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A note to those closest to rape survivors…

families, friends, and lovers

How does rape affect a woman?  How does rape affect those closest to a victim?  How can those closest to a rape victim do “the right thing?”  We have some ideas which we wish to share with you, and we hope that will offer a beginning for giving affective support to victims of rape.  For more than anyone else, it is those closest to a victim who influences how she will deal with the attack.

Most women who have been raped do not react to the sexual aspects of the crime, but instead they react to the terror and fear that is involved.  Often an immediate reaction of the woman is, “I could have been killed.”  Many of those around her, particularly men, may find themselves concerned with the sexual aspects of the crime.  The more this preoccupation is communicated to the woman, the more likely she is to have difficulties in dealing with her own feelings.  Probably the best way to understand her feelings is to try to remember or imagine a situation where you felt powerless and afraid.  You may remember feeling very alone, fearful, and needing comfort.

Often the raped woman needs much love and support the first few days.  Affection seems to be important.  Stroking or caressing can be comforting. They help break down the loneliness and alienation.  This, of course, leads to the question of sex.  It is impossible to generalize about how the woman will feel about sex, nor should you guess.  If you have been involved sexually with the woman, try to discuss, at an appropriate time, how she feels in general about the attack, about you, and about sex.  An appropriate time is not right after the rape.  Let her comments to the first two questions, be the guide you in deciding whether you have chosen a good time to discuss it or whether you would be pushing the point too soon.  Some women will be anxious to resume normal sexual relations as a way of forgetting the rape; others will be more hesitant.

In the case of virgin rapes, female support seems most important.  It is a good time to discuss the pleasure involved in sex – as well as to reassert the 

woman’s right to decide when and with who she wishes to have sex.  Hopefully.  A woman’s mother will feel comfortable about this; if not, a friend or sister, especially if she has been raped, might help.

It seems advisable for the woman to talk about the rape, however, it is not possible to generalize about how much she should be encouraged to talk about it.  Women do not seem to appreciate specific questions – they tend to be too probing and callous.  To probe in these areas may only worsen any problems the woman may have in dealing with the rape.

Instead, questions about how she feels now and what bothers her the most are more useful.  They are not threatening and should allow her to talk about her most immediate concerns.  Remember, too, the woman wants to talk about other things.  Often the rape may leave a woman concentrating on other problems, and it is important that she talk about these.  Probably the most practical suggestion is that you communicate your own willingness to let her talk.  Because of your closeness to her, the woman may be more sensitive to your feelings.  If the rape distresses you, it may be impossible for her to talk to you.  She may also try to protect you.  In these and other cases, where she really will not be able to talk with you, encourage her to speak with someone she trusts.  Remember that the rape has brought up feelings of powerlessness, and encouraging her to talk to whom she wants, when she wants, is more helpful than feeling that it is necessary to talk to you.

If the rape is treated as a serious crime and not a heinous experience, women would probably have less difficulties in dealing with it.  The woman survived the attack, and in a supportive environment, most women will find the rape meshes with other unhappy experiences in their lives.  Others’ reactions and her own life situation affect her, professional help may be sought.

