
79 

Childhood Sexual Abuse : 
Event, Fact or Structure 

Ann Levett 

Depa~tment of Psychology 

Unive~sity of Cape Town 

In attempting to develop a diffe~ent app~oach to 

understanding va~ious a~eas of human life psychologists havs 

been commenting 

cont~adicto~y, 

on the ~ange of discou~sss, many 

which dominate social p~actices (a.g. 

Gergen, 1985, Har~e, 1984, Moscovici, 1984, Sampson, 1986). 

These processas cont~ibute to the p~oduction of each human 

subject, to the construction of individual identity and 

emotional life, and const~uct the meaning_ imputed to 

inte~personal exchanges, including relations between men and 

women and between adults and child~en. In order to make 

sense of the complexities of human behaviour, we need to 

take apart both the commonplace notions and the dominant, 

accepted explanations of cause-effect relationships. In any 

particular discourse, because of dominant sociocultural 
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fo~ms of unde~standing, attention tends to focus on ce~tain 

specifics with a noticeable lack of attention to attendant 

phenomena. Whe~e pe~ceptible, the gaps a~e likely to be a 

f~uitful locus fo~ the study of cont~adlctions. In a social 

const~uctionist view, whe~e any discussion about the world 

ia aeen aa "an a~tetact of communal inte~change" (Ge~gen, 

1985, p.266), psychological inqui~y itself may be evaluated. 

Thie app~oech force. ua to ~e-examine dominant systems of 

thought and to ~etlect on widesp~ead conceptions of 

knowledge, which leeds to inaights conce~ning the pu~poses 

at knowledge, and how it i. t~an.to~med. 

C~ucial to unde~.tanding complex behaviou~. is a dissection 

at the conflicttul and often confusing definition. of the 

notion. involved. Such work ha. been done on, tor axampla, 

falling in love (Averill, 1985), subjectivity, raci.m and 

gende~ (Hen~ique., Hallway, U~win, Venn .nd Walkerdine, 

1984), and the pe~.on (Gergen and Davis, 1984). The wo~k 

of unpacking the meaning of "~acism· for example could 

~elate to problems ~.sultin9 t~om cont~adictions conce~ned 

in attempts to be nonracist in racist society. Such 

concepts are unde~stood by the individuals conce~ned and 

othe~8 at simila~ backg~ound in particula~ fo~ms which a~e 

~ooted in the ways in which such concepts a~e socially 

const~ued and expressed. This has to do with p~actices of 

child~ea~in9, me.aages conveyed by the media and th~ough 

fo~mal and informal education, fo~ instance. I argue here 
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that notions concerning the traumatic effects of childhood 

sexual abuse may be approached usefully in the same way, 

reflecting on the psychological (and popular) lite~ature on 

this subject. 

A growing body of academic literature reporte the extent to 

which child sexual abuse is prevalent (e.g. Herman, 1981, 

Russell, 1983), and an even more extensive literature speaks 

of the gravity of the effects of experience of incest and 

child sexual abuse (e.g Kempe and Kempe, 

1986). Along with widespread discussion 

1984, Russell, 

of the incest 

taboo, it is evident that it is commonly transgressed. 

There are also notions concerning the innocence of 

childhood, often contradicted in experience and in practice, 

together with a pervasive view that child sexual ebuse may 

be the result of seductive behaviour in children. It i. 

generally held that "normal" adults do not bave a sexual 

interest in children (just as it is hsld that 

heterosexuality i_ "normal" and raps i_ deviant). There i_ 

an over-riding normative preoccupation with _ex and sexual 

practices while there are a multitude of conflictful 

definitions for what this is and the role it plays in social 

(Weeks, 1981). Simultaneously, and 

ideas, there is a highly emotive 

arising 

loading to 

relationship_ 

out of these 

individuals' 

structure, social groups and in individual 

acknowledgement of the experience, which makes it difficult 

to discuss: thu_ there is a charged _ilence in the midst of 

vociferous talk. 

discourse. 

