOK


			This book might be seen as a roadmap of the complexities of rape and the process of recovery. It provides insights regarding things you should and should not do if someone you love is raped, and it strives to empower you to be an effective ally in a victim’s recovery. Among the topics it covers are the following:


			

					The nature of rape trauma, including the effects of trauma on a person’s emotions and memory.


					What to expect in the immediate aftermath of rape, including how to respond to disclosures of sexual violence.


					How to communicate with victims and others following rape, including what to do when victims refuse to talk about what happened.


					The short-term and long-term consequences of rape for victims and those close to victims.


					Fears and concerns regarding the resumption of sexual intimacy for partners of rape victims.


					How to respond when victims and perpetrators know each other, including how to navigate the complexities of rape on college campuses.


					Strategies for working with law enforcement, victim services, and the judicial system.


					Guidelines for parents whose daughters have been victims of sexual violence.


					Special cases of sexual assault such as multiperpetrator rape, interracial rape, and the rape of gender nonconforming or LGBTQIA+ individuals.


					Post-traumatic growth.


			


			This book gives you the tools necessary to help a female friend or relative get through the anguish caused by sexual violence and maintain healthy relationships with you and others. But remember this: Because no two recoveries are identical in the aftermath of rape, there can be no “one size fits all” set of instructions. The path of a teen or adult woman’s recovery from rape is multifaceted and rarely, if ever, straightforward. It contains false starts, setbacks, conflicts, and frustrations, but she can overcome these difficult hurdles on her way to recovery with the right support. A victim’s journey toward healing from rape is both an individual and a shared one.


			Finally, it is important to note that the information found in this book can be put to good use only if it is shared with patience, sympathy, kindness, understanding, steadfastness, trust, nonjudgment, and love. Always keep this in mind.


		


	

		

			1. Understanding Rape-Induced Trauma


			Rape is a traumatic event that can affect all aspects of a woman’s life, including those relationships most significant to her. Although a full clinical analysis of trauma is beyond the scope of this book, as a support person you should know that there can be enormous variation in how individuals are affected by sexual assault. Whatever the common features associated with rape-induced trauma, no two victims will necessarily respond in the same way to this form of trauma or follow identical paths to recovery. The goal of this chapter is to help you, as a support person, to develop an understanding of the trauma experienced by a woman who has been raped. Your capacity to comprehend her world following the assault will set the stage for you to be an effective ally in her recovery.


			PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS


			Rape-induced trauma can dramatically alter the ways in which a rape victim lives her life. It can shape how she sees herself, how she thinks others see her, how she interacts with family and friends, how she expresses her emotions, her beliefs about the kind of world in which she lives, and the choices she makes. The need to make sense of what happened and integrate this experience into other dimensions of her life is a common struggle. Such trauma can consume a significant amount of the victim’s psychological and emotional energy.


			For some, trauma produces what therapists call dissociation, which may be described as a feeling of disconnection from one’s own emotions, thoughts, or even identity. For example, individuals suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD, (see the inset “Symptoms of PTSD” on page 10), including rape victims, may enter what is known as a fugue state, an extreme form of dissociation in which they lose time for a period (minutes or longer) and seem confused about who they are. Their thoughts and emotions are disconnected from their surroundings, almost as if they are having a vivid dream. They then seem unable to explain where they were or what they experienced during that lost time once they have come out of this state.


			For others, there are brief but vivid flashbacks. A person may become overwhelmed by an image or recollection of a terrifying moment that intrudes unexpectedly and leaves the individual feeling an anguished loss of control. Combat veterans, children growing up in war zones, war refugees, victims of violent crimes such as rape, and even victims of natural disasters commonly report experiencing intense flashbacks centered on moments of horror. Often a person does not know what triggers such flashbacks, which can strike like thunderbolts even during routine activities. Given the unpredictability of when a flashback might happen, it is difficult to integrate this intense experience into other aspects of one’s daily life. The intrusive flash of memory stands as a separate and frightening aspect of being disconnected from whatever is going on in the moment.


