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CHILD PROTECTION WORKERS from all over the country say they are inundated with cases of sexual abuse. A mother calls to report that she thinks her husband is molesting her daughter and she does not know what to do. A seventh-grade boy tells his school guidance counselor that a neighbor down the street has been giving him money to pose naked for pictures; he wants the man to stop, but he is afraid to tell his parents. A three-year-old girl brought to the emergency room with stomach pains is discovered to have gonorrhea, and she tells the doctor her seventeen-year-old brother has been “making me lick him” while her mother is away at work. These are illustrative cases. 

Public outrage, which has for several years focused on stories of bruised and tortured children, is shifting to a concern with sexual exploitation. Between 1977 and 1978 almost every national magazine had run a story highlighting the horrors of children’s sexual abuse. A national campaign against the making and sale of child pornography exploded into political prominence in a matter of weeks; and in record-breaking time it obtained the passage of protective legislation nationally and in thirty-five states (Densen-Gerber, 1978), despite the qualms of some civil libertarians. From the point of view of public awareness, what we have been witnessing amounts to nothing less than the discovery of a “new” social problem. 

It is the purpose of this introduction to try to situate this social problem, the sexual abuse of children, within a number of perspectives. It will describe the social movements responsible for the current publicity. It will try to distinguish sexual abuse from two other, closely related problems to which it is often compared: physical abuse and rape. It will try to explain why sexual abuse is emerging as a public issue at this particular historical moment. Finally, it will try to anticipate some of the important ideological controversies that may arise out of the new attention drawn to this problem.


 Feminists and Child Protectors 

New social problems tend to arise when they are promoted by constituencies that have both political power and public credibility. If the sexual abuse of children has risen to prominence as a social problem rather quickly, it is because it has been championed by an alliance of two constituencies by now rather experienced in the promotion of social problems. One of these groups is the child protection lobby, whose power has increased in recent years as physicians have swelled the ranks of what was originally composed largely of social workers. It has had a great deal of success in the last ten years in achieving public recognition for child abuse as a social problem (Pfohl, 1977). 

The second experienced group that has taken an interest in children’s sexual abuse is the women’s movement. Despite some setbacks in recent years on questions requiring direct political clout, it has played a role in sponsoring a large number (perhaps the largest number) of the enduring public issues of the last ten years, such as equal employment, abortion, wife-battering, and rape. The coalition of these two influential groups has created a professional and moral legitimacy for the problem which has helped boost it into prominence. 

Despite their alliance, these groups have not promoted the problem in exactly the same way. Each one has tried to assimilate this new problem into the framework of old problems around which it has successfully campaigned. Thus for the child protection lobby, sexual abuse is but another facet of the child-battering problem with which it is already familiar. In their publications, one often sees reference to “the physical and sexual abuse of children,” both topics lumped together in the same phrase. The women’s movement, on the other hand, sees sexual abuse as a subcategory of the general phenomenon of rape. For example, Brownmiller (1975), the feminist who did the most to raise public consciousness about rape, argues for replacing the term incest with that of father-rape. 

In reality, sexual abuse of children does not belong in either category. It is not just another kind of rape, nor is it just another kind of child abuse. As a social phenomenon, it really does belong at the juncture between these two concerns. It shares aspects of both other problems, but it also has features unique to itself. 


 Sexual Abuse and Rape 

THE SIMILARITIES

Some of the similarities of children’s sexual abuse to rape are obvious. (1) It is a sex crime (although not necesarily a sex-motivated crime). That is, it involves the genitals and sexual regions of either the offender or victim. (2) The offenders are almost all men. (3) The victims experience a kind of trauma unique to sexual offenses. They feel humiliated and stigmatized. They wonder whether they are at fault for their own plight, and they often fail to tell anyone about the experience because of the shame and doubt. Both experiences can have serious consequences for a person’s sexual adjustment (Burgess et al., 1978; Hilberman, 1976). (4) Finally, society has in the past treated both offenses similarly, in effect, denying that they were important and blaming the victim for their occurrence (Brownmiller, 1975). 

THE DIFFERENCES

On the other hand, some aspects of the sexual abuse of children make it very different from rape.

1. The victims are male as well as female. Although among reported cases, boys make up only a small portion of the total, the research reported here and other research show that boys are frequent victims. Rape does occur to men, most notably in prisons, but in the general population its incidence is infrequent: thus rape is almost entirely a crime against women. 