The silences are important aspects of the 
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Specialised treatment units, conferences and educational 

programmes are set up aimed at preventing further increases 

in occurrences of s~xual abuse. At the same time, there is 

discussion about the rapid rise in incidence in these 

phenomena and almost monotonous repetitive, sensational 

reporting of certain (extreme) forms of child sexual abuse 

in the media. There is a seepage of discourse from the 

burgeoning professional literature via the media into more 

common evaryday thought, which parallels the way in which 

psychoanalytic idaas have bean adopted in fragmentary and 

naivs form by larga numbara of laypersona (Berger, 1965, 

Hoscovici, 1961, citad in Hoscovici, 1984). Thare is a 

•• n •• in which all this discoursa creatas the phenomenon - 
tha impulae as well aa reactions to it. In terms of a 

cognitiva constructioniat modal, av ry aspect of the 

discoursa sarvas to parpatuata and ahapa tha phanomena and 

ita raparcusaions. 

In tha laat decada it has bacoma widely accaptad that a 

larga numbar of woman in waatarn society raport childhood 

axparienca of aaxual molaatation or abuae. This may be 

aithar intrafamilial or axtrafamilial, and in many instances 

both have occurred (e.g. Finkelhor, 1984, Kempe and Kempe, 

1984) • In 1981 Herman reviewed five surveys and found that 

20 to 33% of some 5000 adult women reported childhood sexual 

encountera. with adult males. Although there are problems in 

comparing these surveya, there was consiatency in these 

reports concerning largely middle class and/or educated 

women. Hare recently, using intensive interviews and a 
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large, broadly represent~tive aampie of adult women in San 

Francisco, Russell (1983) reported that 38t had had under 

age 18 experiences of this nature, and 28t had at least one 

such experience before the age 14 years. 

Estimates today range between 12t and 44t, depending on the 

sample studied and on the definition of sexual abuae which 

is used. Hy own small study among women atudents at the 

University of Cape Town revealad a pravalenca of 44t. The 

overall picture reflects a wideapread phenomenon at all 

levels of variously grouped contamporary wastarn populationa 

of women. 

The most common criticism of these studies r~lates to tha 

circumscribed population samplas, the way information haa 

been gathered, or because aexual abuaa is aither too 

narrowly or too broadly conceptualised. Thara ia littla 

comment which indicates the naad for a clo.ar axamination of 

the nonparticipating and selt-axcluding sections of tha 

populations studied: the silent majority. Ot Ruaaall'e 

original random sample of 2000 houaaholda only 50' 

responded, and 19' rafused to participata in tha atudy onca 

they understood ita focua. Of courae it ia extremely 

difficult to devi.e a study involving unwilling or 

unavailable aubjeetal 

It has been auggested that there haa been an increase in the 

phenomenon over the paat two or three decades, but no 

information is provided from other historical or aocial 

contexts to justify this claim. Some hold that the problem 

has simply become more visible. However, another kind of 
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explanation not yet offered might be that the phenomena in 

question have become more "public" for certain groups of 

women, e.g. those wi~h some access to feminist thinking 

which advocates the need to expose these phenomena. For 

most groups of women this option could seem pointless (e.g. 

Fine, 1983/1984): what do women gain by such disclosures of 

personal experience? More importantly, what may be lost 

through such selfdisclosure? 

Until the early 1970's the prevalent view on child sexual 

molestation was that girls invent these events. The idea 

was that they do not really take place except in the female 

ima;ination, or that women distort real events to minimise 

taking responsibility for what is viewed as seductive 

behaviour. Although fashionably leas explicit, this view is 

atill widely pravalant in many health care environments. It 

also dominata. in courts ot law. Women and children are 

thus effectively silanced in the more common aituations. In 

this context, ailance is aelt-protective and pragmatic, and 

can be aeen to ba a maaningtul adaptive strategy. 

Following the early work ot Schachter (1964), recent studies 

on the social construction of emotions (Armon-Jones, 1985, 

Harre, 1986) suggest that widespread notions of complicity, 

negligent irresponsibility, or the idea that "people get 

what they deserve" (the 'just world- hypothesis) all playa 

part in the construction of the emotional responses, at the 

time and in later years. The complex feelings attached to 

such experience contribute to this silencing; they also 

contribute to the perpetuation of the idea stigma and of 
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passive victims. 