			Victims of rape need to know that symptoms such as psychological numbness, feelings of having lost time, and brief but intense flashbacks are common and expected features of trauma. In time, and with proper support, these symptoms tend to subside. It helps victims to learn that such episodes can be a regular aspect of trauma and do not mean they are becoming mentally unbalanced. It also helps if victims feel they are in a safe space where they can talk about what it is like for them to go through such episodes. As a support person, one of your tasks is to help to create that safe space for her, so she can talk about what she endured, if she chooses to do so, without fear of judgment or blame. The ability to talk about a terrible experience is the first step toward recovery.


			Although traumatic events are consequential, it is important to understand that they do not define a person. A person who goes through a traumatic incident is far more than that experience alone. It is important to know that trauma need not be perpetually debilitating or function as a permanently handicapping experience. Resilience often surfaces in the face of terrible events. Trauma can be overcome, and with proper support it can even become a means toward continued personal growth. An important step in creating a supportive environment for healing is to understand two things that are likely to surface after a rape: memory problems related to trauma and a sense of isolation. Both unfold within a complex array of emotions experienced by the rape victim.


			EMOTIONS AND MEMORY


			The aftershocks of rape-induced trauma often include difficult emotions such as anger, fear, shame, guilt, humiliation, helplessness, anxiety, abandonment, grief, resentment, and feelings of injustice. Like the prongs of a fork, the strong emotions commonly experienced by rape victims are connected to a common stem: a sense of having been profoundly tarnished or defiled. It is understandable why many victims develop a deep sense of isolation in the aftermath of rape—they feel that no one can truly understand what they are going through.


			One of the most significant outcomes of trauma—one that is especially upsetting to victims—is the emergence of trauma-related memory issues and feelings of confusion in trying to remember the event. This outcome may occur even in the absence of other symptoms of PTSD. Human memory, particularly in connection with traumatic events, is not like a digital file, where every detail is recorded exactly as it happened. A person’s memory will be affected when subjected to a combination intense fear, a feeling of powerlessness, and an experience so horrible that it defies words. The act of remembering something traumatic is not straightforward, but rather a journey through an emotional labyrinth. In her book Survivor Café, author Elizabeth Rosner points out this seeming contradiction when she asks, “How does atrocity defy memory and simultaneously demand to be remembered?”


			An atrocity such as rape has a way of etching itself on a victim’s psyche. It lingers in the memory and echoes in the mind. Even if a person tries not to recollect them, some memories of terror appear involuntarily, intruding on everyday thoughts like a flash of light in a darkened room that allows you to catch a glimpse of what’s happening within. Other memories may be retrieved voluntarily and often are connected to waves of emotion, including fear. And some experiences of terror are so fragmented that they cannot easily be recalled in a way that creates a complete picture.


			Symptoms of PTSD


			When confronted with the traumatic aftershocks of rape, most women will initially exhibit negative reactions that gradually dissipate. Some, however, may become symptomatic in ways described by the clinical literature as post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD. It is the persistence of these symptoms over time that defines PTSD. Although not all women who have been raped suffer from PTSD, some do. For a diagnosis of PTSD, symptoms must persist for at least one month or longer and include a combination of the following:


			•	Sleep disruptions or nightmares related to the event


			•	Loss of appetite


			•	Mood swings or emotional outbursts with little or no provocation


			•	Chronic depression, persistent sadness, or an inability to feel happiness


			•	Loss of interest in formerly pleasurable activities


			•	Difficulty concentrating


			•	Lack of motivation


			•	Avoidance of reminders of the traumatic experience (e.g., people, places, activities)


			•	Hypervigilance, persistent anxiety over one’s safety, or an exaggerated startle response


			•	Flashbacks or intrusive images


			•	Memory problems regarding what happened


			•	Feelings of isolation or negative feelings about the world


			•	Engaging in reckless behaviors, acts of self-harm, or suicidal ideation


			It is important to note that these psychological reactions emerge in response (some would argue a normal response) to frightening experiences. It also is important to understand that such symptoms of PTSD usually fade over time with the proper support, even if memories of what happened may endure.


