 Understanding More About Acquaintance

Sexual Assault

Contrary to popular belief, most sexual assaults do not happen in a dark alley when a stranger jumps out and assaults a woman walking by.  Most victims of sexual violence know their attackers.  Acquaintance sexual assault, or date rape, happens when a person is sexually assaulted by someone she or he knows and is the most common form of sexual violence.  Unfortunately, it isn’t possible to look at someone and know whether that person is a sexual offender. 

The best way to tell if someone is respectful of sexual boundaries is to observe her/his behavior.  Sexually violent people ignore their partner’s boundaries.  Often, the offenders try to prepare a situation for assault.  This preparation or “testing” is commonly divided into three stages and can happen over a long period of time or during a single date.  Recognizing the ways that offenders try to intrude, desensitize and isolate victims may help you reduce your risk of sexual assault.  Remember, that if a sexual assault occurs, it is NEVER the victim’s fault.

INTRUSION
The offender intrudes on someone’s private space.  This may involve sexual or non-sexual touching, suggestive remarks or conversation that is more intimate than is normal for the situation or relationship.  In this stage, the intruder is “testing the water” to see how far he can go and is setting up the next stage.  Examples of intrusion are:  touching someone intimately “by accident” or sharing sexually explicit conversation and jokes.
Steps to fight intrusion:  Recognize it.  If someone is making you feel uncomfortable, it is okay to say, “no” and let the other person know that the behavior is not welcome.  You deserve to feel comfortable and to have your personal space and boundaries respected.  If you are worried about hurting someone’s feelings, ask yourself, “Does he/she really respect me if he/she is treating me this way?  Does he/she care about my feelings?”  Usually, you’ll find that the answer is “NO.”

DESENSITIZATION:
Over time, if the intrusive behavior continues, especially in a social setting where overt sexual assault would not be possible, the person on the receiving end becomes desensitized.  This means that the behavior has happened so often that it is considered “harmless” and the person being harassed believes the offender “didn’t mean anything” by the offensive behavior.  Examples of desensitization are: laughing at objections to sexual behavior or repeating the behavior even when asked to stop.

Steps to fight Desensitization: After communicating clearly to the offender when your boundaries have been crossed, reinforce yourself and stick to your plan.  It may be helpful to get some support from a friend.  Reinforce each other about the importance of keeping boundaries that make us feel comfortable.  Among your friends, try to identify the people who have received clear messages about your boundaries and continue to cross them.  You will want to consider staying away from such people.
ISOLATION:
The offender has the opportunity to carry out the assault alone.  After offenders have succeeded in intruding and desensitizing someone, they want to be alone with the victim to commit the crime of sexual assault.  Once the offender has isolated a victim, self-defense is much more difficult.  Examples of isolation are: trying to get someone intoxicated or to use drugs in order to reduce their control or repeatedly inviting someone to places where no one else will be around.

Steps to fight isolation:
Try to be aware of behaviors that make you feel uncomfortable.  When someone shows patterns of inappropriate behavior, try to avoid being alone with them.  Follow safety precautions and talk to your friends to help make sure you’re not left alone with people who you find threatening.

REMEMBER:

Sexual assault is never the victim’s fault.  If you are sexually assaulted by someone that you know, you may feel like you could have acted differently to prevent the assault.  Sexual assault is a violent crime of power and control and your actions did not cause someone to take advantage of you.  You are not to blame for what happened.  If you have questions about acquaintance sexual assault, please call you local sexual assault crisis center of the Family Violence and Sexual Assault hotline at 800-838-8238.




Adapted from “Acquaintance Rape,” by P. Bateman