The area is difficult to research bacausa ot tha traught 

issues which surround sexuality, privacy, the sanctity of 

childhood and the tamily, and even mora so because of the 

stigmatization anticipated 

following sexual abuse. 

Apart from prevalence studies, tha psychological outcome 

and experienced by wornen 

studies which have appeared in the literature largely tall 

into various combinations ot the tollowing groups: 

(al the elements which are researched are individual 

children, tamilies and women, 

(bl the knowledge which is pursued involves detail ot 

idantified child sexual abuse, ways to identify unknown 

cases, and lists concerning tha traumatic .ttacta ot child 

sexual abuse, 

(cl a prominent goal is the isolation ot important 

amaliorating and exacerbating variablea within the •• 

situations, to anable the prediction ot traumatic ett.cts, 

(dl a second goal is the relative eftectivenass ot a renQe 

ot intervention 

tamilies. 

stratagies, aimed at individuala and 

These studies adopt a convention ot epistemoloQY which seeks 

particular ettects following certain eventa. Vary little 

attention is focused on the context within which the 

experiences occur, although it is the social context which 

lumbers these phenomena with the meanings and feelings which 
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shape the subjective experience. 

In the case of sexual molestation of children, all concerned 

can be seen to be caught up in adversarial problems because 

of dominant social constructions of sexuality, childhood and 

trauma. In the discourse of trauma, a victlm identity is 

craated for the child (usually female), an assailant 

identity tor tha man, reecuer identities for the health 

protee.ional., and crusader roles for the media. Each leads 

to its own .et of distortion •• 

The di.cour.e contribute. to the structuring of Significant 

a.pect. of experience. The di.course of the "victim" is 

particularly problematic in a .ituation where, tor inatance, 

the helping in.titution •• et up to intervene can be saon as 

part of tha problem; they offer no really affective remedia. 

but perpetuate notion. of damage and practice. of 

protection. In tact the "remedie." may have to be devi.ed 

and fought for by tho.e who are "victim.", redefined a. 

activa agent •• 

Furthermore, thare is considerable contusion about what 

preciaely con.titute the "traumatic ettects" so Widely 

mooted, either 

abuae or in it. 

within tha childhood experience 

consequences. The child 

of sexual 

is studied 

extensively, as an individual or within the family unit, and 

a great deal of energy and effort are put into this 

endeavour with the aim of diminishing these effects. Most 

studies of the effects of childhood sexual abuse report on 

sequelae during childhood and adolescence for the child and 

her family. An inconsistent picture of a broad range of 
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consequences emerges. The overall picture is one at a kind 

of derailment at a "natural" developmental process (Riley, 

1983) into any of several route. at "deviance" as "a re.ult 

of particular events. 

In retrospective studies .e.king to uncover longer-term 

eftects at childhood sexual abu._ in later year., it 1. not 

surprising that the picture gain. little clarity. Commonly 

reported ar_ behaviour. .uch a. truanting, delinquency, 

promiscuity, illegitimate pregnancy, and early marriage 

(Steele and Alaxander, 1981). Aeide trom the point that the 

depiction at the.e complex behaviour. a. "problem."i. e 

moral judgement rather than one. peychological di.ability 

(McIntosh, 1978), such choices are al.o made by adole.cent. 

and young adult. (male a. well a. temale) without a hi.tory 

ot childhood .exual sbu.e (Bnnew, 1986). 

In attempting to e.tabli.h the long term conaequenees ot 

such childhood experience in data obtained tram adult women, 

the problem. are compounded by the 

variablea over the .ubject'. lite 

range at intervening 

since the childhood 

experience, turther compounded by variables antecedent to 

the experience ot mole.tation. Browne and Finkelhor (1986) 

recently exhaustively reviewed the literature; they present 

a coherent critique at the problems involved, but this is 

trom within the tramework at logical positivist research. 

