Sexual Abuse Survivors: Blaming Yourself

The toughest emotion that survivors have to deal with is guilt.  Lots of abuse survivors feel guilty because they believe that the sexual assault was their fault.  IF YOU ARE A SURVIVOR OF SEXUAL ASSAULT, YOU ARE NOT TO BLAME FOR WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU.  Most of us want to believe that we live in a world that is safe.  We like to believe that most people are trustworthy and that we have control over what happens to us.  Blaming ourselves is a way to cope with traumatic things that happen to us.  If we believe that we could have controlled or stopped something bad from happening to us in the past, then we feel that we may have more control over future events.  Blaming ourselves makes us feel in control.

For example, Tami believes that if she hadn’t been so stupid and gone out of her bedroom in her nightgown, her dad would never have had sex with her.  She decides that if she never comes out of her room in her nightgown again, she won’t arouse her dad.   She can then feel safe.  If Tami admitted to herself that her dad was to blame for raping her, then she would have to accept the fact that someone might do that to her again.

Many of us are like Tami; we don’t want to admit that sometimes we don’t have control and that people can hurt us, even if we try to stay safe.  Blaming the abuse on something that we did or said is a way of convincing ourselves that we were in control.  Feeling out of control seems just too frightening.

Another reason that people who have been sexually abused blame themselves is something called the “broken record principle.”  This principle says that if you have been hearing the same thing over and over lots of times, you will probably start to believe it, even if it’s not true.  Sometimes these “broken records” are things that we tell ourselves and sometimes they are things that other people tell us.

Lori’s offender always tells her that the only reason he has sex with her is because he can tell that she wants it.  Lori knows that she doesn’t want sex, but after a while, she starts to believe what her offender tells her because he has told her so many times.  She gives in to her offender’s broken record and starts to believe that she does want to have sex with him, ignoring her real feelings of fear and shame.  It’s easier to believe that she wants sex with her offender; otherwise she must face the truth, which is that sex is being forced on her against her will.
Most people would agree that there is no such thing as a person who is always 100% good or 100% bad.  The person who sexually abused you may have been mean and hurtful while abusing you, but nice and helpful at other times.  Some survivors feel guilty for getting upset at their offender for abusing them when they are treated well the rest of the time.  Survivors may even feel like they owe their offender sex because of all of theses good things.  

For example, Bruce’s offender is like the father that he never had.  Bruce’s offender takes him out to dinner, gives him money and tells him how terrific he is, whenever he feels down.  Sometimes after Bruce’s offender has sexually abused him, Bruce feels like he hates him.  Later, he feels guilty for hating him because he is so nice to him most of the time.  Bruce thinks to himself, “How can I be so upset about this?  I owe it to him after he spent $200 on me for new clothes.  I should just learn to take it without getting upset.”  It is OK to feel hate for someone who has sexually abused you.  Bruce does not owe his offender sex, no matter how much money he chooses to spend on him.
In the above example, Bruce felt guilty for hating his offender after he had done so many nice things for him.  Some victims of sexual assault have just the opposite problem; they feel guilty because they still like, or sometimes even feel like they love, their offender while friends and family say that they should hate their guts.  If Bruce was to tell his family that he misses his offender sometimes, they most likely would tell him that he must be crazy or he must have enjoyed having sex with his offender.  Bruce may feel guilty and tell himself, “I must be pretty stupid to miss the guy who used to rape me; I am feeling cheap and easy.”  Bruce is not stupid, crazy, cheap or easy.  It’s common for people to still have some positive feelings about their offenders. Those positive feelings sometimes stick around, despite the abuse and it’s not wrong to have those feelings.
Abuse survivors sometimes feel guilty if their offenders get in trouble for sexually abusing them.  For example, Tasha’s offender was put in jail for sexually abusing her.  Tasha is glad that he is gone so he can’t abuse her anymore, but she feels bad for “getting him in trouble.”  It is important for Tasha to realize that she isn’t responsible for getting her offender in trouble.  He got himself in trouble by breaking the law.  Tasha’s offender got in trouble for what he did, not for what she said.
Being sexually abused is a terrible thing to have to go through.  Sometimes family and friends get upset when they find out about the sexual abuse.  Families are sometimes separated due to sexual abuse and this can also cause people to get upset.  If these things happen, the abuse victim might feel guilty and not blame the person who is at fault --- the offender.   It is sad that victims sometimes get blamed for things that are not their fault.

Getting over feeling guilty and coming to believe that the abuse was not your fault is a process that takes time.  It may help to use the “broken record principle” in a positive way.  Every time you think of the abuse, tell yourself, “It wasn’t my fault,” and remind yourself that the offender was the one who broke the law and caused the problems, not you. He committed a crime against you and you are the one who was hurt.