			Memory problems stemming from trauma may be worsened if a victim was under the influence of alcohol or drugs at the time of the assault. In some victims’ memories, trauma can distort the timing of events, with recollections not necessarily appearing in their proper sequence. Certain details of an assault may be particularly important to a victim, regardless of the sequence in which they unfolded. Furthermore, some moments of an assault may be remembered with clarity, while others are broken off from full conscious awareness, perhaps only to surface when something unexpectedly triggers their recollection. The main point is that it is not reasonable to expect victims of trauma to recount all the details of what happened in chronological sequence.


			In addition, often when people recall traumatic experiences, some things that stand out in their memories may strike others as trivial or even odd. After experiencing a traumatic event, it is common for a survivor to fixate on some aspect of the event that may seem unusual or illogical, even to the survivor. For example, one survivor who was brutally attacked in her father’s automobile told this author that during the assault she kept worrying about whether the car might be damaged. Another survivor talked about the gold chain with a crucifix her assailant wore around his neck, which kept striking her in the face as he raped her. Simply stated, as a traumatic event unfolds, certain sights, sounds, smells, or other stimuli can take precedence in a victim’s memory. As the ally of a rape victim, it is important to listen and offer no judgment when she offers an account of what occurred, no matter what is revealed. Remember that it is normal for some details of an assault to take on greater weight than others in a victim’s memory.


			Another possibility to consider is past traumatic events becoming linked in a victim’s mind to a new traumatic event. Recollections of prior terrible experiences, including instances long forgotten or never fully processed, may bubble to the surface in the wake of a recent trauma. This tends to happen among victims of multiple traumas, including those who were targets of physical or sexual abuse during childhood or adolescence. A new traumatic experience triggers flashes of previous trauma, thus adding to the victim’s distress. A rape victim may not have ever disclosed these prior traumatic occurrences, which have now become significant again. Having become linked in flashes of memory, both sets of events need to be processed on her journey to recovery. As her support person, do not be surprised if she divulges other troubling events in her life, which are likely clues to that which she is processing.


			How Trauma Can Influence Memory


			There are two especially important things for you to understand about the relationship between trauma and memory. First, recollection of a traumatic event such as rape is likely to unfold gradually, in pieces, rather than all at once in the emotionally charged atmosphere immediately following the incident. When new details emerge over time, it is a serious mistake to assume that the victim was not telling the full truth before, or perhaps was intentionally withholding important facts. Expect that the narrative of what happened will evolve over time and change in some details as the victim gains more distance from the event.


			Second, you can neither force people to remember nor compel them to discuss what they wish to forget. Some experiences may never be fully remembered or forgotten. Some memories will remain unspoken, even if they continue to whisper in the background of a person’s thoughts. With your love and support, a victim of rape-induced trauma may find the courage and the words to speak of memories that seem unspeakable. Understand that your role is not to interrogate or constantly push her for more details, especially if she does not wish to discuss what happened. Your job is simply to be there for support. (For more information on how to communicate with a victim of sexual assault, see Chapter 3 on page 37.)


			It is an act of trust for someone to share a traumatic experience, and it is that person’s choice alone to decide the circumstances under which such a discussion will occur. As a sexual assault victim who sees you as a trusted person in her life, she may choose to share some or all her traumatic experience with you. She may also want to protect you from feeling overwhelmed by the knowledge of what happened to her and therefore decide to remain silent. Again, as her ally in recovery, your job is to be supportive in her decisions. In your role as a caring witness to her story or to her silence, you will communicate the critical message that she is not alone.


			Understanding the Feeling of Isolation


			As a support person, try to place yourself in the position of the rape victim and ask yourself the following questions: What would it be like if you were removed from your familiar surroundings and placed in circumstances where the rules that governed your life in the past no longer applied? What if everyone in your new surroundings seemed unable to understand you? What if many people you encountered appeared to judge you unfairly? What would it be like if you felt unable to trust others? How would you feel if your most intimate and positive connections with others were disrupted by an event that was brutally imposed upon you? If you knew with certainty that you had to live with a truth that few could comprehend, how alone would you feel, and how would you cope?