2. People who sexually abuse children are more often friends and family members of their victims (Peters, 1976). Rape is not so entirely different as many people think. Unfortunately it has been stereotyped as a crime committed only by strangers in deserted alleys, which is misleading: much rape is committed by men known to their victims. Still, over 50 percent of reported rapists are strangers to their victims, and only a scant 7 percent are actual family members (Mulvihill and Tumin, 1969, Vol. 2, p. 217). By contrast the vast majority of reported sexual abusers of children are friends or family: 30 percent relatives and 45 percent acquaintances, according to one survey (De Francis, 1969). The pattern for sexual abuse is typically one of much closer relationship between offender and victim than is the case for rape. 

3. Children’s sexual abuse more often than rape consists of repeated incidents, a friend or relative taking advantage of a child on several occasions (DeFrancis, 1969). It is not uncommon for relationships to start for a child at an early age and to reoccur continuously or at intervals over a period of five to ten years without being discovered or broken off. Rape, in contrast, typically occurs only once. At least a woman is likely to be raped only once by a given offender. The exception to this, of course, is marital rape, where the offense can occur repeatedly because many women are legally and economically trapped in their marriages and because marital rape is not currently defined as a crime. However, we know fairly little about this problem, so comparison is difficult. Perhaps to be cautious, we should only say that among reported cases at least, children’s sexual abuse is much more often than rape an offense of multiple occurrences. 

4. The sexual abuse of children involves less physical force and violence than rape (Peters, 1976), which is quite commonly accompanied by a physical assault. Rape victims are often threatened with lethal weapons, a kind of coercion much less common in sexual abuse. Children are small and compliant, and many of the same results can be achieved without violence. The authority and power of persuasion held by an adult are usually adequate to establish the sexual contact. 

5. The sexual act that occurs in the sexual abuse of children is usually not intercourse, but rather fondling of the genitals, masturbation, and exhibition (Peters, 1976). In contrast, a rape almost always involves sexual intercourse or attempted intercourse. In a strict legal sense rape means sexual intercourse: and if intercourse fails to occur, some other charge, like attempted rape, is brought. 

Other kinds of sexual offenses not involving intercourse do occur to adult women and with some frequency. If we consider sexual harassment rather than just rape, we would probably find that attempts at intercourse constitute only a small proportion of all the sexual coercion against adult women too. However, on the basis of the available, admittedly sketchy, evidence (Peters, 1976) it still appears likely that intercourse is more often the goal of sexual coercion directed against adult women than children. We can also say that rape, as it is currently defined, i.e., independent of sexual harassment, involves intercourse more often than does the sexual abuse of children. 

6. Children’s sexual abuse implicates more people than does rape, which typically involves one or two assailants and a victim. The fact that many rapes are group affairs has been emphasized by Amir (1971). Nonetheless, the main protagonists are only the victim and the offenders. By contrast, because the sexual abuse of children often takes place in the context of a family, many others are usually involved. Most research has shown that when these sexual abuses occur, even with persons outside the family, other family members are intimately implicated (De Francis, 1969, pp. 108-112). 

7. Children’s sexual abuse engages a different set of social agencies. Rape reports usually go to the police, or lately to rape hotlines. Responsibility for dealing with sexually abused children is more diffuse, but social agencies generally play an important role. There are serious questions about whether the criminal justice system has the tools to cope with children’s sexual abuse (Zaphiris, 1978). On the other hand, advocates of rape prevention seem to believe that better police protection and more expeditious court action, items of little help in sexual abuse, can ameliorate the rape problem (Sheppard et al., 1976).


 Sexual Abuse and Physical Abuse 

Curiously, some of the very features of children’s sexual abuse that distinguish it from rape make it similar to physical abuse. It is in this sense that sexual abuse is situated at the juncture of both problems. 

THE SIMILARITIES

(1) Both physical and sexual abuse take place between children and the adults who have responsibility for taking care of them: they are family problems. (2) They both involve patterns that go on over extended periods of time. In fact, there is some evidence that not only do abusive relationships continue for many years but also they can be transmitted in the process of socialization from generation to generation within the same families (Greene, 1977; Summit and Kryso, 1978). (3) Both physical and sexual abuse fall into the domain of the child protection worker, who must negotiate in the interests of the child among the family, community, and court system. 

THE DIFFERENCES

There are also some striking differences between physical and sexual abuse which have been insufficiently acknowledged, particularly by childcare workers. The result is that many interventions made into cases of sexual abuse on the basis of experience with physical abuse have been mistaken. 

