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Introduction

This paper explores ways of working with men who have experienced
child sexual abuse. It explores some of the difficulties that these men may face
in our current social, political and cultural context. The paper explores the
practical implications of the fact that male sexual abuse occurs within a male-
dominated culture and that the large majority of perpetrators are other men. It
describes how, for men who have been subject to sexual abuse, dominant
constructions of masculinity can contribute to the silencing of their experience
and to stories of self-blame. It explores the complex task that males who have
experienced abuse from older men face in creating their own preferred
masculine identity, and describes a number of therapeutic themes that I have
found helpful in working with men on these issues.

At the outset I wish to acknowledge that within this paper I write from

159



-

160 Extending Narrative Therapy: A collection of practice-based papers

the position of a professional therapist working with men wh(.) ha\fe experienced
childhood sexual abuse with all of the responsibilities that this brings. I want to
be clear that there are some invitations of professionalism that I wish to decline.

I have tried not to place survivor’s speech at the mercy of detached theor.y and
observation. I have tried not to imply at any point that helping professionals
know something about survivors’ experience that survivors th¢msc?lvcs do nf)t
know. Like many people who have taken the position of a professional role in
speaking up for those who have expcrﬁe_nccd sexual abuse, I have my own
personal reasons for doing so. I -fegl strongly that.no one can represent th::
experience of all those who have béen affected by child sexual abuse.. The wor

described in this paper has primarily been informed by conversations I have
shared with men about their experiences of childhood sexual abuse. T have a
commitment to honouring their expertise. As Alcoff & Gray (1993, p.282)
describe: We need to transform arrangements of speaking to create spaces
where survivors are authorised to be both wimesses and experts, both r.eporters
of experience and theorists of experience. 1 hope that‘ this paper contributes t:
such a proposal. I invite critique of the ideas within this paper and look forwar

to hearing people’s feedback.

Background

Inquiries carried out by women involved in the most recent w.ave of the
women’s movement into the prevalence of childhood sexual abuse in western
countries have resulted in indications of the extent of abuse experienced by bo.th
female and male children. Although definite figures are impossible to a'scertalfx,
it is now clear that sexual abuse occurs to both female and male c'hxldren in
substantial numbers.®> With the extent of the problem becoming more
acknowledged, women workers, writers and tesearchers over the last twenty
years have developed a substantial body of literature on childhood sexual abuse.
Primarily this work has focused on female victims. We as men seem to have
been much slower to respond to the knowledge of the sexual abuse of male
Chlldre]ll{.ecently this has begun to change. Men’s experience of childhood.sexual
abuse has begun to gain prominence, and a body of knowledge concerning the
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issue is now being developed.* Certain male writers have recently claimed that
the reason the issue of male childhood sexual abuse has been silent for so long is
due to, of all things, feminism and that it has been the “Men’s Movement® which
has brought the issue to light® This does not ring true to me. In my experience,
the primary initiative to respond to male victims of sexual abuse has come from
women researchers, such as Nasjleti (1980) who, in advocating for greater
attention to the sexual abuse of female children, noted that the occurrence of
male victims had been severely underestimated.® What’s more, it has been the
work of women that has enabled abuse to be able to be talked about, and it is
generally the women in men’s lives who have supported them to address their

experiences of abuse. °

It is my experience from working with men who have experienced
childhood sexual abuse, that ‘the speaking out and naming of sexual abuse’ by
the women’s movement has made it far more possible for these men to come
forward. Feminist writers and therapists in their liberation work with women
who have been subjected to abuse, are probably having the greatest direct and
vicarious impact on the uncloaking of the occurrence of sexual abuse against
males. From my practice experience the effect of this liberation appears to be
particularly resonating with young men. It appears that the social change in the
1970s and 1980s has created the possibility for men who grew up in these eras
to disclose experiences of abuse. v

