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About the Rape Crisis Centre

Women and girls of all ages and backgrounds experience rape and 
sexual assault, and it can happen at any time in their lives. Because 
this is usually perpetrated by men they know, women and girls often 
choose not to report due to fear, shame or the feeling that they will be 
blamed or not believed. 

Studies have shown that one in two young women will experience 
some kind of unwanted sexual contact before they reach the age 
of eighteen. This can range from flashing to rape and all of these 
experiences can have a lasting effect on the woman. As women feel 
more able to speak out about their experiences, the demand for justice 
for women has increased, and over the past twenty years there have 
been a number of changes in legislation that reflect the seriousness of 
this crime.

But it’s not just young women who have experiences of rape or 
sexual assault. Babies, children, young women and women into their 
seventies, eighties and nineties experience rape. Our figures at Rape 
Crisis show that only about 40% of women will ever make a report to 
the police.

Since 1976 the Rape Crisis Centre has been providing free and 
confidential support to women and girls who have been raped, sexually 
assaulted or sexually abused at any time in their lives.

‘Violence against women is perhaps the most shameful human 
rights violation. And it is perhaps the most pervasive. It knows 
no boundaries of geography, culture or wealth. As long as it 
continues, we cannot claim to be making real progress towards 
equality, development and peace.’

Kofi Annan 
General Secretary, United Nations, 1999
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Attitudes about rape and sexual assault that blame women and excuse 
the rapist can serve to silence women. Many women choose not to 
report the rape to the police for a wide range of reasons and that must 
remain the woman’s choice. 

We are based in Glasgow but also offer services to women in 
Renfrewshire, East Renfrewshire, East Dunbartonshire, West 
Dunbartonshire and we work in partnership with service providers in 
Inverclyde. 

Our services include telephone support, face to face support, letter 
and email support, groupwork and links to complimentary therapies. 
We have outreach services and we also have a facility for women to 
drop into the Rape Crisis Centre one day per week. We have also 
developed a range of information booklets and leaflets covering issues 
such as Child Sexual Abuse, Self Injury, Ritual Abuse and Stalking. We 
have a booklet on Legal Issues which gives information on procedures 
around going to court. All of our publications are free to women 
survivors of sexual violence.

This booklet is for women survivors of adult rape and sexual assault 
and gives information on the most common feelings expressed by 
women. We also have a library of publications that women can borrow 
from us, free of charge. 

Rape Crisis Centre 
December 2006 
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What is rape or sexual assault?

At December 2006, the legal definition of rape is penetration of a 
vagina by a penis, by however small an amount. This has to have 
been ‘by force’ and ‘against her will’ – meaning that at the time the 
woman had not consented. The criminal intent of the offence includes 
‘the intention to have intercourse with the woman without her consent 
or recklessness as to the matter of the consent’.1 Because of this 
definition, oral rape, anal rape or penetration with other objects will be 
defined as a sexual assault.

In Scotland, rape can only be committed by men upon women – it is a 
crime of violence specifically against women.

The definition that states that a rape must by ‘by force’ implies that a 
violent struggle must have taken place and for many women this is 
not the case. The threat of violence or death is often used by rapists 
to force women to comply. In fact, the law only requires that threats of 
physical violence were made.

Our definition of rape and sexual assault (sexual violence) is wider than 
this legal definition. We define sexual violence as any unwanted sexual 
behaviour that causes humiliation, pain, fear or intimidation and this 
can include unwanted kissing and touching, forcing someone to watch 
sexual acts, pornography, sexual harassment or forcing a woman into 
prostitution.

Drug Assisted Rape 

Much of the recent media coverage has sensationalised the use of 
drugs like Rohypnol and GHB to assist with rape, however many more 
women are raped or sexually assaulted whilst under the influence of 
alcohol.

This is not to say that drug assisted rape does not happen or that 
drugs may not be given together with alcohol, but it is more likely that 
a woman will be given larger measures or cocktails of alcohol without 
her knowledge or encouraged to drink more quickly. This can impair 
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a woman’s ability to make decisions or reduce her ability to give or 
withhold her consent to sexual contact.