1. Sexual and physical abuse of children do not tend to occur simultaneously. De Francis (1969) found only 11 percent of sexual abuse cases involved physical abuse. Gil (1973) found only 0.6 percent of the physical abuse cases involved sexual abuse. Very important differences exist in the family dynamics surrounding each phenomenon (Zaphiris, 1978).

2. The trauma of children’s sexual abuse is primarily psychological, not physical. Physical abuse by definition causes pain, and it also leaves evidence in many cases. But most important, physical abuse is lifethreatening. Children’s sexual abuse does sometimes result in physical damage to the genital area, and there are increasing reports of childhood gonorrhea. However, the lives of such victims are rarely in danger, unless of course, the sexual is combined with physical abuse (Peters, 1976, p. 411). 

3. The motivations behind the two kinds of abuses are different. Some sexual abuse of children is like rape and expresses a hostile, coercive, or sadistic impulse toward the child (Burgess et al., 1978); other sexual abuse, although sometimes as destructive in its impact, is not so hostile in its impulse. It may emerge from a desire for sexual gratification or sexual assertion. Physical abuse, however, even though it may come from a parent who loves the child, expresses at the moment a desire to harm the child (Gil, 1973, p. 7). 

4. Social attitudes toward the two kinds of abuses are different. In overt ideology, at least, our society is much more intolerant of behavior resembling sexual abuse. Sexual behavior of any sort is only approved in highly restricted contexts and sexual behavior with children not at all. An adult even talking to a child about sex is considered provocative, as is demonstrated by the enormous skittishness shown by schools and teachers around the question of providing sex information to young children.

Violence, by contrast, is overtly approved in many more conventional situations, one of the most common being for use in disciplining children (Steinmetz and Straus, 1974). This approval is so widespread that many adults are only vaguely aware of what the difference is between so-called “strict discipline*’ (a code phrase for the liberal use of physical punishment) and abuse. 

5. Finally, the children most vulnerable to sexual abuse are preadolescents (Queen’s Bench, 1976), whereas those most vulnerable to physical abuse are young children and small infants under six (Maden and Wrench, 1977). Of course, vulnerability to both kinds of abuse extends over the whole range of childhood. Infants have been used for sexual purposes (Sgroi, 1975), and even adolescents may be beaten or killed. But the most frequently beaten and severely injured children are infants, whereas the peak vulnerability to sexual abuse occurs from ages eight to twelve. 

In summary, sexual abuse is not a more serious or less serious problem than rape or physical abuse. It is a different problem, and it has its own characteristics. In some ways, it could be described as a conjunction between the two. However, because it is different from each, it needs to be studied from its own distinct vantage.


 The Historical Context 

There is an important difference between a social problem—a situation recognized by some not necessarily large segment of the population—and a public issue—one recognized by a broad section of society, particularly policy-making elements. Many social problems championed by specific groups never achieve the status of public issue. Sex education has, for example, foundered on the divide between social problem and public issue for many years, with some groups in society strongly advocating it, but with no real broad and sustained national mobilization behind it. 

Sexual abuse of children had that same intermediate status for a long time. Although serious scholars from Kinsey to Freud to Havelock Ellis have devoted attention to it, dating back to the turn of the century and before, they all failed to express alarm about the problem. Nonetheless, sexual abuse, in a somewhat different guise, did become an issue of large public concern at a certain historical moment—although it did not last. To understand why sexual abuse is again becoming a public issue now, and how this issue is currently taking shape, requires an understanding of its history as a public issue in the past. 

If sexual abuse has failed to become a sustained public issue, many observers would blame our Victorian heritage. In spite of the gradual sexual liberalization of the last century, it has still been extremely difficult for people to discuss openly many sexual topics. The vast majority of people who have had such sexual experiences in childhood have probably kept them secret even from their closest confidants (Armstrong, 1978; Landis, 1956), many living lives burdened by shame and guilt. This reticence has made it hard to document the problem. 

Only in quite recent times have the moralistic attitudes about sex abated enough so that discussions of sexual anomalies of various sorts have become acceptable. This atmosphere has no doubt encouraged many people who were victimized as children to discuss their experiences, leading to a general increase in public awareness. Since many such people are middle class and sometimes in positions of power and responsibility, the problem has acquired a credibility which problems often do not have when they are widely thought to be isolated cases or restricted to the lower class. 

FREUD’S CONTRIBUTION

There is more than just Victorianism behind the fact that sexual victimization has taken so long to surface as a public issue. The intellectual history of the problem has also played a role. It is important to consider the effect of the ambivalent attention given by scientists, who were in a position to have called more attention to sexual abuse but didn’t. 

