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A National Perspective on Recent High-Profile Sexual Assault Cases
Steubenville. Chapel Hill. Maryville. Tallahassee. Billings. Nashville. Storrs. Across our
nation incidents in cities, towns and universities have put sexual assault in the headlines
along sports teams and fraternities. As national leaders in the efforts to respond to sexual
violence and support survivors, it is deeply disturbing to us that as a nation we’ve made
seemingly little progress in addressing this issue. Why haven’t things changed? Why are we
still blaming victims?
For the almost 1 in 5 women[i] who have been the victim of an attempted or completed
rape in this country, national commentary must be, in large part, an excruciatingly painful
burden added to the already tough work of living with the devastating impacts of the
crime. Our hearts go out to each survivor, and we promise that you are not alone, even
though it may feel that way much of the time.
There is no escaping the facts, and we ask everyone to acknowledge them:


A sex crime, a crime against a person, is charged as a crime against the state. The
final decision of whether to move forward belongs to the prosecutor and that
decision is based on the perceived quality of the evidence. Many survivors are
scared of pursuing criminal charges, and cases rarely go forward without their
cooperation. A prosecutor’s decision to drop a case does not necessarily mean the
accused is innocent.



Probable cause is needed. Not charging an individual does not mean the victim was
lying or that a crime did not occur.



Federal data sources suggest that there is little or no change in the rate of
prosecution, conviction, and incarceration for rape in the last two decades. Of 100
forcible rapes that are committed approximately 5-20 will be reported; 0.4 to 5.4
will be prosecuted; 0.2 to 5.2 will result in a conviction; only 0.2 to 2.9 will yield a
felony conviction; only 0.2 to 2.8 will result in incarceration of the perpetrator;
and only 0.1 to 1.9 in prison and 0.1 to 0.9 in jail.[ii]
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Sexual trauma affects survivors in many ways, including memory and the ability to
recall details of the crime.[iii]



Individuals cannot legally consent to sex when they are incapacitated.



False reporting of rape is rare.[iv]

There is also no escaping some very tough questions, and we ask everyone to wrestle
with them:


Can our heroes be cruel and still seem nice and be good athletes and coaches?



What facts and feelings do we use to form an opinion about an incident of sexual
assault?



How and why do we try to distance ourselves from the experience of victims?



What makes it so difficult to believe someone who reports a sexual assault?



Can we participate in the status quo when so many around us are suffering and
need us to stand with them?



How does the culture of male-centered activities such as sports teams and
fraternities create an atmosphere that allows sexual violence?



How are racism and rape intertwined?



What leads “ordinary” young men and boys to engage in behavior that profoundly
lacks empathy?



How much weight and responsibility do we place on victims reporting sexual
assaults when comments are made about “ruining” the lives of athletes and those
in positions of power?

Those of us who have been working in the anti-sexual violence movement for decades
know that a culture based on male dominance plays a key role in sexual violence. Unless
and until we are willing to examine all of the ways this plays out in our society, including
a “boys will be boys” mentality, the change that must occur will not. Football towns will
continue to sweep sexual violence under the rug with cheering fans echoing in the
background; institutions of higher learning will continue to follow the letter rather than
the spirit of the law when responding to sexual assault; and too many young women will
have their dreams threatened.
As we gather in stadiums and around television sets over the next few weeks to watch the
big game, we ask you to consider that someone deeply hurt by sexual violence sits
somewhere very nearby. Consider the possibility that the person might be your daughter,
your girlfriend, your wife, your friend, your mother, your brother or your son. And ask
yourself if you can contribute in some way, whether it be by speaking up when you hear
inappropriate comments or by encouraging your friends or business partners to make a
donation to your local rape crisis program. We call upon members from every facet of
society to take a stand against sexual violence today by making a decision to consciously
avoid the trap of victim-blaming.
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###

The National Alliance to End Sexual Violence (NAESV) is the voice in Washington for state
coalitions and local programs working to end sexual violence and support survivors.
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