			A profound sense of isolation—of being alone in a world where no one seems to understand—is a common feeling among people who have endured extreme trauma. Although the intensity and duration of feeling isolated will vary from person to person, this sense of disconnection often runs through the lives of those who have intimate experience with trauma, including victims of torture, child abuse, domestic assault, or rape, and even some combat veterans. Understanding this psychological isolation is necessary for anyone who wants to help a person who has been raped.


			Rape can change the trajectory of a person’s life. For a woman who is raped, nearly all the foundations that hold her world in place may shift. The “old normal” will no longer apply. She will confront the task of finding a “new normal” in which she can reclaim her place in the world. In the process, she will likely feel cut adrift from the moorings she once took for granted. In the wake of such a senseless injustice, she must confront the unknown and struggle with the question: What next?


			As a support person, it is important to know that one of the strategies employed by rapists is to say and do things that reduce the likelihood that their victims will speak about what was done to them. The more perpetrators create fear and degrade and dehumanize their targets, the less willing their victims may be to reveal the explicit details of what transpired. Equally important, perpetrators often sow doubt and confusion in their victims’ minds by claiming that what happened was consensual, not an assault. This attempt to manipulate a victim by getting her to question her own judgment is known as gaslighting.


			The silence of rape victims has two outcomes. It minimizes the risk of legal or other consequences for rapists and isolates victims from family, friends, and others who could help them. It is little wonder that rape victims may experience a sense of being separated and “different” from others— different even from the people they were before the assault. This feeling of isolation is compounded by a general lack of public awareness about the situations in which sexual violence occurs and the consequences faced by rape survivors.


			EXAMPLES OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE


			Rape can occur in a wide range of circumstances, each of which shapes how victims and others understand and judge what happened. The degree to which others may blame or stigmatize the victim, the degree to which perpetrators of rape are held responsible, the nature and quality of victim services, the actions of law enforcement, and the extent to which victims blame themselves can hinge on the way sexual violence unfolds. Examples of sexual violence include:


			

					non-stranger sexual assault, in which the perpetrator is known to the victim. This is the most common type of sexual violence and includes what is sometimes called acquaintance rape, date rape, or party rape.


					rape committed by a family member. This also includes stepsiblings and stepparents.


					rape committed by a stranger, possibly in connection with another crime such as robbery. This may also include rape associated with abduction.


					custodial rape in jails, nursing homes, detention centers, hospitals, residential rehabilitation facilities, refugee camps, etc.


					rape in which nonheterosexuals or members of the LGBTQIA+ community are deliberately targeted. This is seen as a hate crime in which perpetrators select victims because of perceived sexual orientation or gender identity. This type of hate crime includes a subset called “corrective rape.” For example, a male perpetrator (or gang of male perpetrators) may target a lesbian woman perceived to be a “sexual deviant” in the belief that sexual penetration will “correct” her sexual orientation.


					rape of especially vulnerable persons with physical or developmental disabilities.


					statutory rape, which involves an underage victim (not legally of the age of consent) and an older perpetrator.


					gang rape, which may involve perpetrators and victims of different races or ethnicities.


					revenge rape during military conflict.


					spousal rape.


					sexual coercion of children and adolescents (including pedophilia).


			


			Seldom is the nature of each of these variations of sexual violence described in the media or schools. Understandably, the topic of rape is outside the comfort zones of many. Often it is seen as off limits for any in-depth consideration. This absence of education, however, contributes to the persistence of rape myths that imply victims are to blame for what happened.


			Without open and informed conversations about sexual victimization, when an adolescent or adult woman is raped, she may think she is the only person who could possibly understand this terrible experience. It is little wonder that women who are victims of sexual violence often suffer in silence rather than risk confronting what so many fail to comprehend. One may never feel more alone than when surrounded by others who do not understand your experience.


			BEHAVIORAL CHANGES


			Although it may be surprising, it is common for some women who have been raped to behave in ways that seem contrary to their best interests. First, many refuse to seek help or talk about what happened. It is as if they believe they can make “it” go away if “it” is never discussed. Second, many victims of rape do not choose to seek the assistance of law enforcement. They fear that to involve the police would make their victimization public, which they wish to avoid. Some victims, particularly those who know their perpetrators, refuse to report the crime because they do not want to “get the guy in trouble.” Others fail to report because they fear ­retaliation by their perpetrators or his friends. And some victims refuse to report the crime because they think they will not be believed.