One of these of course, was Freud, a figure who must be placed at the center of any account, critical or complimentary, of the history of children’s sexual victimization as a social problem. It was Freud, whose theories of childhood sexuality, if nothing else, brought this subject out of the total darkness of the Victorian era into the arena of contemporary scientific discussion. But even if he did unveil the issue, there are many among the contemporary commentators who feel that Freud did much more to distract from and derail serious study of the problem than he did to further it (Herman and Hirschman, 1977; Rush, 1977). 

Childhood sexual experiences played a key role in Freud’s early theories of neurosis. Confronted by a large number of his patients—young, tormented Viennese women—who reported having been sexually approached at an early age by fathers and brothers, he at first suggested the idea that childhood sexual trauma was at the root of adult psychological problems. 

He later changed his mind, however, and decided that the stories he had been hearing from his patients were fantasies, not true experiences. This belief led him to the formulation of the famous Oedipus complex, which postulated a strong impulse in the child for sexual union with the parent, leading to fantasies and sometimes overt acts by the child. Psychopathology stemmed now not from sexual trauma with adults but from failure to “resolve the Oedipal situation,” to give up the fantasies and transfer sexual impulses to more socially acceptable people. 

Rush (1977) has speculated that Freud abandoned his original theory because he was unwilling to face its implications: that the predatory acts of his own peers and colleagues in Viennese society (and even perhaps his own father) lay behind his patients’ difficulties. He might challenge sexual Victorianism, but to challenge male sexual conceit was too much for even this iconoclast. 

Whatever his motives, his revised theory sponsored or at least helped rationalize two very negative developments in the study and treatment of sexually abused children. It equipped the budding army of mind healers with an ideology that discounted patients’ reports of childhood sexual victimization. Several generations of women who have brought up such experiences in psychotherapy have found them discounted and contradicted by their therapists (Herman and Hirschman, 1977). 

Adding to whatever trauma such a denial might produce, Freud’s revised theory also turned his original theory upside down by placing blame for whatever overt events might have irrefutably occurred on the child, not on the adult. Such experiences were now the result of the child’s Oedipal impulses rather than the adult’s predatory ones. It was an ironic development: Freud’s revised theory took the moral opprobrium directed at the offender in such situations and placed it on the victim. In some people’s view, this ideology of denial and blaming the victim has been the biggest obstacle to the serious study and promotion of the problem of children’s sexual victimization. 

KINSEY’S CONTRIBUTION

Kinsey was another central figure in the history of research on child sexuality, and he too had a rather ambivalent impact on the study of sexual victimization. On the one hand, Kinsey’s studies broke new ground, establishing that childhood sexual experiences were virtually universal and thus giving assurance to many people that their previously imagined deviance was in fact shared by many others. However, in spite of evidence from his survey that child molesting, sexual abuse, and incest were far more widespread than anyone had previously been able to show, he gave these findings very little attention. He made pronouncements that he thought incest was more in the imaginations of psychotherapists than it was in the experiences of their patients (1948), and he wondered why any child should be so distraught at having its genitals fondled by a stranger (1953, p. 121). He chose to give great emphasis to the normality of homosexual experiences, masturbation, and extramarital affairs, but downplayed the commonness of sexual abuse. 

Certainly Victorianism and sexism have played their parts in blocking recognition of the seriousness of children’s sexual victimization. But a full understanding of the story requires us to remove ourselves from the vantage point of contemporary sexual discussion to the reality of sexual politics of the last several generations. 

CHILD MOLESTING AND THE MORALISTS

Many people think sexual abuse is a discovery of the 1970s—which is far from the case. Concern about child molesting and the sexual corruption of children have been persistent themes of moralists for decades. If one can judge from the spokesmen on the subject, the people who are “discovering” sexual abuse today are the liberal professionals and academics. This theft by the liberals of a onetime conservative issue can happen today only because of a realignment of political forces on issues of public policy concerned with sexuality. 

At several times in the recent past, sexual abuse has exploded into public awareness. In 1937 for example, four girls were murdered in connection with sexual attacks, and a wave of mass hysteria ran through New York City (McCormack, 1938). Again in 1949 a particularly gruesome sex murder of a child in California coincided with reports of sex crimes in other parts of the country, all of which sponsored a flurry of anxious magazine articles and calls for legislative action (“Horror Week,” 1949; “Sex Rampage,” 1950). 