It must be remembered that the responsibility for rape lies firmly with 
the perpetrator, no matter how much the woman is under the influence 
or drugs or alcohol, even if she has taken them herself.

It is common for a woman to experience guilt and blame if she is raped 
in these circumstances. This can compound all the other feelings that 
she will experience, particularly because of societal attitudes that 
restrict women’s behaviour. However by blaming women or women 
accepting responsibility for their part in a rape or sexual assault, they 
absolve the perpetrator for the onus, which is completely his.

Women Writing

In the tunnel where I was raped, a tunnel that was once an 
underground entry to an amphitheatre, a place where actors 
burst forth from underneath the seats of a crowd, a girl had been 
murdered and dismembered. I was told this story by the police. In 
comparison, they said, I was lucky.

But at the time, I felt I had more in common with the dead girl than 
I did with the large, beefy police officers or my stunned freshman-
year girlfriends. The dead girl and I had been in the same low 
place. We had lain among the dead leaves and broken beer 
bottles.
During the rape my eye caught something among the leaves and 
glass. A pink hair tie. When I heard about the dead girl, I could 
imagine her pleading as I had, and wondered when her hair had 
been pulled loose from her hair tie. If that was something the 
man who killed her had done or if, to save herself the pain in the 
moment – thinking, hoping, no doubt, she would have the luxury to 
reflect on the ramifications of ‘assisting the assailant’ later on – she 
had, on his urging, undone her hair herself. I will not know this, just 
as I will never know whether the hair tie was hers or whether it, 
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like the leaves, made its way there naturally. I will always think of 
her when I think of the pink hair tie. I will think of a girl in the last 
moments of her life.
When people talk about climbing a mountain or riding rough water, 
they say they become one with it, their bodies so attuned to it that 
they often, when asked to articulate how they did it, cannot fully 
explain.
Inside the tunnel, where broken beer bottles, old leaves and other, 
as yet indiscriminate, things littered the ground, I became one with 
this man. He held my life in his hand. Those who say they would 
rather fight to the death than be raped are fools. I would rather be 
raped a thousand times. You do what you have to.
“Stand up,” he said. 
I did.
I was shivering uncontrollably. It was cold out and the cold 
combined with the fear, with the exhaustion, made me shake from 
head to toe.
He dumped my purse and bag of books in the corner of the 
sealed-off tunnel.
“Take off your clothes.”
“I have eight dollars in my back pocket,” I said. “My mother has 
credit cards. My sister does too.”
“I don’t want your money,” he said, and laughed.
I looked at him. Into his eyes now, as if he was a human being, as 
if I could speak to him.
“Please don’t rape me,” I said.
“Take off your clothes.”
“I’m a virgin,” I said.
He didn’t believe me. Repeated his command. “Take off your 
clothes.”
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My hands were shaking and I couldn’t control them. He pulled me 
forward by my belt until my body was up against his, which was up 
against the tunnel’s back wall.
“Kiss me,” he said.
He drew my head forward and our lips met. My lips were pursed 
tightly together. He tugged harder on my belt, my body pressing up 
further against his. He grabbed my hair in his fist and balled it up. 
He drew my head back and looked at me. I began to cry, to plead.
“Please don’t,” I said. “Please.”
“Shut up.”
He kissed me again and this time he inserted his tongue in my 
mouth. By pleading, I had left myself open to this. Again he pulled 
my head back roughly. “Kiss back,” he said.
And I did.
When he was satisfied he stopped and tried to work the latch on 
my belt. It was a belt with a strange buckle and he couldn’t figure 
it out. To have him let go of me, for him to leave me alone, I said, 
“Let me, I’ll do it.”
He watched me.
When I was done, he unzipped the jeans I wore.
“Now take off your shirt.”
I had a cardigan sweater on. I took that off. He reached over to 
help unbutton my shirt. He fumbled.
“I’ll do it,” I said again.
I unbuttoned the oxford-cloth shirt and, like the cardigan, I peeled it 
back from my body. It was like shedding feathers. Or wings.
“Now the bra.”
I did.

Taken from ‘Lucky’, by Alice Sebold (Picador: 2002)
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The Known Rapist

Rape in Marriage/by a Partner
It was only in 1989 that Rape within marriage became a crime. 
Before that, a woman had no legal protection if she was raped by her 
husband; no matter how many times this was perpetrated against her.

