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On the 13th April 2024, my life changed forever because I was raped. This is what happened over the next 5 months before my specialist counselling started. 

This is my truth. 

Whenever a person experiences sexual violence (the ultimate violation), we need to start our healing journey and healing from sexual violence is a journey that takes time, as annoying as that is to realise. Since as this book shows there'll be a lot of twists and turns, highs and lows, heart-warming and heart-breaking moments as you start to heal. 

During healing you can have a breakthrough, a time of happiness where most of the trauma responses go away, then you remember a new detail or realised you have a new trigger, and this can feel devastating. Almost like you will never heal fully, never get better and you are doomed to be ruled by your trauma forever.

Healing is very possible, even if it feels like it's taking forever.

Nonetheless, as this book shows as I talk you through my life and mental health week-by-week for the first 5 months after my rape. You can see that the healing journey isn’t linear, and there is no such thing as a finish line. You will heal in time, as you learn, go to therapy and try to recover, but it is a journey.

In this book, you’ll be able to see my highlights, my low points and how I helped myself survive with the help of my friends. As well as on your own healing journey, you will encounter something that you think is a setback, this will be another piece of trauma that your body and mind are revealing to you so you can heal. It is annoying when this happens but it is a good thing because it means you can heal it and recover over time.

It is these small healing pieces that allow you to be successful over time and allows you to face more and more challenges. Trauma is essentially the gift that keeps on giving and it is exactly like an onion or artichoke, you peel back layers then you find the centre. The centre of you that wants to live, wants to be healed and the centre that can never be defeated.

A lot of people might believe that me writing about my rape as soon as it happened is strange, but I am a writer, I am a researcher, I am a psychology Masters student. For me, writing and researching rape was how I dealt with it because I knew I couldn’t heal from this alone.

At the time of writing this introduction, it’s 7-months since my rape and now I am at the point where I can confidently say that I am healing because I still go through hell-and-back some days, but my triggers are decreasing and everything is getting better very slowly.

However, this book shows that wasn’t always the case, so I want you to know that are never alone in your feelings, your experiences and whatever you’re going through.

What Is The Purpose Of This Book?

Personally, I call this book a mixture of memoir and psychoeducation information. A lot of the book focuses on my experiences, my PTSD, my mental health after my rape. I wrote about these topics with you in mind and whenever I can, I focus a lot on tips and tricks that helped me survive these periods. 

In addition, there are chapters in this book that are solely dedicated to providing you with psychology facts and information about the sexual violence and therapy options, so you can understand the topic for yourself if you’re comfortable. Even though I talk more about sexual violence in my book Breaking The Silence. 

This book is designed to help you in small ways so you don’t feel alone, but professional help is always best.

Furthermore, if anything in the book starts to overwhelm you then please, give yourself permission to stop, use the self-soothing exercises I introduce in a moment and come back to the book later. 

Never forget you, and only you are in charge. You have choice in what you read, what you do and how you relate to this book.

Lastly, whenever you’re healing from sexual trauma, it is perfectly okay if you don’t, but it might be useful to include a dear friend or family member or therapist in the process. You may feel vulnerable at times, but their support will help you heal.

Who Am I?

In my other psychology books, I include this section because I like to know who the author is so I know the information is coming from a reliable and good source, but I’m including this section for a different reason.

I’m Connor Whiteley, the internationally bestselling author of over 40 psychology books, I am the host of The Psychology World Podcast, a weekly show exploring a new psychology topic each week and delivering the latest psychology news. Available on all major podcast apps and YouTube. As well as I am a psychology graduate who studied a Clinical Psychology undergraduate and Masters at the University of Kent, England.

I am a survivor, not a victim.

I love psychology, spending time with my friends, going out and living. Also, I like fiction books of all types especially books by Dean Wesley Smith, and I like watching films with my friends. 

I am a normal person with a normal, fun, exciting life but when I was raped, he took everything from me.

I thought I was a weak, victim but I am not. I am slowly rebuilding my life, I am slowly living again and I am recovering from what he did to me.

I am a survivor, not a victim, but it wasn’t always that way.

This is my story and this is my truth.
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I’m almost embarrassed that I didn’t think to include this chapter when my sexual assault counselling started (that’s the focus of another book), but I wanted to include this first chapter so in case you get overwhelmed, triggered or distressed by anything in this book then you have some strategies to help your body relax. 

The very last thing I want is for you to get triggered or distressed by anything in this book and for you not to have tools or strategies to help you. 

As a result, the ability to self-soothe is beyond critical to mental health because it allows us to calm ourselves down, we can relax and return to our window of tolerance. Yet some people aren’t able to self-soothe so to relax, calm down and maintain their mental health they need others to soothe them. This is a strategy that works for a time but it is far from perfect and it doesn’t solve anything. 

I struggle a lot with my inability to self-soothe because this was the focus of the topic this week in my specialist counselling session. Therefore, in this chapter, you’ll learn what is self-soothing, how can you self-soothe and why it’s so important to your mental health. 

What Is Self-Soothing?

