
QUESTIONABLE………………………
A Word About Sexual Violence and Risk Reduction

Sexual violence hurts everyone in our society.  Many of us believe that it is possible to have a society in which sexual violence is not accepted and tolerated.  When we think about stopping sexual assault, we often talk about sexual assault prevention.  It may be more helpful for us to think of reducing the risk for sexual violence, rather than preventing sexual violence.  Talking about “prevention” makes us think that a victim could have or should have acted in a way to stop sexual violence.  This may make it seem like what happened is the victim’s fault.  On the other hand, “risk reduction” means that we can take steps to educate ourselves on ways to reduce our risks, but recognizes that the possibility of sexual assault is still present.  To reduce the risk of sexual violence, we need to take steps as individuals and as a society.  When we talk about risk reduction, we should consider the issue at these two levels.
As individuals, we can take steps to reduce our risks.  We can adjust our habits to increase our safety.  Each of us must decide for ourselves how these precautions affect us.  When considering how to reduce your risk, ask yourself, “Will this help me to feel safer or will it drive me crazy and reduce the quality of my life?”  For example, we are often told to “use the buddy system” after dark.  For some of us, it isn’t difficult to plan our evening activities with a friend.  This may help us to feel safer.  For those of us who work in the evenings, it may be difficult to avoid being alone as you leave the workplace.  Think of safety tips as suggestions: some of them will be helpful for you and some of them won’t.

As a society, we need to think about our attitudes concerning sexual assault and how sexual violence affects us.  Remember, the survivors of sexual assault are not to blame for the crime that was committed against them.  The responsibility for sexual assault lies with the offender.  Society also has a responsibility for sexual violence.  Think of all of the ways in which we do not challenge rape-supportive attitudes and deny the seriousness of sexual violence.  We hear people make jokes about sexual violence or blame a survivor for the violence that they experienced.  When we don’t challenge these jokes, we are part of the problem.  We hear people describing women negatively, as if they are objects, rather than people.  When we don’t challenge these comments, we are part of the problem.  We know that sexual violence happens in our society.  When we don’t do anything to stop it, we are part of the problem.
You may be asking yourself, “So how do I reduce my risks?”  When you are thinking about risk reduction, think about “what you do, what you don’t do and how you think.”  What do you do to help increase your safety? What could help increase your safety even more?  What are your attitudes about sex and sexual violence (remember they are two very different things: one is a loving act and the other is a crime?)  What makes a relationship healthy?  What makes you comfortable and uncomfortable?  What are your rights in a relationship?  Ask yourself these questions now, to increase your safety and your self-awareness.