In that year in Glasgow, the Women’s Support Project and the Evening 
Times newspaper carried out a survey among their women readers. 
Over 1,500 women responded to that survey which showed that 
almost half of women who had been raped, had been raped by their 
husbands.

Often women find it difficult to name sexual violence they experience at 
the hands of their husband or partner: it can be hard to believe that this 
person who should be caring for you could do such a thing. There are 
many ways this can be perpetrated, which can make women question 
themselves, and often excuse the abuser...

‘It (rape within marriage) totally contaminates your body … when 
you’re raped you want to turn yourself inside out and scrub with 
disinfectant: you feel like an animal. In some ways it’s less of an 
invasion to be raped by a stranger. Why isn’t it less of an invasion to 
be raped by someone you’ve previously made love to? This is the 
person you should trust and is supposed to love you. You don’t forget 
being raped by a stranger, but you’re not forced to sit across the 
breakfast table from him.

(Marie Walsh: The Guardian, 1989)

Forced sexual acts
You may feel that it is easier to name a sexual assault if you have been 
hurt, restrained or tied, beaten or forced to participate in sexual acts 
with others, or acts that are against your beliefs or religion. Your partner 
may tell you that he likes particular acts or activities, but a sexual 
relationship should be loving and mutually pleasurable, not feared.
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Coercive sexual acts
You may also feel unable to say no because of fear of violence or 
further abuse to yourself or your children. Threats may be obvious 
– he may tell you that unless you do what he wants, you will be beaten 
– or they may be implied. Or, he may threaten to have sex with other 
women if he cannot ‘get it at home’. Either way, you are being forced to 
participate in an act against your will.

Unwanted sexual acts 
It can be more difficult to name sexual assault if you are agreeing to 
participate in sexual acts because you want to avoid your partner’s 
outbursts of temper or anger, or because if you don’t agree you will be 
subjected to sulks, refusal to speak to you, refusal to give you money 
(for housekeeping) or other similar behaviour. 

We now recognise that rape and sexual assault are very common 
elements of domestic abuse, and we also know that in around 40% 
- 60% of cases of child sexual abuse, there has been a history of 
domestic abuse within the home.

‘Date’ Rape
In the 1980s the term ‘date rape’ was coined in the USA. It came out of 
findings from several studies that showed that a high number of college 
students in the USA were being raped by their ‘dates’. We now know 
that ‘date rape’ is common and men use a range of excuses to justify 
their behaviour such as:

“I’d spent a lot of money on her, I expected something in return.”

“She asked me in for a coffee – no way did she just mean 
‘coffee’.”

“She was all over me like a rash – she wanted it.”

And the old favourite ….

“She really got me going – I couldn’t stop myself.”

There is no excuse. No means No. It doesn’t matter if the guy has 
spent a small fortune, if you’ve been kissing and touching, if you invited 
him into your home or if he was sexually aroused. 
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Being raped by a man you know, that you have spent time with and 
enjoyed his company, does not lessen the impact of the assault. In fact, 
it can add to the sense of betrayal of trust and increase the blame that 
women often feel. 

Many women who contact the Rape Crisis Centre have been raped 
or sexually assaulted by men they know. It can be a husband or ex-
husband, partner or boyfriend, but it can also be other men that women 
know such family members, friends, neighbours, teachers or lecturers, 
priests, work colleagues. If that man is in a particular position of power 
– in your local area, your school, college or university, your church or 
your workplace – it may be extremely difficult to speak out about it.

Women Writing

Until recently I was unable to admit to myself that I am a rape 
survivor.  Sure, I hadn’t been dragged off the street into a dark 
alley.  I didn’t have a knife held to my neck.  Heck, I didn’t even 
scream out.  I did often cry myself to sleep afterwards though... 
very, very quietly so as not to disturb my husband’s sleeping.

My marriage twisted my brain a little.  My values and my beliefs 
were shot.   I put up with things I never should have, all because 
the perpetrator was my husband - the man I had promised to love 
for the rest of my life.  The man I loved and who was supposed to 
love me.