In the .ame epistemological vein, there have been calls tor 

more rigorous empirical studies of the etfects of childhood 

sexual abuse. These calls are aimed at prioritizing the 

current list at covariables. Factors such a8 tamily support 
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and stability, "good" early mothering, the degree of trust 

in the relationship before and at the time of the sexual 

encounter, whether the abuser is a familiar or an authority 

figure, are some examples of these. The number of 

"critical covariables" purported to exacerbate or ameliorate 

the effects of the experience seem to proliferate with each 

new approach. Without a sound theoretical framework which 

takes account of the social and historical context, it is 

clear that advances 

(Sampllon , 1986). 

in understanding will be mar'1inal 

Theile studi •• , while nibbling at the edges of the 

phenomenon, seem to fall through the central core without 

s •• ing wh.t it is. In close-focus study of individuals and 

family unit., looking for pathologi.s or deviance with the 

hope of .howing th ••• aa "c.us.s" or as "cons.quences", the 

probl.m. involv.d ar. insurmountabl •• From a certain 

p.rap.ctiv. the .v.nt •••• m aimilar, but the facts which may 

b. mor. fruitfully ob •• rv.d 

dift.r.nt ord.r. Thi. 

ar. lik.ly to b. of a quite 

i.au. was w.ll r.cogni •• d by 

r •••• rch.r •• uch a. Ourkh.im, Claud. B.rn.rd, and Freud 

(M.atrovic, 1995). Th. context of constructed meanings in 

t.rma of 

ignored. 

There are major problems in these conventional studies. 

Firstly, the empirical literature show. a widespread 

social representations (Hoscovici, 1984) is 

as.umption of traumatic effects (Giovannoni and Becerra, 

1979) • It is rarely commented that there is inconsistent 

evidence for this assumption (but see Freud, 1984). The 
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expectation of such effecta can all too eaaily becoae a 

self-fulfilling prophecy. This eapecially when aubjecta who 

present themselves for assistance often do have· such a 

history. The ailent invisibility of the nonpresenters t.enda 

to be overlooked, and the likelihood that aany concaal or do 

not recognise their histories of such axperience is 

forgotten. 

Secondly, absent from these ampirical atudiaa of child 

sexual abuse ia a critical axamination of the concepta at 

trauma and traumatic effects. Emotional trauma" la raraly 

discussed in a specific way. The notion that aOme children 

and adults ara reported to be unaffected by tha axparianca 

1983) and 

abuae ia not popular 

i. unuaual within the 

(Henderson, 1983, Wattars, 

currant literatura. If 

of sexual 

diaturbance is not evident, the dominant viaw is thst 

vulnerability affeeta will smarga latar in rasponsa to .oma 

apacific triggaring event or context (Browna snd Finkalhor, 

1986). This ralatas directly but inaccurataly to 

psychoanalytic thaory but it is conspicuous that tha 

datailed psychoanalytic work which should inform this idaa 

is absent. The Fraudian notion of trauma, and tha 

development of this complex concept, is discus •• d in 

Laplanche and Pontalis (1973) and will not be dealt with 

here, suffice to say that there is little connection between 

the theoretical concept and the way in which the notion of 

traumatic effects is used in the empirical litarature. 

Thirdly, what aspects are 

Comparatively little is written 

absent or 

about the 

de-emphasised? 

males who have 
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been involved in all these situations. Where attempts have 

been made to study the males concerned, conclusions suggest 

either that the men .concerned are "immature", "inadequate", 

or that psychopathology is present. What notions of 

maturity, adequacy and normality mean is not discussed in 

such reports. 

Fourth, little attention is given to the notion of 

"reailience". This is the most interesting question in this 

area of study, but victim-oriented research places a 

particular meaning upon silence. This is commonly attributed 

to guilt, and is regarded as unhealthy. Given the survey 

tigures mentioned, it seems that large numbers of children 

quietly continue their lives, apparently unattected. How can 

this be? It seemc to contradict the widecpread view that 

sexual abuse ie a hugely traumatic experience. When 

-ettects" are not vi.ible, what exactly are we talking 

ebout? 