In fact, action was forthcoming. Commissions were set up in several states, notably New York, California, New Jersey, and Massachusetts, to study the problems and make legislative recommendations. In response to these commissions and sometimes independently, so-called “sexual psychopath” laws were hastily enacted in a dozen or more states. These laws, which are still on the books in many places, allow for the detainment for an indefinite period of anyone diagnosed by a psychiatrist to be a sexual psychopath (Sutherland, 1950). 

Most of these actions were directed at a wide variety of sex crimes, not just child molesting, although it was usually seen as the most important and was often the one that sparked the legislation. Moreover, child molesting at the time was thought to be primarily a problem of disturbed strangers who accosted young children, whereas today it is realized that most sexual assaults on children take place at the hands of family and friends. Nonetheless, this period was one of widespread public concern about the sexual abuse of children, perhaps even greater in terms of its extent and the action it produced than the one we are witnessing today. 

Where, during this period, were the professionals—researchers, for example, like Kinsey—who are today discovering sexual abuse? For the most part, they steered clear of the issue of child molesting. They were busy lobbying for sexual reform: greater availability of contraceptives, more and better sex education, more enlightened treatment of sex offenders, fewer restrictions on erotic literature, decriminalization of consensual sexual acts, permissiveness toward childhood sexual exploration, and so forth. 

The liberal professionals feared, with some justification, that the concern over child molesting was likely to scuttle their reform efforts. The issue was being used by conservatives to oppose sexual reform. To each of the liberal endeavors, conservatives painted a grim picture of the widespread immorality, promiscuity, degeneracy, and criminality that would take place if they were implemented. A no less prominent guardian of the conservative cause than J. Edgar Hoover described the situation in an article, “How Safe Is Your Daughter?” in the popular American magazine in 1947: “Depraved human beings more savage than beasts are permitted to roam America almost at will,” he bemoaned. If liberal reforms were to be achieved, the children would be the ones to suffer. 

In the face of this paranoia, liberal professionals tried to downplay concern about child molesting. They insisted that it was rather infrequent and certainly not on the increase (“Crime in California,” 1953), and they pointed out that the children were often the ones at fault because they had been “seductive” (Bender and Grugett, 1952). The liberal psychiatrists who took charge of many of the commissions tried to defuse the anxiety being generated by moralists and the press. They emphasized that child molesters were not sex fiends and hardened criminals, that the problem was not one of decaying moral standards and sexual permissiveness, and that the arena for dealing with it lay in the mental-health field rather than with new, repressive legal measures (“Sex Rampage,” 1950). 

Such a concern helps explain some of the paradoxical positions taken by Kinsey, for example, who downplayed sexual abuse in flat contradiction to the results of his own surveys. Although Kinsey has often been portrayed as a detached “orgasm counter,” in fact he had a strong reformist zeal (Pomeroy, 1972). He was in the forefront of those trying to assuage the public’s anxiety about child molesting (“Sex Rampage,” 1950). 

Thus, concern over children’s sexual abuse bloomed for a period, but in the face of concerted resistance from the professional and research community, people who are ironically now the most perturbed by the problem, interest waned and the problem went into eclipse for twenty years. 

REALIGNMENT OF SEXUAL POLITICS

Now, of course, it appears that there has been a dramatic realignment of forces in sexual politics. The liberal-moralist battle remains, but on many issues the moralists have been defeated, and initiative has passed to the liberals. No one familiar with battles over abortion, sex education, homosexual rights, etc. would dare proclaim a victory for sexual reformers, but the successes of recent times and the sexual liberalization of large segments of the population have created a very different climate. 

The result is that the liberal position, no longer monolithic and consolidated by adversity, has broken into component parts—advocates for women, advocates for homosexuals, sex educators, libertarians, and so forth. Sexual abuse is emerging as an issue at this historical moment because that earlier coalition is fragmenting. The women’s movement, which was once in almost total alliance with the sexual reform movement, has gained in strength and autonomy and has formulated its own priority issues, some of which were not priority issues of the earlier coalition. Sexual abuse is one of these new issues which has emerged from a recasting of the sexual reform agenda from the point of view of women. 

Interestingly, there appears to be very little concern (at least publicly expressed) that the current publicity about child molesting will foster a conservative backlash against sexual liberalism, the backlash that was feared by reformers in an earlier period. This attitude may be in part because those concerned about protecting children do not identify so strongly with other reform causes any more; but more likely, it is because they believe that the climate of sexual liberalism is well enough established that it cannot be reversed. The very success of sexual liberalism has created conditions under which this potentially more troublesome issue (from the liberal point of view) could have its day. 