What happened in the bedroom went against “the way it was 
supposed to be” but I guess I wasn’t able to accept the fact that I 
was being mistreated and that I didn’t actually have to put up with 
this.  At the time, I didn’t have any control over my life and so I 
didn’t think I could take control.

I was tied to him - emotionally, financially and legally.  I looked to 
him for my self-worth and when I didn’t find it, I just tried harder 
and harder, debasing myself and always trying to reach an 
unreachable goal.
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He had power and influence over me and he took full advantage 
of it.  This was never a relationship of love and respect, of 
independence and growth, of give and take. This was a marriage 
of power imbalance, of manipulation and degradation.  

It was within those terms that I very often laid back and, with 
my eyes tightly shut against the world and my face held in an 
expression that I hoped would give away none of my pain or 
distaste, waited for the grunting and thrusting to be over.  

Foreplay consisted of (literally) “Roll over, I wanna plug ya” or 
similar words, followed by the sex act itself which was to slam his 
penis into me until he “blew”.

My libido was pretty much non-existent and I frequently suffered 
from vaginismus (where the muscles of the vagina “close” 
‘involuntarily’ so that penetration is almost impossible).  Of course, 
my husband insisted on penetrating me anyhow.  I subsequently 
had gynecological problems that went on for many years, including 
‘unexplained’ abdominal pains and frequent bleeding after sex.  
And for me, the emotional ‘scars’ still remain.

And all this time I believed I was in love. I must have been! This 
was my husband!  He told me that he loved me. So it must be 
true...

He also took away my money (while spending thousands on 
himself without my prior knowledge), he tried (fairly successfully) 
to turn me away from my family and he hated my friends, he 
abused and belittled everything I did from my cooking and 
housework (which was part of my “wifely duties”), to my body 
(which he deemed fat and disgusting). 

Rape is about power and it’s about degradation (usually of 
women).  It’s about objectification of people, seeing them as a tool 
for sexual gratification.  Rape is being forced to have sex.  It is 
being forced or coerced into receiving or performing sexual acts 
against your will.  
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Sex within a marriage or relationship should be about love and 
respect and caring.   Not to mention wild and crazy positions (if 
you’re so inclined!) and a lot of fun.  If a person is forced into sex 
against their free will then it is rape, regardless of the fact that it 
may be their husband who is the perpetrator.  

You may believe that he loves you and he may even think he does, 
but the fact is that forcing someone to have sex is not an act of 
love.

© Jen Honner 
(written: February 1998)

The Unknown Rapist 

The most commonly held belief about rape is that it is perpetrated 
by a stranger, someone who leaps from behind a hedge upon an 
unsuspecting woman who is walking alone, probably at night.

We have seen already that women are most at risk from men they 
know, but it is also true that women can be raped by complete 
strangers, opportunist rapists who see a woman alone and vulnerable 
to attack.

In every situation we try to understand why it has happened and this is 
also the case where a rape by a stranger has taken place. We look for 
something or someone to blame – were we to blame for being alone, 
for being out at night, for not getting a taxi instead of the late night 
bus...

As women we are raised to question our behaviour and to modify it to 
keep ourselves safe. It’s important to remember that the only person to 
blame for rape is the perpetrator. 	

If you have been raped or sexually assaulted by a stranger you may 
experience a range of feelings and emotions:

•	 You may be afraid to go out on your own
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•	 If the assault happened in your home, you may be unable to 
stay there

•	 You may jump at strange or unfamiliar noises
•	 You may not be able to sleep
•	 Smells or sounds associated with the assault may make 

you physically sick
•	 You may need to have someone with you all the time to 

make you feel safe
All of these feelings are perfectly normal. Everything that was known 
to you, that you believed to be normal will now be thrown into question 
and you may be unsure of who, or what to trust.

Looking after yourself
•	 If you have any physical injuries after the assault, get help. 

You don’t have to tell the doctor details of the assault if you 
don’t want to.

•	 If you don’t want to tell members of your family, or friends 
about the assault you can contact Rape Crisis any time you 
need to talk. You can ‘dip into’ our service whenever you 
feel you need it.