Within the tramework which expect. traumatic ettects, it 

could be held that women with thia hiatory experience at 

leaat problema with .exual tunctioning in intimate 

relationehip. (Becker, Skinner, Abel and Treacy, ~982). It 

might be that many conceal thie, or consider their sexual 

tunctioning as not out ot the ordinary. It is equally 

possible that women privately attribute current experience 

which seeme problematic to such childhood experience, but 

eeek no assistance or remedy. We need to remind ourselves 

that we are talking about some 40% of the adult female 

population and conceivably more. Most do not come into 
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contact with mantal haalth proteaaionala and we have no data 

in theae reapecta. Wa alao have no "normativa" baaalinea 

with which to make the necesaary compariaona ·in such 

resaarch: what is "normal saxual tunctioning" tor a woman 

in our society? It has been arguad that thara are multiple 

and contradictory norms in this area ot human bahaviour 

(Gagnon and Simon, 1973). 

If one takes the dubious view that a homoaexual orientation 

is a "sexual problem", there ia research which suggests that 

there is a higher incidence ot childhood experience of 

sexual abuse among lesbian women (Gundlach, 1977). However, 

there are other ways in which to understand thia finding - 

for instance, the compelling need to make aense of aeamingly 

out of the ordinary aspects ot ones lifa, particularly if 

one feels pressed to 

discussed. 

Soma have examined the possibility that the eftect. tor many 

justity "deviance". Thi. is not 

women are to ba tound in a particular peraonality .tructure 

- what might be termed a detect or a deticiency which, 

although not a torm ot p.ychopathology a. delineated today, 

haa pervasive and .ubtle ettect. on day to day living. 

Examples might be a ditticulty in what is ragardad ac the 

appropriate axprassion 

au.piCiousneas or low selt 

or 

aateem. In thia 

inordinate 

tramework, 

aaveral atudie. have made uae ot pareonality ta.ta auch a. 

the HHPI (Heiaalman, 1980, Scott and Stona, 1986), 

projective instrument. euch ae the Rorachach (Owana, 1982), 

the Clinical Analyeis Questionnaire (Sarbo, 1984), and the 



92 

Personal Orientation Inventory (Wetmore, 1982). Although 

specifically studying women who are known to have childhood 

histories of sexual·abuse, the findings have not been 

especially useful. The over-riding impression is that 

these instruments are "too coarse" to provide a clear 

picture of long tarm ettects on personality. It is 

conspicuous, however, that hara again the prevailing notion 

is one at expected traumatic ettects. The methods and the 

kind. at observation involved retlect implicit assumptions 

which ob.cure the picture rather than clarifying it 

(Danziger, 1995). 

Thu. tar there h.1 b an no .ugge.tion that thara may be 

interelting dilcu •• ion deriving from the very fact that, 

even though WOmen with thil hiltory ar themselve. likely to 

attribute con.equence. to the experience (Gold, 1996), they 

are not in fact diltinguilhable from women without this 

hi.tory. 

Attempt. to .tudy what are termed tha attects at widespraad 

Childhood saxual abusa of famalas may be tutile. It is my 

contantion that temale children are reared in a social 

climate in which there is a pervasive expectation of the 

likelihood of molestation. This constitutes a fundamental 

aspect of female experience in our sociohistorical context 

(Riger et al, 1978, Riger and Gordon, 1981, Estep et al, 

1977). In other words, the social construction of female 

identity is marked on the one hand by reality experiences 

in a range of forms and, on the other hand, by a gamut of 

prohibitions, rules and conventions which govern and inhibit 
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our behaviour in efforts (frequently tutile) to avoid, 

prevent or deny this reality. The cumulative ettect. of 

these rules and conventions could be argued to constitute a 

significant configuration of what Harre (1984) might call 

the "female mind". 

In 1985 Stanko writes: ·Cast in a mould constructed within 

male-dominated society, women's experiences of sexual and 

physical violation take on an illusion of normality, 

ordinariness" (page 9). Hanmer and Saunders (1983) note 

that fear is maintained by the media, informal accounts and 

the personal experience of women and their triends. This 

leads to decreased public participation, paradoxically 

increased dependency on men, and heightened vigilence. 