A person’s ability to self-soothe is their efforts to calm themselves down when they’re in an emotional state as proposed by Wright (2009). As well as this is beyond critical for our psychological well-being because it helps people to stay calm and emotionally regulated.

I know this is a massive issue for me because my ability to self-soothe has always been bad, but after my rape, over time it got worse and worse. Currently, at the time of writing, I essentially cannot self-soothe at all, which is a massive problem. This is why I’m focusing on this in therapy.

Moreover, a lot of people learn how to self-soothe when we’re babies because when our caregivers soothe us, we internalise this soothing and learn how to do it ourselves (Wright, 2009). Yet there are a wide range of reasons why people (like me) are unable to learn these self-soothing skills and use them as adults. 

Thankfully, it is perfectly possible to learn how to self-soothe as an adult and that’s the focus of this chapter. Granted, self-soothing requires self-insight, we need to develop our skills and we need to be able to effectively use these skills in an effort to calm ourselves down.

This is an important bit I believe because we can read and learn everything we want to about self-soothing. Yet unless we practice and get better over time then we will never actually improve our self-soothing skills.

What Are Some Self-Soothing Strategies?

Take Some Deep Breaths

I wanted to start us off with an extremely simple one because I know from personal experience, it is this extremely simple and extremely useful technique that we tend to forget the most. As well as I want to take advantage of the primacy and recency effect. Therefore, whenever we want to self-soothe we need to deactivate our sympathetic nervous system. This means we need to activate our parasympathetic nervous system because this nervous system helps to stop the fight-or-flight response and helps us to calm down.

Thankfully, the parasympathetic nervous system can be very easily activated by taking a few long, deep breaths, including box breathing. Box breathing involves you breathing in for a count of 4 then you hold for a count of 4 and breathe out for a count of 4. Finally, you hold for a count of 4.

You do this a few times until you start to feel calmer. 

Again, you need to practice this, so let’s try it right now together.

	Breathe in for a count of 4.

	Hold your breath for a count of 4

	Breathe out

	Hold


You would do this a few times but I hope you already start to feel calmer. I know I do.

You Need To Listen To Relaxing Music

Something I’ve only just realised is that when my mental health is bad and I cannot focus on doing something on my laptop, I play relaxing music as a matter of habit. I never do it when my mental health is good, but I still do it to self-soothe. I never realised that until now. In fact, on YouTube, I’m currently listening to “Cozy Autumn Vibes, Beautiful Relaxing Music, Peaceful Soothing Instrumental Music, By Tim Janis”.

It's very good by the way.

Anyway, listening to relaxing music is a good idea for self-soothing because this type of music helps to reduce the stress hormone called Cortisol (Khalfa et al., 2003). As a result, if you’re feeling distressed and you’re spiralling, try listening to relaxing music because this calming music might help you change your mood, help you to breathe deeper and decrease the negative emotions that you’re experiencing.

If you have a Go-To music service that you love (my friends still don’t understand why I prefer YouTube for my music over Spotify), then maybe create a playlist of relaxing music so you can listen to it when you’re distressed.

Then remember to actually play it and listen to it.

You Should Do Pleasant Activities To Self-Soothe

Personally, I know how difficult, impossible and awful it can be when you’re depressed, spiralling or in a mental health crisis, because we all know we need to do pleasant activities to maintain our mental health. Yet when we’re spiralling and urgently need to self-soothe, it can be so impossible to do these things that we enjoy. 

However, Dialectical Behavioural Therapy suggests that we can self-soothe by doing activities that bring us joy and make us happy (Linehan, 1993). Especially as us doing a pleasurable activity when we’re distressed can make us feel better. 

As a result, when you’re distressed, try to do activities you enjoy. Be it reading, gardening, exercise, whatever. Just try to do something that makes you happy.

When I’m distressed, I try to watch something I’ll enjoy, listen to podcasts, cook, read or hang out with friends. Since these are the activities that make me happy and they help to make me feel better. Of course that doesn’t mean they’re easy to do in the slightest when I’m distressed but over time as you practise to self-soothe more and more then these strategies become a lot easier.

Conclusion

In my opinion, none of these strategies are useful alone and in isolation. In reality, whilst all these are highly effective self-soothing strategies, they feed into each other. For example, when you’re distressed you cannot simply start doing pleasurable activities because in my experience, you cannot focus and you cannot enjoy them. Therefore, you can start to self-soothe by doing box-breathing to activate our parasympathetic nervous system so you can calm down or listen to relaxing music. Then you can start to do pleasurable activities to help you self-soothe for longer.

So much of psychology and mental health advice can never be done effectively in isolation. 

Therefore, to end this chapter, I want to finish by saying that having an inability to self-soothe can be very damaging to your mental health, and it is so annoying. Yet it is more than possible over time to practise and improve your self-soothing skills. I never thought I would be able to self-soothe but last night I got triggered by a stupid sex ad on YouTube and I got distressed yet I practised box-breathing and managed to self-soothe for the first time in my life.

And I am very proud of myself for managing that.

Now I just need to keep practising, keep trying and keep strengthening my ability to self-soothe. It is possible regardless of how impossible and scary it seems. Just keep trying and using the strategies included in this chapter and one day you will get there. 