•	 If you have reported the assault to the police and you want 
to know about what is going to happen at court, you can 
ring Rape Crisis and speak to one of our workers who will 
talk you through the process.
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From April 2007, all services can be accessed from the Glasgow 
Archway. The process will be…

Woman

If you have just been raped 
From April 2007 there will be a new service covering the Greater 
Glasgow area. This service will be called the Glasgow Archway and will 
be the first dedicated Sexual Assault Referral Centre in Scotland. The 
service will be based within the Sandyford Initiative in Glasgow and 
will be a one-stop point of contact for any woman, man or adolescent 
aged 13, 14 and 15 years, who has been raped or sexually assaulted. 
Reports will only be taken at the Archway up to 7 days after the 
assault. Archway services can be used whether or not a report is being 
made to the police.

At the moment, anyone reporting rape or sexual assault needs to 
negotiate a whole raft of services...

First visit to the Archway, forensic evidence will be gathered: any minor 
injuries will be treated if possible: statement will be taken by the police if the 
woman wants to report: tests for STIs will be done: woman will be given an 

appointment, or will see a support worker.

Follow on support will be provided if the woman wants this – for additional 
support, counselling or information and support through the court process

Woman will visit 
the police station 
to have forensic 
evidence taken 

and make  
her statement

Woman

She will have to 
visit the GUM 

clinic to be tested 
for any sexually 

transmitted 
infections

If she wants 
support she will 

have to contact a 
support agency

Any physical 
injuries will have 
to be treated at 

the local Accident 
and Emergency 

Department
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Common feelings experienced by 
survivors and some coping strategies

A common myth around rape is that all women will react hysterically 
or tearfully after the attack. The truth is that women react in a range 
of ways and describe a wide range of emotions in the immediate 
aftermath of the attack, or in the hours/days that follow.

Shock
After rape, many women are in shock. This feeling may be so strong 
that a woman experiences disbelief or denial. She may refuse to 
believe that it has happened, shut it out and have no immediate 
reaction at all.

Or the shock may be displayed by crying uncontrollably, laughing or 
talking continuously or with displays of anger.

There is no ‘correct’ response.

Physical Reactions
Apart from the physical injuries that women sometimes receive during 
the rape, women may also have other physical reactions in the days 
following the attack. Sleeplessness is common, with women often 
being fearful of sleep in case the attacker returns. Nightmares and 
flashbacks are also common, sometimes revisiting the attack over and 
over again.

Women may also suffer loss of appetite, stomach pains or sickness, 
and may experience nausea any time they think of the attack.

A common response is that women will feel the need to wash over 
and over again, to ‘wash away’ the feeling or the smell of the rapist. 
For some women this can be harmful and it is important to ensure that 
only safe products are used for washing, no household substances 
should ever be used.
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Emotional Reactions
Many women who have been supported by the Rape Crisis Centre 
have spoken about feeling that they would be severely injured or 
murdered while they were being raped and indeed rapists may use the 
threat of murder to control the women while the attack is taking place.

The extreme trauma that is associated with rape and the fear of death/
murder can lead to post traumatic stress disorder.

Blame
This is the most common reaction as we always look for a reason, 
an explanation for what has happened to us. We also try to apportion 
blame...

‘I should never have asked him in for a coffee.’
An invitation for coffee is not an invitation for sex. We have the right 
to invite whom we choose into our home and to be confident that our 
safety will not be compromised. No man has the right to presume that 
he can force a woman to have sex under any circumstances.

‘I was really drunk; I’m not really sure what I was doing.’
Taking an advantage of a woman who is drunk and unable to consent 
is rape. Being drunk does not give a man the right to rape you.

‘I just froze. I should have fought more.’
When we are in situations of extreme danger, our bodies will react 
in a way that it thinks will best protect us. For some of us we will run, 
scream, fight – but for some, our bodies will freeze and be unable to 
move. We are not in control of this and it may be that this response will 
mean that we are less physically injured during the attack. 