SEXUAL ABUSE AND SEXUAL REFORM

However, the sexual abuse of children still promises to be a controversial social problem. It is possible that some serious clashes over public policy will result from the development of this new concern. The clashes are likely to occur not between those who want to keep and those who want to roll back the sexual revolution. Rather, they will divide those who want to give priority to alternative programs of sexual reform. Those who are most concerned about protecting children from abuse may find themselves at odds with those in favor of creating a freer sexual environment, particularly in the family. 

The following discussion is speculative and inferential. Very little has appeared in print arguing the ideological positions that will be outlined here. Yet it seems highly likely that a public policy debate about family sexuality is in the offing, fueled to some extent by the recent concern about sexually abused children. In the next few paragraphs we will try to anticipate some of the positions in this discussion, based on the available literature. This speculation is important and worthwhile because it points out what may become some of the important theoretical and empirical questions about family sexuality. 

We have described so far some of the social, historical, and ideological developments that have permitted a new awareness of the sexual exploitation of children. This awareness carries with it an outlook on the nature of sexuality in family life—an outlook conditioned by two important facts: (1) The sexual exploitation of children is common. (2) It often takes place in the family. These facts convey an image of the family as a place in American society where children are sexually vulnerable. 

It is important to recognize that there have been ideological developments from other quarters, also within the sexual reform tradition, that have been urging a different kind of outlook on family sexuality—one arguing, in effect, for more rather than less sexuality in family life. These points of view are not necessarily in conflict, but they could be. 

Those arguing for more sex are not in favor of sexual abuse. Rather, they are interested in combatting a climate of sexual repressiveness in which they believe the culture is trapped. They believe people in our society are sexually inhibited and guilt-ridden as a result, primarily, of childhood sexual repression, which causes among other things sexual perversion, sexual maladjustment, marital problems, and the inability to express affection (Martinson, 1973; Pomeroy, 1974). If there is any opportunity to unlock this vicious cycle, they believe, it is in the family. In this view, in order to counteract sexual repressiveness, families must become more sexually open environments. To do so, children must be encouraged to take much more positive attitudes toward sex and sexual curiousity, and parents and children need to talk candidly about sexual matters. The secret i veness, anxiety, and taboo which dominate the topic of sex in most families must be abolished (Pomeroy, 1978). 

Those who would create more sexual openness think it crucial, as a key to this process, to eliminate some of the myths that create sexual anxiety within the family (Currier, 1977). For example, there is the myth that children are not sexual, that they should not be permitted to masturbate, show sexual curiousity, or engage in sex play with other children. This myth has been well-enough demolished that it is now ritually disproven in most child-rearing manuals. 

However, there are still new frontiers. For example, many of those in favor of sexual reform in the family have begun to promote the idea of family nudity (Pomeroy, 1978). They have mounted an assault in recent years against the psychoanalytic convention that adult nudity is harmful to a child because it is overstimulating or arouses oedipal anxieties. On the contrary, say the reformers, nudity fosters sexual comfort and positive gender identification (Oremland and Oremland, 1977). 

A certain wing of this movement has developed even more radical proposals. Some have argued that intercourse in a child’s presence (the classic Freudian nightmare) or mild forms of sex play between parents and children need not be traumatic, and if they are handled the right way, can have educative functions (Oremland and Oremland, 1977). 

A few have been willing to suggest that the whole cornerstone of family sexual anxiety—the incest taboo—needs to be re-examined (Constantine and Constantine, 1973; Pomeroy, 1978). Currently, there is research underway to uncover “positive” incest experiences, ones indicating that sexual contact among family members need not be so extraordinarily antisocial nor so highly traumatic as has been stereotyped (Nobile, 1978). 

This train of thought is disturbing to those concerned about sexual abuse (Goldsen, 1978; Steinern, 1977). It poses the obvious question of whether the logic of family sexual liberation results in making children more vulnerable to sexual victimization. Will it promote the fantasy of sex with children, and in men with weak control of their sexual impulses, lead to overt exploitative activity? 

The criticism by those concerned with sexual abuse has been primarily directed at those more extreme proponents of the sexualized family. But it might easily encompass some of the more moderate proponents, too. Given the large number of children sexually abused by family members, they may ask, should the family become any more sexualized than it already is? Do children need to be protected from rather than subjected to the sexuality of their elders? 

On the other side, those who are advocating a change in family sexual values and behavior may come to see the child protectors as obstacles to their cause. Won’t focusing so intently on the threat of sexual exploitation within the family, they may ask, only increase family sexual anxiety and lead to increased sexual repressiveness? Won’t it promote a climate where fathers continue to be self-conscious about even hugging their daughters, let alone treating sex in a casual and open way? Despite its laudable intentions, won’t the preoccupation with sexual abuse in the family have a chilling effect on openness about sex? 