And it will be a wonderful feeling when you do.
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Trigger warning: this following reflection contains references to sex, sexual assault and the aftermath of the assault and mental health. If the following will trigger you then please skip this reflection for the sake of your own mental health.

Straight after my assault and before I knew I needed to write a book on my experience as a survivor and the first 6-months of my recovery, I wrote what I call “clinical psychology reflections”. This is one of the psychology series I have and they’re easy-to-understand experience- and fact-based reflections written to inform and educate aspiring or qualified clinical psychologists.

This is one of those chapters.

However, please rest assured that nothing in this book is going to be dull, academic and unreadable. This is a very personal and insightful chapter that you’re going to learn a lot from, so please sit back, relax and read how I was sexually assaulted. 

***
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Sometimes things happen in my personal life that make me want to write these clinical psychology reflections a lot earlier than I normally would. For example, I know I won’t write the rest of these reflections for another few months but I need to write these two now.

I was sexually assaulted two nights ago and I had an appointment today to discuss it at my university, the very nice woman helped to me to understand that it was sexual assault. I wasn’t making it up or overreacting and she was really helpful.

I easily cried 2 or 3 times during that 30-minute appointment.

There is a clinical psychology point in the next chapter that I might be able to generalise to our profession. Yet I want to explain the effects of sexual assault on a victim in this chapter because I was surprised to learn what was normal behaviour in these cases when I spoke to the specialist at the university today.

Disclaimer

I’ve been watching the news, looking at social media and I’ve heard a lot of conversations with different people over my lifetime. I know I will get slated for writing these next two reflections, I know people will say I was asking for it and I know people will say I am disgusting and all that shit.

But honestly, unless you have experienced sexual assault then you don’t have a leg to stand on. 

I promise I am not having a go at 99% of readers because I know my audience are genuinely lovely and I love you all, you allow me to write and do what I love. 

I am instead talking to the 1% of people that will read this and want to bully me because of it. To you I say kindly fuck off.

What Happened?

Before I explain what the effects of this event on me were specifically, I want to explain what happened in a way similar to how I described it to the woman at the university. I will brushstroke some stuff because what actually happened was too detailed for a book.

Therefore, if you’re familiar with me and if you’ve been listening to The Psychology World Podcast then you might be aware that I was abused and traumatised as a kid for being gay. My social environment was extremely homophobic, I was in fear for my life for a decade that led to a lot of bad mental health outcomes. So I was never ever allowed to be gay at all. Much less hookup, have sex or kiss someone.

Thankfully, in that department my life is a million times better than it was and I’m generally happy with my life. It was so much better than before.

So I was free at the weekend, my friends have a lot of relationships and my best friend is currently abroad visiting the woman that They really want to start a relationship with. So I thought yeah it would be great if I could experience something.

I went on Grindr (for people who don’t know that is a gay dating app but it is a more sex-focused one) so I had some nice conversations with two people that wanted to have sex with me. They couldn’t do that particular night so I started talking with a third guy.

He seemed nice enough, he knew I was a virgin and had never ever done anything before with anyone. His photo seemed nice enough (something that was a minor con in the end) so we arranged to meet and I went to his house.

For starters, I realised he had lied on his profile because the photo he sent me he had hidden his body in such a way that he was very overweight. 

For clarification I am not fatshaming, I am simply raising a point that he made sure to hide that fact and he used his weight to his advantage later on.

I went inside the house and he grabbed me and started kissing and grinding himself against me. I said “No, I haven’t done this before”. Expecting him to stop and we could talk about this hookup, what I wanted and we could go slow.

That didn’t happen.

He stopped for a moment and then he grabbed me again and started really grinding himself against me, kissing me and forcing his tongue down my throat. And let me tell you, considering I have never kissed anyone in my entire life before, that wasn’t nice and it is awful having someone force their tongue down your throat.

I hated it.

Now typical stereotypes would make you question why I didn’t punch, kick, scream in this situation if I hated it so much. I have been a survivor my entire life and I was always focused on doing what I needed to do to survive, so I simply let it happen because once it happened this would be over and I could get the hell out of there without anything violent happening to me.

When I was talking to the woman at the university, this is a very normal response. The vast majority of sexual assault and rape victims do this strategy because this is what happens. 

So the guy kept touching me, taking off my clothes, he kept kissing me and getting really really excited. 

Only an idiot couldn’t tell I wasn’t enjoying it because I wasn’t touching him back, I wasn’t smiling and I wasn’t doing anything to him in return. Mainly because he was massive. I might have touched him on the head to be nice and polite but that was it.

Then he took my boxers off and this is where I skip over some details. Let’s just say he really, really liked my manhood so let’s skip over that section.

Afterwards he ordered me to lie down and I am very thankful for the next bit. Because he was so fat, his dick didn’t work in the sense that it didn’t get long so this couldn’t graduate from sexual assault to rape (the legal difference being rape requires penetration). 