‘He’s my boyfriend, I don’t always want to, but he says he needs 
sex more than I do. ‘
Many women don’t speak about forced or coercive sex in their 
relationships as it can be very painful to admit that the person you love, 
who is supposed to love you, is hurting you. If you are experiencing 
forced or coercive sex from a man you are in a relationship with 



20

your trust is being betrayed. Sexual relationships should always be 
consenting and loving and should never cause fear or pain.

Anger
Firstly, it’s OK to be angry with this person, or people who abused you. 
Anger is a very normal reaction to hurt and pain but we’re raised to 
believe that it is a bad thing and that we should suppress it. Often our 
anger and our aggression are used against us, as an excuse not to 
deal with the abuse. The anger is all people see, not the pain behind it.

People are scared of anger, and we can be scared of it when it’s inside 
ourselves: we may feel that if we let it out it may overwhelm us and we 
won’t be able to control it. Anger can be a very positive emotion when 
channelled and expressed appropriately but can be very destructive 
when turned on ourselves.

Nightmares
It’s also common for women survivors of rape to suffer sleep 
disturbances or nightmares. These may be an exact replay of the 
events or it may be an abstract series of events that are hard to 
remember but are still upsetting. 

Nightmares may be triggered by a date, a smell or a familiar place or 
person and can make you afraid to go to sleep. Talking to someone 
about the nightmares and the feelings they bring up may help. It may 
also help to have someone with you or a friend you can wake up for 
support if the nightmares do not go away.

Flashbacks
Flashbacks are a natural reaction to the trauma of rape or sexual 
assault but they can be very frightening and women often describe 
feelings of fear, confusion, panic, being out of control, terror. This is 
because they can happen when you least expect them and can be 
triggered by a noise, a smell or by seeing something that reminds 
you of the attack. They can make you feel as though the attack is 
happening all over again but don’t worry – you are not crazy. 
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You may feel that you can’t speak to anyone about your flashbacks 
because you think you are going crazy, but it’s a natural part of the 
healing process. 

Sometimes women will try to avoid all the things that trigger flashbacks 
but the down side of this is that it can really limit what you do and 
where you go. There are other ways to help alleviate the fear and panic 
that flashbacks cause.

•	 Tell yourself that it’s a flashback and that, scary as it is, you 
are now safe. Remember, it is only a memory.

•	 Breathe. When you are having a flashback you stop 
breathing normally and this can cause a pounding in your 
head, dizziness, shaking, sweating, feeling faint. If you can 
start breathing normally the feelings of panic will lessen.

•	 Take time to recover. It will take a while for you to feel 
yourself again so give yourself permission to take some 
time to get back to your normal activities.

•	 Get some support. You might want to be on your own when 
the flashbacks happen but if you have someone who knows 
about them, you can choose to talk about your feelings 
anytime you need to.

•	 Remind yourself you’re in the real world. Stamp your feet or 
clap your hands loudly. 

•	 Remember that this is part of your healing process and you 
are a survivor.

Panic Attacks
Panic attacks are sudden, unexpected anxiety attacks that can include 
sweating, tightening of the chest, shortness of breath, numbness, 
tingling of the hands and feet or needing to go to the toilet, your mouth 
may dry up and you may jump at even the slightest noise.

When you first experience a panic attack you may be confused, not 
sure of what is happening to your body and frightened that you can’t 
control it. But panic attacks are another way your body has of coping 



22

with the abuse you experienced. If your body feels threatened, it 
responds with the ‘fight or flight’ response and a panic attack is an 
exaggerated form of this. 

Although panic attacks are your body’s way of coping with the 
memories of the attack, there are some substances that can make it 
worse. These include:

•	 Alcohol, nicotine and caffeine and some drugs can make 
panic attacks worse. Also some prescription drugs can 
bring the attack on more severely. Withdrawal from some 
sedatives can have the same effect.

•	 Your blood sugar levels being too high – this can be caused 
by junk food, overeating or too much fasting.

•	 Hyperventilating caused by stress can make a panic attack 
worse. 

Self Harming

Self Injury
There are a number of myths around self injury – such as, ‘it’s a suicide 
that failed’ or ‘it’s attention seeking’. This is not the case. Self injury is 
a way of coping with emotional pain, a release when the pain becomes 
too much to bear.