Still it is hard for many men to find a safe context to speak of their own
experience of sexual abuse. The majority of men who are demonstrating a
willingness to disclose abuse, as in many areas of men’s health, are often
seeking counselling at a point when the issues they are facing have become
intensely serious and they feel they are out of control. It is often the partmers or
mothers of these young men who are making the initial request for counselling
on the man’s behalf. Often these men have had contact with other human service
agencies in relation to various issues or occurrences, for example, a suicide
attempt, the use of alcohol and drugs, a relationship break-up, issues of anger
and violence, experiences in the juvenile justice or prison system, the birth of
their first child, or struggles they are having with mental health issues. By the
time these men are referred to our service they have generally already disclosed
experiences of sexual abuse. How we as professionals respond depends upon
our theoretical understandings. :

I
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Theoretical understandings

in order to respond to men who have experienced chiid sexual abuse n
seems important to understand the effects of childhood sexual abuse on their
lives. The effects of childhood sexual abuse seem to depend upon two separate
factors. Firstly, the trauma associated with the actual event or events and the
manipulation experienced from the perpetrator. Secondly, and pc.rhaps more
importantly in relation to the ongoing effects of abuse, are the meanmgs.that are
made of the abuse by those who have been subject to it. These meanings are
greatly influenced by the broader cultural understandings of gender and power,
and beliefs associated with the attribution of responsibility. .

People who are subjected to childhood sexual abuse make meal.ung -out <->f
these events. These understandings that they generate and/or are recruited into in
relation to the abuse often impose negative implications for how they detjme and
express themselves in life. Often these understandings involve a belief @t
something about themselves or their actions was central to the abuse occurring,
as White (1994, p.83) describes: )

These understandings invariably feature themes of culpability and

unworthiness, that somehow the person deserved the abuse or had it coming

to them, or could have stopped it if they really wanted to.

People who experience abuse and are recruited into negative stories abf)ut
themselves may often be involved in self-destructive and self-abusive
behaviours that more or less confirm .
their negative understanding and definition of themselves. These W"‘ys of being
can then become central to how they construct reality and their identity. o

This process of recruitment into negative understandings of thBIT lives
and actions can occur for both females and males who have exper1enc§d
childhood sexual abuse. There are however, I believe, significant differences in
the experience of females and males due to the dominant construction of’ gender
relations in this culture. Many writers have documented how the experience of
sexual abuse for women occurs within the context of patriarchy and the effect
that this can have on making meaning out of the abuse.” Here I wish to focus on
how gender relations and dominant constructions of masculinity can affect the
ways in which men respond to the experience of sexual abuse. More
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particularly, I wish to focus on the ways in which dominant constructions of

masculinity can contribute to the silencing of experience and to stories of self-
blame.

Locating the sexual abuse of males within the broader context of
patriarchy '

Despite the achievements of the women’s movement, men’s violence and
control in the i)rivate sphere still threatens so many homes, and men’s ways of
being in the public sphere continue to shape our culture in ways that deny
alternative eﬁcpen'erf‘ces, voices and ways of being. I believe that it is important
to acknowledge that the sexual abuse of male children and adolescents occurs
within a male-dominated culture. This seems important not only for ethical
reasons but because the ways in which masculinity is understood has a profound
effect on therapeutic practice with males who have been subject to sexual abuse.
An understanding of men’s power and privilege can lead to explorations of the
dominant constructions of masculinity. In turn this can provide important
avenues to explore with male survivors of sexual abuse,

Lalso believe that it is important to acknowlcdge that the sexual abuse of
males (as with females) is predominantly perpetrated by older men, This is not
to deny the existence of abuse of young males by women - especially as the
reporting of such occurrences seems to be increasing.

It is, however, an important acknowledgement because it makes the link
between childhood sexual abuse and dominant constructions of masculinity, It
also creates space to begin to explore the complex task that faces males who
have experienced abuse from older men in creating their own preferred

‘masculine identity.