He grabbed me and covered me in his hulk in a tight hug as he tried to penetrate me and once he realised he wasn’t able to. (He wasn’t even using a condom or lube which is extremely bad sexual practice but I was too numb and feeling bad to mention it) He stopped and called it over.

I got out of there.

The Effects

During this entire process, I felt very numb, uncomfortable and I expect this is the autism here. I didn’t feel in danger or too distressed at the time.

Interestingly when I spoke to the woman at the university, she said that this is also very normal because victims go into survival mode. Similar to fight or flight response, there is “fawn” or “freeze” response and I think I did both of these in the moment. Since fawn is about being a people pleaser in the end where you just allow shit to happen because it would make the other person happy and that reduces any unseen things happening to you. Like him getting angry and lashing out.

Equally, “freeze” is definitely what I did once he grabbed me for the second time. 

In addition, something I notice with myself and I expect this is an autistic trait, so autistic people don’t always know what they’re feeling in the moment and there can be a delay between what happened and an emotion. Turns out, according to the woman at the university, this is common for victims too.

Since when I got home the night it happened, I felt numb and uncomfortable but I didn’t feel distressed. Yet my problem was I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t stay still in my bed and it wasn’t awful. I woke up with a massive headache the next morning.

Also, the next morning I was really distressed, scared and I started to spiral. In other words, my brain and emotions caught up with the reality of the situation. 

I cleaned my teeth a lot yesterday because I wanted to make sure my mouth was clean after he tongued me. Also, I had my normal trauma reaction of whenever I ate or drank it felt like swallowing glass. I’ve experienced that before whenever I’m distressed.

And the most major one and you might want to skip the next few paragraphs if you’re sensitive. Because the guy liked my dick so much, I really hated having a dick. Yesterday morning I wanted to cut it off and just get rid of it forever. 

Thankfully, that only lasted yesterday morning and then it shifted into a case of “I don’t like seeing my dick but I don’t want it gone anymore”. Even now, I’m better with my dick but I still haven’t looked at it and I haven’t really touched it.

So going to the toilet is a bit annoying.

Moreover, something that is distressing as hell is yesterday when I was trying to keep myself busy and focus on everything but what happened (it didn’t work). I could be doing something, like lying on my bed playing Duolingo or reading something, and I could feel him touching me.

Then I would get scared and almost cry because my body literally felt like he was touching me exactly how he did the night before. I know there’s a name for this in psychology but I don’t want to look it up.

It was weird and scary and awful.

Finally, the last major effect of the assault was I had a very weird panic attack last night in my own bed. Now this guy didn’t try to have sex with me in a bed, it was in his living room. 

Therefore, I was very surprised that when I went into my bed last night in my normal way of only wearing boxers. I had a panic attack because I wasn’t wearing many clothes and I had to use grounding techniques about what I could feel, hear, smell and taste (I couldn’t use see because I had my bedroom lights off) to make me focus back on the present moment.

And where I actually was.

So I’ll admit I am very nervous about going to bed tonight but if I have another panic attack then I’ll do what the woman from the university said and wear more clothes going to bed. That’s a good idea to be honest and it’s easy.

The Response From Others

Yesterday I was spiralling, trying to focus on what had happened and I was just scared because of a bunch of other trauma and what had happened before in my life (it wasn’t sexual assault related but my brain didn’t care), so I contacted one friend. The problem was they’re in another country and they were away so they didn’t have access to Wi-Fi (we communicate via WhatsApp a lot), so they didn’t get back to me.

Also, my other close friend is very innocent and they wouldn’t have any clue about this. As well as my other close friend is a sexual abuse victim from childhood so I couldn’t talk to him about it.

Therefore, this morning actually did contact my friend that had been sexually abused as a child with the massive caveat that he needs to say no if he isn’t comfortable with this. He messaged me back hours later saying we could take this conversation slowly and thankfully he didn’t get triggered but he confirmed this was rape. 

Before that though, I contacted my university because they have a Specialist Support Service as part of their mental health team. I had a 30-minute appointment with her and she’s great and I told her what happened, she told me about my options and some support I could get.

The only real support I am concerned I might need is academic because I have two stats exams coming up and I’m concerned that I can’t seem to focus. I know I’m getting ahead of myself because it was only two days ago but I am scared that I won’t be able to focus on revision for the exams next month.

Thankfully, she said mitigation is an option and she can help with that.

Then she mentioned the name of a service with an extremely problematic name and we spoke about groups and some interesting stuff including some denial about terms on my part. Like I didn’t want to admit I was a sexual assault victim until three people confirmed what happened was sexual assault.

I really didn’t want to admit it but that is what happened.

Finally, I had a lovely, deep conversation with my best friend who finally read my messages and I’m looking forward to seeing them in a few weeks when they’re back. 

Ending Note

I’ll admit that it took a lot for me to write this reflection because I didn’t want any of this to happen, I am better than I was in the morning but that’s only because I spoke to people about it. I feel better that I’m supported and the people important to me socially are aware of this.

Like, I’m seeing a friend on Thursday (it’s Monday today), I’m spending a few days with my best friend anyway, I’m hoping to see my innocent friend next week so I thankfully have the social support. 

Will I be 100% okay?