Women survivors who self injure are not insane or dangerous; they are 
just trying to cope with the pain in their lives without hurting anyone 
else. It’s important to recognise that women who are self injuring need 
to have space to talk about their experiences, need to be believed and 
most importantly, need to be free of judgment. 

There are a number of good publications about self harm that can 
be obtained from book shops or on loan from the Rape Crisis Centre 
library.

There are also a number of ways to keep yourself as safe as you can 
when you are self injuring:

•	 Use clean blades if you are cutting and never share with 
anyone else. 
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•	 Have a well stocked first aid box and keep it where you can 
reach it easily.

•	 If your wounds become infected, get to your doctor as soon 
as you can.

•	 If you’ve cut too deeply or cut a vein or artery by mistake, 
get help immediately.

•	 If you have burned yourself, dress the burn as quickly as 
you can. If it’s a large burn, get medical help as quickly as 
you can. Put the burn in cold water as soon as possible.

Drugs and Alcohol
Alcohol or prescription or non-prescription drugs are often used by 
women survivors as a way of coping with memories of sexual abuse. 
Often drugs can be prescribed to assist the woman to cope with how 
she is feeling or to improve sleeping. Whilst this can be a very effective 
short term support it should be remembered that it is easy to become 
dependent and reliant on medication which numbs the pain. Open 
discussion with your GP will allow you to determine what the best 
treatment plan is for you. Sometimes illicit drug use and/or excessive 
drinking is a problem for women who have abuse issues, again, these 
mask the pain and stop women remembering and experiencing their 
feelings. 

If heavy drinking or drug use is a factor it may be better that this is 
addressed prior to entering into any kind of therapy or counseling. 
Whilst feeling the emotions and experiencing and acknowledging the 
pain you are in are extremely difficult it is a vital part of the healing 
process.

Eating Disorders
Many studies have shown that a high number of women who have 
experienced emotional, physical or sexual abuse, have eating 
disorders. For some women, control over their eating is a way of 
coping and expressing their emotions. Some women who are bulimic 
or compulsive eaters reveal that bingeing is their way of stuffing down 
the emotions they feel. Food becomes their only source of comfort and 
it can help to numb their feelings. 
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Some women who have been sexually assaulted believe that if they 
are too thin or too obese it will make them unattractive or protect them 
further assaults. Some believe that by not eating they can just fade 
away and die. Others have expressed a need to be in control in the 
areas of food. Purging is a way for some to release their emotions. If 
they believe they cannot tell anyone about the abuse and express the 
emotions they are experiencing, purging may be the only way they 
know how to get those feelings out. Many feel relieved and calm after 
purging.

The binge/purge cycle may serve a protective purpose; in particular, 
it seems to reduce the intensity of intolerable emotional stress, and 
provides an outlet for: 

•	 expression of anger 
•	 regaining sense of self 
•	 ensuring predictability 
•	 cleansing oneself of the abusive experience 
•	 relieving stress and tension 
•	 establishing control 
•	 developing a sense of personal space 
•	 an opportunity to refocus

Dealing with memories of the rape or sexual assault can be very 
painful and difficult. At times you may feel like you are reliving the 
assault. If your memories are flooding back and you feel like you are 
re-experiencing the assault, you may feel like you are going crazy and 
want to die. You will probably want to isolate yourself and not talk to 
anyone. 

It can be good to have someone to talk to and help you through it, 
rather than having to experience the feelings, emotions and pain all 
alone. Having someone to turn to and support you may help you feel 
less alone and make the difficult times a little easier to get through. 
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Women Writing

I was thinking to myself, “Well, Okay.” Not in my wildest dreams 
would I have thought he was plotting something. Then all of his 
friends started leaving. I began to think, “Something is wrong, 
something is going on,” but I’ve been known to overreact to things, 
so I ignored it.

After his friends left, we’re sitting on the couch and he leans over 
and he kisses me and I’m thinking, “It’s a date, it’s no big deal.” 
So then we start kissing a little bit more and I’m thinking, “I’m 
starting to enjoy this, maybe this isn’t so bad.” Then the phone 
rang and when he came back I was standing up. He grabbed me 
from behind and picked me up. He had his hands over my eyes 
and we were walking through his house. It was really dark and I 
didn’t know where on earth he was taking me. I had never actually 
walked through his house.