 The Debate on Family Sexuality 

Thus there is clearly the potential for conflict between those who are pressing for more open sexuality within the family and those trying to protect children from sexual exploitation. Drawing out the elements of each position, in anticipation of a public confrontation and perhaps even in exaggerated form, is useful because it allows us to analyze the assumptions of each point of view. There are four important theoretical issues about which the two camps appear to disagree, all of which can be addressed with empirical findings. 

1. Is sexual abuse a result of too much sexual repression or not enough? On this issue, those most concerned about sexual abuse (Rosenfeld, 1977) tend to be arguing from a Freudian perspective, even though they are often critical of Freud and his treatment of abuse victims. Freudian doctrine has maintained that the family was an environment rife with incestuous impulses which always threatened to get out of control. Evidence in recent years that there is a great deal of sexual abuse and incest has supported the Freudian intuition that such sexual impulses are the norm and not the exception. 

These unruly impulses are kept in check primarily by taboo and repression (Freud, 1962). Such constraints perhaps do not need to be as rigid as in Victorian times, nor do they need to apply to so many aspects of sexuality. But some basic ones must exist, such as the taboo on incest and sex with children. When these constraints are too weak, behavior that is uncontrolled, antisocial, and exploitative can easily occur. Sexual abuse, this point of view would predict, should occur in families with weak normative controls. 

However, those concerned about freeing the family from sexual repression would probably say exactly the opposite. Their view implies that sexual repression is the cause of, not solution to sexual exploitation. Sexual repression breeds people who have twisted and hostile forms of sexual expression, who feel intensely sexually deprived and thus exploit other, defenseless people. They would probably predict that sexual abuse would be more common in highly repressive environments. 

2. Is childhood sexual expression really related to any social benefits? Those favoring more open sexuality in the family may be particularly willing to run risks involved in the increasing sexualization of children because they believe the benefits will be so positive. They believe we can eradicate many social ills by allowing children and families freer expression of sexual impulses. In such a society, would there really be fewer sexual problems, less social exploitation, and even less violence? There is evidence from research in child development that sexually anxious parents breed passivity (Sears, 1965, p. 152), and from anthropology that sexually open societies have less killing (Prescott, 1975), but more evidence is needed. 

3. What are the long-term consequences, for the child, of sex with an adult? Those believing in more open sexuality in family life might take a position of cultural relativism, arguing that sexual experiences between adults and children are only harmful because our society makes such a fuss about them. The main damage occurs not from the experience itself but from the social reaction a child encounters. Even in this society, there may be many instances of children who had positive or at least innocuous experiences (Pomeroy, 1978). If family sex is not really that harmful and what harm there is comes from societal reaction, then it may be more important to change societal reaction than to focus so exclusively on the dangers of family sex. 

Those concerned about sexual abuse are likely to be skeptical about this reasoning. Through personal exposure, they are acutely aware of the enormously traumatic experiences many children have had and the disruption they caused in their later lives. In support, the weight of Freudian opinion is that the great disparity between the physical size and social sophistication of adults and children makes child-adult sexual encounters inherently traumatic (Oremland and Oremland, 1977). Anthropological evidence suggests, too, that although adult-child sexual contact does occur in some cultures, it is not common (Ford and Beach, 1951), and that the taboo on incest, one important form of adult-child sex, is universal (Murdock, 1949). 

4. Do changes in the sexual culture of families benefit males and females equally? Feminists in particular among those concerned about sexual abuse may charge that much of the pressure for sexual liberation comes from a male point of view. It has tended to emphasize more sex and better sex with more people. These have not necessarily been the sexual priorities of the women’s movement. Feminists may wonder whether the sexual liberation of the family would have benefits for women that are more clear cut. Or would it tend primarily to benefit men, while the women carried most of the burden of risk because of their greater vulnerability to sexual exploitation? 

From this discussion, we can see that sexual abuse is not just a problem for social workers. It is also a problem for social theorists since it poses some key questions about the nature of the family and human sexuality. Unfortunately these are not questions we can address fully in this study. Rather they are part of a research agenda for a whole generation. 