Of course not. No one ever is but I am better than I was and I’m happy about that.

Now, because this reflection is a little longer than I intended I will leave the rest for another reflection. Which will be a lot more general towards clinical psychology and mental health as a whole. 

Let’s check it out. 
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Trigger warning: the following clinical psychology reflection contains details and references of rape, sexual assault and the stories of victims. Please do not read this reflection if you would find it distressing.

Originally, I debated whether to include this chapter in or not but I want to. Since our next chapter touches on how us survivors can be in denial about what happened to us, as well as how the names of services can stop us from accessing them.

In other words, this chapter, like a few other chapters in this book, is about letting you know that you aren’t alone and if you’re experiencing things that you might call “weird” then chances are, you are far from the only one. 

You are never alone.

The Group Identities and Labels

As a clinical psychology student, author and podcaster, I’ve thought a lot about the stigma and social perceptions surrounding labels and names. It’s one of the reasons why I hate the diagnostic system with a passion and it’s why I’ve spoken a lot about the damaging impact of labels in these reflections before.

However, I was a little surprised by my own denial and resistance to terming myself as a victim or a sexual assault victim. I think mainly because I thought maybe only someone who’s been kicked, punched, beaten with an inch of their life could say they’re a victim of rape or sexual assault.

Again, just me going off the societal myths about this sort of crime.

Maybe I thought only certain people get raped and assaulted. Maybe I didn’t want to admit what had happened and how serious and bad that was.

Then as the woman at the university said along with my good close friends, this was rape and this was bad and this never ever should have happened.

I slowly had to acknowledge that this was sexual assault and I was a victim.

Therefore, as a clinical psychology person, I find it interesting that people don’t want to attach certain labels to themselves. In all honesty, I know this from my previous lectures and comments on labels because they are stigmatised. I bet you’re thinking I am a very specific type of person because I’ve been sexually assaulted.

Some of you are probably thinking I’m weak, not manly (I’m non-binary anyway) and I’m a failure because real people fight back.

You would only be going off cultural stereotypes so I hardly blame you. I might even do the same if I was in your shoes.

And I think the reason why I was so resistant to terming myself as a sexual assault victim was because I didn’t want to see myself as a victim anymore. I’ve been a victim my entire life from child abuse and trauma, living constantly in fear for my life and so on. 

I just wanted to live a little and then this happened.

And I know from my family and my social environment that being a victim of sexual assault isn’t always something you get supported in. Like I know I will tell my family but I won’t at the moment because that will make me a victim in their eyes and they will look at me every day like I’m a victim.

Also, there is a lot of stigma and social pressure on victims. People will say I was asking for it, I should have fought back, I should have done X, Y and Z. or even well, I’m gay so this was bound to happen (an utter bullshit comment if there ever was one but I have heard a variation of it in real life).

So I was very resistant to it.

Overall, when it comes to clinical psychology work in the future and you have a client that refuses to be termed or included in a group of people. I would unofficially recommend respecting them and maybe even gently question why. 

Since when the woman at the university said in a paraphrased way “Something-Something Rape Services for victims of sexual violence, I don’t know if you would include yourself in those groups,”

I said: “I don’t want to but I know the definition is anything that isn’t consensual sex is rape. But I know I’m a rape victim but I don’t want to admit it,”

That is perfectly okay and she respected me and I later admitted it in my own time. That is something you can and should do with clients too.

Naming Services

Continuing with the same vein of thinking and reasoning, I wanted to comment on the name of a charity or mental health service that offers counselling and other support for sexual assault and rape victims. I can’t say its actual name for privacy reasons but it was “Something-Something Rape Crisis Centre” 

I didn’t like the name and the name immediately put me off the service.

As well as the woman at the university admitted the name was problematic because for starters, it implies only rape victims can go there, not sexual assault victims. 

Also, the name is very loaded because it suggests that if you go to this place then you are a victim of rape and sexual assault and it carries all that social stigma with it. I did not want to contact or deal with this charity whatsoever because I didn’t want to admit to myself that I was a victim and I did not want to go there and be seen to everyone at this charity as a weak victim.

Again, this isn’t me being difficult. This is me just using what limited knowledge I have about victims from what I’ve seen on TV, the news and social conversations over the years. I only researched it more this afternoon after others confirmed and helped me to realise what had happened.

On the whole, I think if this service and charity didn’t have such a loaded name then I would have considered it. I might have contacted them, and the woman at the university wouldn’t have had to explain that other people have had similar reactions to me. And then she gently made sure I explained what support network I have in place at the moment as she knew I wasn’t going to contact the service.

In future, I think, as future or current clinical psychologists, if we ever rise to a position of power where we are in a position to name mental health and support services. Then we need to be mindful about the words we use in the name so they aren’t loaded, they aren’t going to turn people away and they aren’t going to stop the people we aim to help.

Just an interesting thought-provoking idea that I would have liked never to learn or have to think about.
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WHY ISN’T AN ERECTION CONSENT?
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This is the psychology article that started everything, because without this podcast episode, this book would not be possible. Also, this article allowed to subtly talk about what had happened to me, it made me want to speak up about rape and male rape more generally so I could educate people against the many myths and misconceptions about rape.