It is not only within the context ot westernised patriarchal 

society that this holds. Ardener (1981), Ortner and 

Whitehead (1981), and Sanday (1981) have written about a 

range of social contexts in which women'. live. are 

dominated by tear ot the possibility ot saxual assault. 

This curtails freedom of movement and limit. acces. to 

resources. 

The possibility ot sexual abuae is a "material reality ot 

women's lives not juat a psychological, attitudinal, or 

ideological one" (MacKinnon, 1982). A certain degrea ot 

paranoid behaviour i. 

ideological constitution 

part ot the psychological-cum­ 

ot what it ia to be temale. Thia 

renders girls and women structurally vulnereble, while we 

observe the rule., convention. and practice. regarded as 

appropriate to our structural po.ition. 
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Th. three women depicted in the film A QUESTION OF SILENCE 

have broken through certain of the boundaries WhICh 

contribute to the maintenance of the structures of gender 

apPropriate behaviour. They break the rules the rules 

concerning violence and compliance, concerning defence of 

aelt through verbal explanation, concerning normal and 

devi.nt behaviour, and concerning the male-constituted and 

domin.ted syatem at justice which they flout (with laughter) 

in the final courtroom scene. They enjoy the collusive 

ail.nc. of other women, who both witnessed the murder of the 

boutique owner and who witness the courtroom scene, but do 

not come torw.rd as witn •••• a in the conventions of the 

judicial pr.ctic... Structurally the.e wom.n are "supposed 

to b." domin.t.d and intimidat.d by th.ir m.t.rial situation 

in the .oci.l ord.r (by huaband, by the atat. and ita court, 

by the public pro •• cutor, by the woman who repr.s.nts the 

.oci.l ord.r in h.r rol ••• th.ir .dvoc.t.) a. w.ll .a 

intr.p.ychic.lly through the "int.rn.liz.tion" of the 

m.t.ri.l .itu.tion. M.ny wom.n (not n.c •••• rily f.miniata) 

vi.w.d thi. film with a •• n •• of .xhil.r.tion, wh.r •• s many 

m.n (including thoa. who hold. t.mini.t p.rspective) l.tt 

the tilm with. eon •• at disturbanc. and une.se. 

Th •• ocial con.truction of the category WOmen involves 

.ubj.cta d.signated female .ccepting and participating in a 

s.t at soci.lly subordin.te positions. In conventional 

d.v.lopm.nt.l psychology, social l.arning and socialization 

proc •••••• re ••• n to sh.pe temales into particular roles. 

Wh.n women do not "fit" this is perceived as deviant or 
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abnormal or pathological. The contradiction between the 

assertion that women are socialiaed into their more or less 

normative roles of subordination and subjugation" and the 

active struggles of women against these structures is a 

significant one (Sayers, 1996). Increasingly there is a 

conscious recognition among women of a range of conflictful 

experience and ideas within the social construction "fe.ale" 

(Hallway, 1994, Wetherell, 1992). For numbera of women thia 

awareness has brought about an active effort to effect 

changes in social structures and social practices, for the 

benefit of women and for .embera of othar oppressad groups. 

The depiction of women puraly aa victims is myth. It 

reflects a major contradiction in women's axperience of 

themaelves: many women do sae themaalvea as passive, 

helpless, at times, in accord with the myth. At other timas 

womens' experience is of their capacity to act effectively 

on the world. The aocially mediated forces which establish 

and elaborate the construction of what is and what is not 

traumatic for woman, enforcing protection, salf restriction, 

paranoid fears and a sense at vulnsrability, constrain 

women's sansa of effectiva agency in significant ways. It 

seems crucial to uncover the structures which heiqhtan tha 

significance of aexual molastation in a contaxt in which 

this is daily experience. 

A counterpart is the myth of male violence (Walkowita, 

1992): this is not all thare is to being male and to 

male/female relating. Thing. are much more complicated. In 

a general atmosphere'of male-female and adult-child relating 
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which is permeated with practices and their connotations of 

protection/ownership, vulnerability/abuse, and male=active 

female.passive, the case of child sexual abuse is a 

reflection of normative patterns rather than singular events 

with singularly harmful consequences. 
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