What this study can do is set the stage for a serious scientific investigation of the problem, by asking some questions preliminary to any deeper probing. For example, how widespread is the phenomenon of sexual encounter between adults and children, and between family members? What are the main descriptive features of these experiences? Beyond these general questions, findings from this study do cast light on some of the controversial issues raised here. For example, is sexual abuse the result of too much or too little repression? In Chapter 9, there are some clues to an answer in the discussion of some of the family factors that are statistically correlated with experiences of sexual victimization. In Chapter 10, we try to assess whether the general historical trend toward sexual liberalization has been associated with an increase or decrease in the incidence of sexual abuse. Both of these matters reflect on the connection between sexual repression and sexual abuse. 

Other elements of the controversy are addressed throughout the study. In almost every chapter, for example, comparison is made between the experiences of boys and girls. This is crucial to an assessment of whether changes in family sexuality will have a differential impact on the sexes. Another continuing concern is identifying the important sources of trauma. Are they intrinsic to the experience of adult-child sex or do they stem from social reaction? The implications of our findings for some of these controversial issues will be summarized in the conclusion of this work. 


 The Scope of This Study 

THE EXPERIENCE OF INTEREST

To address some of the issues raised here, this study could have investigated a variety of subjects: sexual development, childhood sexual experiences, sexual exploitation, family sexuality, to give some examples. Even the topic we have been so confidently referring to as sexual abuse is not just one topic. It has been used to mean incest, sexual assault, sexual exploitation, and more. But what this study is interested in are sexual experiences that occur between children and older persons. All the experiences we wish to study have the following characteristics: (1) They occur to children. (2) They are considered inappropriate by society. (3) They involve persons who by virtue of being older have a substantial advantage in authority and sexual sophistication over their child partners. 

We excluded sexual experiences that occur among peers, no matter what the age of the child. This exclusion eliminates what is often called sex play among preadolescent children and adult-style sex as it occurs among preadolescents and young adolescents. Who is a peer and who is an older person is not always easy to define. Our method of using a strict age difference allows for some ambiguity, unfortunately, but we feel it is the best of the alternatives that were practical for this study. We think it has been successful, but that is something the readers will have to judge for themselves. Further discussion of our methods is provided in Chapter 3. 

We considered defining our subject matter in other ways, for example, sexual overtures toward children where force was used, or sexual experiences of children that the child reported as negative. However, rather than trying to define it in terms of the experience of the child, we decided to use the social inappropriateness of the age of the partners involved. 

NAMING THE PROBLEM

What to call this kind of experience poses another problem. Various terms have been proposed in the last few years: sexual abuse, child molestation, sexual victimization, sexual harrassment, sexual assault, child rape, and sexual misuse. Each appears to emphasize a slightly different aspect of the phenomenon. The differences are not great, but a choice must be made. 

Sexual assault is not a good term because many of the experiences we will be discussing do not involve physical violence. Similarly, child rape is not accurate because of many of the differences from rape which we described earlier. Child molestation is a classic term, but it is too closely associated with the stereotype of the stranger in the schoolyard and does not appear to encompass the many family members who are involved. Sexual harrassment is too weak, and sexual misuse makes the child sound like a thing, not a person. 

So far in this chapter, we have used the term sexual abuse, which is probably the most widespread. We have used it because it has been adopted most consistently by the movements we have been describing. But we have not chosen it for our title, and we will de-emphasize its use in the remainder of this work for a reason mentioned earlier: Sexual abuse is a concept based on a parallel with physical abuse, emphasizing its aggressive and hostile motivation. But sexual abuse is not necessarily aggressive and hostile. 

We favor the term sexual victimization, which emphasizes that the child is victimized by age, naivete, and relationship to the older person rather than by the aggressive intent of the abusive behavior. However, we do not wish to be doctrinaire about this terminology. The term sexual abuse, because of its currency, will appear from time to time in the rest of the text. 

Some researchers might reject any of these terms. All of them are highly charged and have pejorative connotations that may be distracting to an unbiased examination of the problem. This is not our position, however. We recognize that these terms are political and moral ones, but we do not feel that this disqualifies them from use in scientific investigation. 

For one thing, it is the intention of this work to support the renewed social and political concern over the problem of sexual victimization. As this research will show, children are sexually victimized by adults far more often than is generally realized. This is a serious social problem, and in the effort to raise public consciousness, a term that arouses, like sexual victimization or even sexual abuse, is a good one. 

Second, merely choosing another, “sanitary” term like “childhood sexual experiences with older persons”—a term that we will use extensively, incidentally—does not solve any problems. It is still obvious to anyone but the most gullible that what the researcher is interested in is the phenomenon that is being called sexual abuse by people in the social and political arena. 
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