Even though any podcast episode on sexual violence is going to do badly because 99% of people just want to avoid the topic of sexual violence and pretend it doesn’t exist, I am proud that I did this podcast episode.

It gave me a chance to find my voice, get comfortable talking about my experience and it gave me a drive to fight. It gave me hope that I could fight against the veil of silence that society created for itself around this topic and it gave me hope that I might be able to help at least one single person in case they’re experienced something similar.

Please enjoy the psychology article that started everything.

***
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Research suggest that men get raped and sexually assaulted as often as women by both men and women. Yet male rape is a lot less reported because of societal factors, gender roles and a whole bunch of horrible myths that stop men from reporting rape and sexual assault. Also, it’s important to note that talking about male rape isn’t about stopping or taking the focus away from female rape, instead it’s actually about highlighting something that isn’t spoken about in society. All rape and sexual assault whether it’s against a man or woman is flat out wrong and it should never happen. Therefore, in this forensic psychology podcast episode, we’ll explore male rape and why an erection isn’t consent. If you like learning about forensic psychology, sexual crimes and why people do this crime then you’ll enjoy today’s episode.

Why Am I Talking About Male Sexual Assault and Rape?

Just as a little introduction to this episode and why I’m personally doing this, I wanted to be upfront and honest with you about my own personal position. So I’m a victim of sexual assault, it happened about three weeks ago and I cannot emphasise how distressing, awful and foul it was. I don’t wish it on anyone and whilst you won’t hear any major details about my assault in this episode, this did happen to me. As well as I will add in my personal thoughts like always in this episode to help it come alive.

Since one of the awful things that happened after my assault was that I worked an Open Day at my university and I was talking to a lecturer that I always talk to. I really like her, she’s great and she studies forensic psychology. Even though I completely forgot her topic was sexual violence so she started talking about it and I just couldn’t listen not one week after what had happened.

And the entire reason for this podcast episode was researching sexual assault and rape really did help me during that first intense, horrific week. It helped me to understand what had happened, this was common and it really wasn’t my fault. 

Therefore, even if I can help one person or inform a few people about male sexual assault then I would have done my job with today’s episode.

Some Data On Male Sexual Assault

Before we start talking about the content in any more depth, let’s look at some data, the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network found that 1 in 33 men have experienced a completed or attempted rape in their lifetime and 1 out of every 10 rape victims are male. And remember, these figures are out of the reported figures, so the real numbers could be a lot, lot higher. 

Furthermore, the US’s Centre for Disease Control and Prevention have shown in research that men and women are equally likely to be sexually assaulted and victims of sexual violence. Yet sexual assault against men has been severely, severely underrecognized, undertreated and underreported. 

Finally, the National Crime Victimisation Survey shows that a lot of men report being sexually assaulted by women through forced penetration and coerced erections.

Overall, I hope this goes to show that male sexual assault isn’t rare and it is a lot more common than any of us realise.

Male Sexual Assault And Rape

Whilst it is very rare that male sexual assault is reported in a given year, it is true that men are victims of sexual harassment, rape and molestation on a daily basis. Also, whilst it’s tempting to think that male sexual assault is only committed by other men, in reality, it is actually an even spilt with female and male rapists. 

As a result of male rape by women is a lot more common than we will ever see in the Criminal Justice System and the news as well as social media. Part of this underreport is shame and the stigma of a man “not being manly enough” because of the stupid idea that “only weak men get raped”. Yet another reason is that when women rape men, they generally get the man to have an erection and even ejaculation so this confuses and paralyses the man. 

Mainly because society teaches us that if a man gets an erection then they enjoy it and that isn’t rape.

I actually remember one of my schoolfriends saying this back in my secondary school years and back then I sort of knew that wasn’t 100% right, but I had no idea how flat out wrong it was until three weeks ago.

Also, on the underreporting, why I didn’t report it was because I was embarrassed, I felt dirty, I felt so violated that I didn’t want many people to know. And I was scared to be honest. I was scared of getting hurt yet again, I was scared of the stigma and I was scared about what my friends and family would think. Of course, they loved me, supported me and they have been great since they found out. Then there is the legal issue too because I had cleaned my teeth when I got home and I had showered the next morning because I was in extreme denial. And it took me two days to admit I had been sexually assaulted and by that point there was no one DNA left on me. 

There were other reasons why a prosecution would have been difficult but that isn’t the focus of this episode.

And I didn’t want to go through the whole legal process, but if someone listening does want to do this that is very important, critical and you should. If you want to press charges then you absolutely should.

In addition, having an erection isn’t consent or a sign that the person is willing or ready to have sex because an erection and ejaculation are physiological responses that we cannot control. Also, these physiological responses can occur due to pain, anxiety, fear and sexual desire or excitement. 

Lastly, a final note on the underreporting, a lot of men don’t label themselves as sexual assault victims and they don’t call it what it is. Since typically when men learn that other men have been sexually assaulted they meet the disclosure with insensitivity and mockery.