He laid me down (on a bed) and kissed me … he starts taking off 
my clothes and I said, “Wait – time out! This is not what I want, you 
know.” And he said something like this is what I owed him because 
he made me dinner.

I said, “This is wrong, don’t do this. I didn’t go out with you with this 
intent.” He said, “What do you call that on the couch?” I said, “I call 
it a kiss, period.” And he said, “Well, I don’t.”

The two struggled until Eric rolled off her momentarily. Lori jumped 
up and went into the bathroom. Her plan was to come out in a few 
minutes and tell him to take her home.

The whole time I’m thinking, “I don’t believe this is happening to 
me.” I didn’t even have time to walk fully out of the bathroom door 
when he grabbed me and threw me on the bed and started taking 
my clothes off. I’m yelling and hitting and pushing on him and he 
just liked that. He says, “I know you must like this because a lot 
of women like this kind of thing.” Then he says, “This is the adult 
world. Maybe you ought to grow up some.”



26

I finally got to the point where there was nothing I could do.

Then Eric just rolled over and I started to get my clothes together. 
He said, “Don’t tell me you didn’t like that.” I looked at him and 
said, “No,” and by this time I’m crying because I don’t know what 
else to do. I never heard of anyone having that happen to them.

In the car he said, “Can I call you tomorrow? Can I see you next 
weekend?” I just looked at him and he just looked at me and 
started laughing.

My mom had gone out and I just laid on my bed with the covers 
up. Everything I could possibly put on I think I put on that night. 
– leg warmers, thermal underwear – everything imaginable, in the 
middle of summer, I put on my body. That night I dreamed it was all 
happening again. I dreamed I was standing there watching him do it.

For two weeks I couldn’t talk. People would talk to me and I 
felt nothing. I felt like a zombie. I couldn’t cry, I couldn’t smile, I 
couldn’t eat. My mom said, “What’s wrong with you? Is something 
going on?” I said, “Nothing’s wrong.”

I thought it was my fault. What did I do to make him think he could 
do something like that? Was I wrong in kissing him? Was I wrong 
to go out with him, to go over to his house?

After two weeks, she told her mother what happened and they 
talked about what to do. Lori decided not to report it to the police 
for fear Eric would blame her. Eric continued to frequent the 
restaurant where she worked. Several weeks after their date, he 
cornered her in a hallway near the kitchen.

He touched me and I said, “Get your hands off me.” At first, he 
thought it was funny. He said, “What’s wrong?” then he started 
pulling me, trying to hug me. I pushed him and said, “Leave me 
alone,” and I was starting to get a little loud. As I was walking away 
he said, “Oh, I guess you didn’t get enough.”

I walked into the kitchen and I picked up this tray full of food. I 
don’t know how it happened. I just dropped the whole tray and 



27

it went everywhere. My friend, another waitress, went to the 
manager and said, “She’s not going to be much good to you 
tonight,” so they sent me home.

Taken from ‘I Never Called it Rape’, Robin Warshaw: Harper 1994

Ways of Looking After Ourselves

When we are going through a particularly difficult time, we can often 
neglect ourselves. If we neglect ourselves physically however, it 
can make it even harder to deal with the emotional pain we are 
experiencing. Below is a list of ‘self help’ tips you can use to help you 
look after yourself.

•	 Remember what you are feeling is OK and normal
•	 Stay warm
•	 Eat if you can. If you can’t eat, remember to drink fluids and 

maybe a little fruit juice to get some vitamins
•	 Have friends around you if you can
•	 Try to find ways of expressing your anger which work for 

you e.g. screaming, shouting, running, writing, painting
•	 Take some exercise: walk as much as you can
•	 Try not to drink alcohol or take drugs as they might intensify 

the feelings you are having
•	 Try painting or drawing your feelings. It doesn’t have to be 

good – no one will see it if you don’t want them to. It’s just 
for you.

•	 Write down your feelings. Don’t worry about grammar or 
spelling or what the writing looks like. Just express your 
feelings.

•	 Buy yourself something delicious to eat. Allow yourself to 
really enjoy it.