			It is also true that victims may misdirect others about what happened or how it affects them. Quite simply, they might deny or minimize the event because they feel profoundly humiliated, or because they worry that they will be blamed for what happened. Victims may remain silent because they do not want to impose their emotional turmoil on family and friends. Although such responses serve to isolate the victim, they are understandable in the context of how our society has approached, or has failed to approach, the subject of rape.


			In the end, many women who have been raped simply do not want to discuss the complex feelings associated with something that is such a fundamental violation. Some retreat into silence. Some retreat into alcohol or drugs. Some may push away anyone who wants to help, including the people they love. It is as if these women view offers of help as displays of pity and affirmations of their vulnerability. It is as if they say to themselves, “This is not something anyone can know about. This is not something I want help with or can discuss. This is not anyone’s business but my own.”


			For all these reasons, it is crucial that you understand the complicated ways in which any woman, young or old, may see the world after being raped. Your task is to help create a climate of acceptance in which she feels she can speak about what happened without fear of judgment, despite the misunderstanding of others. Know that she is processing what happened and simultaneously gauging how others respond to her as she does so. Because you love and care for her, because you believe in her and know she is not to blame for what happened, she needs to see you as a pillar of support throughout this ordeal.


			THE ROLE OF MEN AS SUPPORT PERSONS


			The emotional complications of rape victimization, its impact on a victim’s memory, its effects on her feelings of isolation and behavior, and the situations in which rape occurs require supportive male figures in a victim’s life to think deeply about how they can help. To be maximally effective, the things men need to do are neither simple nor easy. For one, men need to hold in check what often is a reflexive response when confronted with a problem: the impulse to take charge and be in control. Deeply embedded in the socialization of males in our culture is a desire to act decisively and orchestrate solutions to problems. For men to help traumatized rape survivors and function effectively as support persons, they need to relinquish the urge to take charge. Rape denies women a sense of control over their bodies and their lives. Men need to operate with heightened awareness of how rape survivors struggle to regain that sense of control. When a man tries to take charge of the situation, even out of a desire to help, it disempowers the victim further and actually draws focus away from her getting the kind of support she needs. As a man who wants to help, understand that you are not in charge of her recovery; she is.


			Although abandoning the impulse to make decisions for a rape survivor is an important step in learning how to be a support person, more is required. As a man, you still need to be in control of something: your own emotions. One consequence of rape is that it brings to the surface a complex spectrum of vulnerabilities and raw emotions. How might this array of emotions affect interactions with loved ones? How will you reconcile the impulse to speak about how you feel and the need to remain silent about it?


			Part of the struggle of maintaining emotional control for men is the challenge of knowing how to name and give voice to feelings. What are sometimes described as “dark emotions” arise when a loved one is raped. Included here can be an internal stew of anger, fear, guilt, revenge fantasies, sadness, shame, depression, and perhaps even a degree of resentment toward the victim. Constant brooding over such feelings or allowing these dark emotions to surface inappropriately in interactions with a rape survivor will interfere with your ability to be a supportive and positive force in her recovery. Your ability to maintain emotional awareness and control will place you in the best position to help her focus on healing.


			Because you are on a journey with a rape survivor, it is important for you to embrace patience. It is a mistake to expect that life will “get back to normal” according to an arbitrary timetable. Trust that the amount of psychological trauma caused by the assault will diminish over time as she recovers from it. Your interactions with her should be shaped by your patience and trust in her capacity to heal.


			There is one other thing for you to consider in your role as a support person: You must rid yourself of your preconceptions about the relative place rape ranks as a life event for her. Again, the experience of sexual violence can be a significant element in a person’s life, but rape does not define a person. A person is more than a horrific experience. As a rape survivor shapes a narrative about the things that were done to her, she begins to integrate the experience into the totality of her being. As a man, you can help shape this narrative in a way that encourages both of you to grow together. It is hopeful to know that a great many women traumatized by sexual violence not only overcome the challenges it imposes upon them, but with support they become stronger and more self-reliant.
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