Personally, it took me two full days, my two good friends and a specialist at the university to help me realise and call my assault what it was. I was in such extreme denial that I refused to label myself as a victim of sexual assault because I knew how those people were viewed in society. Yet I am a victim and once I “accepted” or realised that, it got a little bit easier because I could talk to people, contact my therapist and start recovering.

This podcast episode is part of that recovery because I want to help someone possibly.

What About Male On Male Sexual Assault? A Brief Look

So far in the episode, we’ve looked at what happens when women assault men, but let’s focus on male-on-male sexual assault. When a man is sexually assaulted by another man this carries another strand of stigma as the victim fears that other people might question their sexual preferences and their sexual orientation and there is a concern about they might be seen as “less manly” because of the assault.

This is why I don’t understand gender roles and the whole idea that men have to behave a certain way. Male mental health would be so much better if these gender-based rules of behaviour weren’t around.

Anyway, a lot of men don’t report male-on-male sexual assault because of the shame and humiliation or the perception of being weak for not fighting their attacker. 

That’s actually an interesting myth about sexual assault and rape that I learnt from the specialist at the university. Everyone thinks that when someone is raped or sexually assaulted, the victims screams, fights and tries to break free. But that is very, very rare. In reality, and this happened to me, you basically get so numb and cold and an emotion that I lately realised was fear, that you don’t want it to happen, you say stop but when the attacker keeps grabbing you and carrying on. You get it over with so you can escape and run like hell after towards. Since my fear was my attacker was a lot larger than me unfortunately, so I was scared if I tried to fight back he would grab me, hurt me and the situation would be even worse.

That is why people rarely fight back.

It doesn’t make them weak or stupid and it doesn’t make what happened to them any less traumatic.  

It just makes them a survivor. 

Myths That Contribute To The Challenge Of Recognizing Male Sexual Assault

Below are some myths in society that contribute to people not talking, recognising and treating male sexual assault as seriously as female sexual assault (And yes, I realise there is still a long, long way to go before female sexual assault treatment is perfect).

	Men are only raped by other men.

	Erections only happen when the man is excited.

	Erections are a sign of consent.

	Men always want sex no matter what.

	Men can never have enough sex.

	Men secretly like being sexually assaulted.

	There is something wrong with a man if he doesn’t want sex.

	Ejaculation is a sign of sexual enjoyment.

	“Real men” don’t get sexually assaulted.

	Men like to be in charge in the bedroom.


All these myths are extremely harmful when it comes to recognising male sexual assault, but they don’t help the aftermath of the assault too. Since our culture views sexual violence against men as disenfranchised abuse and this means men don’t get the same emotional, legal or medical support as women do.

Therefore, these myths about men only being sexual predators that have an extreme need for sex that is engrained in the mental health, public health, medical as well as Criminal Justice Systems, they only hurt men. Since having an erection and ejaculation makes people debate if it was actually assault or not, because people believe they had to be aroused and enjoying it for that to happen.

I can personally protest that this isn’t the case. Sure, I was rock hard during my assault but I was never ever going to ejaculate and I was not enjoying it. I did not enjoy being grabbed and having a lot of different things done to me. 

Interestingly, as I’m an aspiring clinical psychologist, in psychotherapy, a therapist might question the validity of the rape claim by the male victim and they might not be very convinced of the traumatic effects of the incident. So the therapist’s behaviour and attitudes tend to leave male victims feeling undermined and delegitimatized. 

Another factor I want to add here is that after a sexual assault, it takes even more courage to reach out to a therapist than normal. Since I have a great relationship with my therapist and she is brilliant because I work well with her and she helped me with my child abuse trauma. Something that was slightly connected to my assault. Yet I didn’t want to contact her because I didn’t want to admit that my assault had happened. I only contacted her and had a brilliant session with her because a good friend basically ordered me to see her.

Thankfully, it worked out well.

Conclusion

Before I wrap up the podcast episode with a little more information, I want to mention that I have really enjoyed this episode. It has been tough and at the moment, I’ve only written the episode out. I am a little nervous about saying this stuff because I think having to say the R-word and the A-word so many times will be hard. But I’m still proud of myself for doing this really hard episode, because I’m revealing to the general public what happened to me and some people won’t like what I’m saying because of the myths. Other people will thankfully support me and it’s those people that I will listen to and treasure.

But ultimately, I’m doing this episode to help people. There might be another listener who has experienced an assault, rape or they might know someone who has been. I hope this episode shows these people that it’s okay, things do get better and it wasn’t their fault. This is a common experience and it flat out doesn’t make you a failure.

Society and the myth spreaders, they are the failures.

And for people who have never been a victim, I seriously hope that never changes, but I hope you now know the truth and you’ll actively challenge these myths when they pop up. Then if you work with clients and if this happens to a friend or loved one then you know more facts to help them.

Just love them, support them and listen to them. Those are my biggest takes from my experience. 

Anyway, on the whole, we need to realise that when our systems don’t make victims feel like they’re taken seriously and they minimise the assault and don’t tend to take action. Then this continues the harm and suffering that male victims experience from the trauma of sexual violence.