Elsewhere writers have described the ways in which the maintenance of
inequitable gender relations depends upon the maintenance of dominant
constructions of masculinity.® Dominant constructions of masculinity privilege a
particular blueprint of manhood, and set certain criteria for male experience and
behaviour. These criteria, which vary across history and culture, refer to
personal characteristics and ways of being. In present day Australia, despite
recent challenges, dominant constructions of masculinity still dictate to a large
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degree that men should be unemotional but logical; independent; hard but fair;
benevolent but not vulnerable; physically strong; attractive to women; sexually
dominant, and so on. i

Dominant constructions of masculinity influence personal characteristics
and ways of being as well as significantly influencing ways of relating with
women, children and other men. Notions of male superiority to women, of
adults’ power over children, and of heterosexual dominance and homophobia,
conspire within the dominant constructions of masculinity to influence
relationships between men, women and children.

These dominant notions of manhood go a considerable way in explaining
the extent of sexual abuse in our culture. They also shed light on the difficulties
that male survivors of childhood sexual abuse may experience. The dominant
constructions of masculinity have many ramifications for males who have been
subject to childhood sexual abuse. Here I will discuss just three.

1. Males are not supposed to be ‘victims’
Male victims of childhood sexual abuse are caught in a paradox of sorts.
By the fact of their gender they are a member of a dominant group. Yet
experiencing violation in the form of abuse goes against the membership of
this privileged group and contradicts dominant men’s ways of being. The
result can often be a resounding silence and a recruitment into feeling ‘less

than a man’. Dominant constructions of male identity often serve to further -

recruit males who have been subject to abuse into understanding the abuse as
a problem within themselves.

Within dominant constructions of masculinity, certain ideas prevail that
victimisation is the ouicome of deficiency. These ideas can reverberate
intensely in relation to sexual abuse, beyond deficiency to inferiority and
compulsion. Complex notions of masculine identity - which are themselves
bound up in the construction of inequitable gender relations - can result in
males who have been subject to abuse experiencing profound self-blame, as
Mendel (1993, p.25) describes:

... the failure to protect seems entirely internalised: the men in this study
experience themselves as deficient, unmanly, and incompetent because they
could not provide themselves with adequate protection against abuse. The
sense of self-blame is exacerbated by the 'myth of complicity’, as Gerber

Liberation from self-blame 165

(1990) terms it, in which the male victim assumes he must have been an
active; willing participant in his childhood sexual activity. The messaze to
the male victim is not simply that if he was abused he must not be a man, bu
also that if he is a man he must not have been abused.

~

2. Homophobia & heterosexual dominance

Homophobia and heterosexual dominance can be further agents for
secrecy and confusion:. Confusion about sexuality is often a common effect
for males who have been subject to child sexual abuse. Young men are
particularly vulnerable to being recruited into a questioning of their sexuality
based on another person’s abusive acts. A story is often created by those
perpetrating the abuse in which a disclosure will result in a questioning of
the young man’s manhood, and assumptions about his identity. This can
greatly contribute to the silencing of their experience.

For young men in the process of constructing their own sexual identity,
to experience men’s sexuality as an oppressive force can have long-term
consequences. Where the perpetrator of abuse has been a man, finding a way
through the complexities of separating abuse from same-sex contact, and
standing up to reactions of homophobia at the time of disclosures can be
profoundly confusing.

Young men who have been subject to sexual abuse and are trying to
establish or re-establish their sexual identity, can also be influenced by
heterosexual dominance in ways that impact upon others. Dominant
constructions of masculinity invite young men to obtain membership of their
male peer group through demonstrating homophobic actions and actions that
are based on ideas of male sexual entitlement to women.® For male survivors
of sexual abuse, finding a way through these issues can be enormously
complex. ‘

3. From victim to perpetrator

A further complication for males in their attempts to address the effects
of childhood sexual abuse is the link often made between being a victim of
sexual abuse and being a perpetrator of abuse. Various research studies have
shown that many sex offenders have experienced childhood sexual abuse.
However, this evidence in no way proves causality; nor does it prove that it
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is in any way more likely for males who have experienced abuse to become
perpetrators of abuse; nor does it in any way indicate that perpetrating
childhood sexual abuse is dependant on prior victimisation. Furthermore, the
data indicates that most males who experience childhood sexual abuse do not
go on to sexually offend.'