As a result, as a society, we need to stop this minimisation and break this stigma of male sexual assault because it isn’t helpful and it certainly isn’t right. A lot of this can be done by deconstructing traditional gender stereotypes because the main problem is that currently men aren’t allowed to demonstrate their feelings besides anger, and this isn’t good. Especially when people see pain and trauma responses as a degradation of manhood and this isn’t helpful to us achieving true feminism. 

In other words, true gender equality where men and women are true equals.

Additionally, we need to continue to work on deconstructing traditional ideas about what it means to be a victim. Since it’s important to note that “force” isn’t always about physical strength and being overpowered. Rapists and predators typically groom, coerce and emotionally manipulate or threaten their targets into nonconsensual sex.

Most importantly, this podcast episode and the entire point of advocating for male sexual assault victims isn’t about delegitimising or undermining violence against women. Instead I am highlighting that men can be victims too and the gender stereotype that women are helpless victims is another unhelpful and undeserved gender stereotype. In turn, this only reinforces silly ideas what about it means to be a man or woman and even more outrageous ideas that male victims are “failed” men.

No victim of sexual violence is a failure. They are a victim that needs to be supported, helped and listened to.

Overall, when it comes to male sexual violence (or women for that matter) using gender-sensitive approaches in our work is critical. We need to understand that societal norms and expectations will always impact men and women disproportionately, and this should never come at the cost of undermining boys and men that have been sexually abused. Instead we need to use inclusive approaches to our work that allow us to advocate and support victims regardless of their gender, so we can enable a culture shift to happen.

Ultimately allowing us to have more conversations about healing, prevention and providing good care for victims whatever their gender is.
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TRIGGERS CAN COME FROM ANYWHERE
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Within clinical psychology, we are all well-aware that clients with different mental health conditions can be triggered in a few different ways. For example, if we take the most obvious example of anxiety, then we know that clients can be triggered in limited ways.

For instance, clients with social anxiety will likely be triggered in social situations whereas clients with a spider phobia will likely only be triggered in a situation involving a spider. Also, clients with generalised anxiety disorder can get anxious about everything and anything.

This content we all learn through our clinical psychology lectures, textbooks and we can hear about it from service users. Yet this comes back to the previous point I made in another reflection, I did not truly understand this idea of triggers and how extremely distressing and random they can be until my assault.

I’ll briefly and lightly tell you some things that happened to me this week and then I’ll reflect on them in terms of clinical psychology. Although, this is more of a lived experience post compared to a “hardcore” clinical psychology reflection.

What Happened?

It was my birthday over the bank holiday weekend and my best friend stayed with me at my parents’ house, and because of my Great-Aunt was staying, They couldn’t sleep in the room they normally did whenever they stay over.

They had to sleep on a camp bed in my room, and I had been concerned about that for a different reason for weeks after my assault. I was concerned how I would react to have someone I really like sleeping in the same room as me.

I just never expected it to trigger me as much as it did.

Since my friend was wearing jeans with a belt and when we turned the lights off my friend started to get undressed for bed. Like any normal person would and I was trying to get to sleep because I had undressed and got into bed when they were cleaning their teeth.

Yet the sound of them undoing their belt and taking their clothes off was beyond awful. I wrapped myself up so tightly in my bedsheets just so nothing could happen.

And in hindsight I should have gone downstairs and slept on the sofa. Yet I stayed in my room with my friend and it was a rough night. My friend slept fine but whenever they moved in the night, whenever they made a sound and whenever they did anything. I would get so anxious, so scared and so hypervigilant that I couldn’t sleep. 

On the second night, I slept downstairs but I still couldn’t really sleep because our sofa is a lot less comfortable than it was 2 years ago at Christmas. And the camp bed was on a dodgy floorboard so again whenever my friend moved in the night I would hear it.

Thankfully, the third night, I got a better night's sleep because I was sleeping again in my room but closer to my friend. And I trained my brain to tell me that if there’s a noise in the night, my friend would never ever let anything bad happen to me. They would protect me.

That worked for the most part and the only bad part was the floor next to the camp bed was, well, a floor so I wasn’t perfectly comfortable.

Anyway, so you can see how just something as normal as two friends sleeping in the same room can be triggering. As well as simple sounds or movements can be triggering to assault survivors.

Personally, I found this a logical thing to be triggered by because in my sexual assault, there were no clothes on, the assaulter was wearing jeans and he had to take them off and the rest. So I can understand why this was triggering.

Yet I was surprised how this trigger had spread to other domains in my life. Since my assault did not happen with a friend, it did not happen in a bedroom and it did not happen with someone that I trust with my life. Much less someone I’m romantically into.

However, I think this trigger is a good example of how traumatic events and what reminds victims of them can spread into other areas of their lives to the point where they are extremely distressed.

It was horrible not sleeping for those three nights then it took me another two nights to start sleeping



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
WRITTEN BY RAPE SURVIVOR

CONNOR WHITELEY

| AM NOT A
VICITM, | AM A

A PERSONAL, CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY GUIDE TO SEXUAL
VIOLENCE AND RAPE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