The ways in which the connection between sexual victimisation and later
sexual offending are comprchended by the community as exemplified by

" how the issue is publicised, with the media citing simple explanations for
complex problems. Many elements of the mainstream media have given the
impression that a male who is sexually abused is likely to become a sex
offender. And yet the vast majority of males who suffer childhood sexual
abuse do not go on to become sex offenders. Promoting the construction of
“Victim to Perpetrator’ is not strictly valid. What’s worse 1is that it is
restrictive and potentially self-fulfilling.

Exploring the effects of sexual abuse and the association between
victimisation and offending seems important. However, how can we ensure
that we remain aware of the effects of the questions we ask, the research we
promote? How can we keep in touch with how our explorations impact on
the people affected by sexual abuse?

To pathologise sexual abuse as a ‘cycle of violence’ is to run the risk of
obscuring personal agency. It is to run the risk of becoming complicit with
ideas of biological determinism. Furthermore, it can unwittingly support the
dominant constructions of male sexuality that imply that men are not in
control, nor responsible for, their sexual impulses.

For males who have been subject to childhood sexual abuse, the need to
deconstruct ideas about becoming a perpetrator can be important. This can
be made more difficult by therapeutic approaches that contribute to
metaphors of ‘being wounded’, or being ‘damaged goods’. These metaphors
can unwittingly contribute to pathologising practices, to self-blame, and to
feelings of powerlessness in relation to moving from ‘victim to perpetrator’.
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Thinking about ways to have conversations with men who have
experienced child sexual abuse

By the time people disclose an experience of abuse they have often been
silenced for a significant time. When they do speak out they are then vulnerable
to many types of scrutiny. This scrutiny may have the purpose of disproving and
disbelieving the story, it may simply be testing the credibility of the story, or it
may be a scrutiny constructed in a way that changes the meaning of the story.
Some forms of scrutiny construct the act of speaking out as a ‘confession’. In
subtle ways, people who have experienced abuse may be seen as having to ‘own
up’, ‘face up’ or ‘show themselves for real’ - in other words, confess.

There are a number of dangers in situating survivor speech in a
confessional discourse structure (see Alcoff & Gray 1993). For ‘one thing, to
confess by its literal meaning is to admit to some level of culpability. But there
are also some more complex repercussions. Just as the act of confession is
linked to absolution, so too can the act of disclosure become seen as essential to
achieve resolution or recovery. What is missed in this assertion is that the
choices people make whether to disclose or not, .who to tell, and more
importantly who not to tell, are in themselves choices and acts of survival and
resilience. Emotional, financial and physical difficulties can result from
disclosures, and these problems in some circumstances can be seen to critically
outweigh the support a person may receive should they disclose (Alcoff & Gray
1993, p.281). In my own experience, men have chosen only to disclose to a
select person or persons and myself. This is because of the perceived risks, the
jeopardy of their personal, social and professional lives, and the fear of the
likely attribution made by others that the disclosure somehow ‘explains
everything’. How can we ensure that we respect people’s decisions and resist the
temptation to suggest that they will need to ‘come clean’ one day? How can we
ensure that as therapists we are never in the position of ‘absolver’? After all,
what do survivors of sexual abuse or other abuses of trust have to confess to?

~ The following therapeutic themes are based on an acknowledgement that

sexual abuse is an attack. In my gxnpripnr‘p’ nnderstanding sexunal abunge as an
1 S

al PErence aDuee as ar

attack which people resist, can allow for people’s stories to be deconstructed and
reconstructed in the process of therapeutic conversations. It can allow men who

- have experienced childhood sexual abuse to take a position of standing against
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the effects of the abuse as well as against dominant ideas about men's ways of
being. I believe that situating sexual abuse as an attack places men’s experience
in a different context, one which limits the possibility for survivor’s stories to be
located within a confessional discourse, and one which creates the possibility to
unfold what strength and courage can accomplish - namely liberation from self-
blame.

These themes or principles are not listed in any particular order. They are
ideas that have been helpful in my joining with men to name abuse and liberate
from self-blame. They operate simultaneously with the men I consult with and,
as such, they can often be used interchangeably from the early consultations to
the latter. Where I have used examples of people’s stories these have not been
developed from specific individuals. They are stories which encapsulaté many
stories 1 have been witness to. The approach is not prescriptive. Particular

themes are introduced according to the needs of the individual therapeutic °

journey. Some principles may not be helpful to individuals, and ways of
questioning may often need to be modified to suit an individual’s needs.

Naming the strategies of ‘silencing’, honouring what it takes to
survive when silenced, and acknowledging the courage it takes to

speak.

I believe that it is important to acknowledge that, when men attend
counselling to address experiences of childhood sexual abuse, they are making a
stand against the prevailing ideas of manhood and for alternative ways of being.
These alternative ways of being are often informed by notions of caring,
compassion and justice for themselves and for others. In my experience, it can
be helpful in the initial counselling session to acknowledge the restraints that
men and young men face in attending counselling. Men might be grappling with
their own surprise that they have spoken out about the abuse. They may also
have a number of internalised stories informed by self-blame as to why the
abuse occurred. In the initial meeting with a man who has been subject to sexual
abuse, I put significant energy into talking about the restraints of men’s
dominant ways of being and how these restraints can make attending
counselling more difficult.
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One small but significant step involves taking part of the responsibility
for naming abuse by mitially acknowledging the reason for the man’s
'flttend‘ance. Naming childhood sexual abuse early in the conversation is an
important step in taking a stand against the silencing of male disclosure of
sexual victimisation. It helps to guard against men being in a position in which
they feel they have been hiding something, and interrupts any chance of the
conv'ersation entering a confessional discourse (see Alcoff & Gray 1993). By
naming the abuse myself this can often lead to conversations about the silencing
of abuse and the man’s experiences of this. I have found the following questions
open space for helpful conversations on this topic:

- What is it about the sorts of conclusions other people make about abuse that
has made it hard for you to Speak of your experiences?

- What is it about the ways in which men are supposed to be’ that has made it
hard for you to speak of your experiences?

- When you knew it wasn't safe to name your experiences of abuse and you
had 10 remain silent, what was it that enabled you to get through?

- What does this say about your own internal strength?
- Would this fit with a story of weakness or a story of courage?

- What messages do you think it mighi‘ give people if they knew we were
talking about this issue?

- In choosing to talk about the abuse, could this mean that you are beginning
a process of standing against the abuse?

Conversations can develop from these sorts of questions that allow the
man to position himself in overt ways against the effects of abuse. These
:onversations promote an acknowledgement of stories of strength and self-
protection in the man’s response to the experience of abuse.

Unmasking the politics of power

' Recruitment into self-blame often relies upon a denial of the power
imbalances inherent in situations of abuse, Many men who have been subject to



suggested his sexually abusive behaviour was connected to the fact that the
young man would walk through the house with only a towel afound him.

A further tactic of power that is often articulated involves the ways in
which the abuse has been named. Often the ways in which males have come to
understand experiences of childhood sexual abuse have been influenced by the
perpetrator’s description of meaning which has mystified the tactics of abuse.
One common term used. for this mystification is ‘mucking about’. In some
situations this understanding can become aligned to self-blame, as it positions
the abuse as interactional and fails to acknowledge the power imbalance.

Creating a context in which men can separate themselves from
interactional understandings of the abuse and in which they can name their
experience is an important part of the process. It involves great care, however, in
order to ensure that as a counsellor I am not simply imposing yet another
meaning upon their experience. The ‘following sorts of questions can facilitate

these conversations:

coping.

Disempowering “self-blame’ and honouring alternative stories

When people present to counsellors about their experiences of abuse they
more often than not bring with them a story of culpability - a belief that they in
some way were responsible for the actions of the perpetrator of the abuse. They
have often been recruited into believing that their own ways of being were
central to being abused or to the abuse continuing. This ought not to be too
surprising. Recruiting the victim into a sense of responsibility for the abuse is
often an important strategy that enables abuse to continue. In response to this
situation, a central part of the therapeutic response is to externalise ‘self-blame’,
to explore its effects and tactics, and to create opportunities for honouring
hidden or devalued stories about the individual’s response to the abuse. These




























