Trainee Content for Day 1, Segment 5

Child Rearing Standards and Child Sexual Abuse in a Cultural Context

Sexual Behaviors in a Cultural Context 

Before the worker can identify any behavior as abnormal, it is important to become familiar with the normal sexual development, related behaviors, interactions, and feelings of the growing child. It is important to remember that no child will follow these developmental stages exactly. Deviations in behavior do not necessarily indicate a serious problem or sexual abuse in particular, but they should be assessed in the context of the history, physical findings, and the child’s family environment (Hillman & Solek-Tefft, 1988).

Child Rearing Standards in a Cultural Context (refer back to CMI-1)

The definition of child abuse has changed over time and varies according to the values and beliefs of the majority culture. Thus child maltreatment can be viewed in a cultural context as a reflection of the time and area in which we live. Child rearing standards in general also may be viewed in a cultural context. What defines good parenting today differs significantly from times past. What is considered optimal parenting also varies by the culture, time, and place in which one lives.

Child Sexual Abuse in a Cultural Context

In non-clinical studies, Caucasian and African-American women have similar rates of abuse with Asian rates slightly lower. Latinas are at increased risk for incest. The reasons for these cultural differences are not clear (Fontes, 2005).

Cultural Aspects of Shame in Child Sexual Abuse:

Responsibility for the abuse

· The assignment of responsibility for the abuse can vary widely across cultures. In many traditional cultures, sexual relations are viewed as a fundamental struggle: something females should try to avoid and males of all ages should try to obtain. Where sexual acts have occurred outside marriage, the girl or woman is assumed to have made herself accessible and is often held responsible, even when there is a difference in age or power between the people involved. A Peruvian woman described how her brother had been found to be having sexual relations with his 9-year-old stepdaughter, and how the girl was banished to a convent. “It wasn’t his fault!” she insisted. “The girl was right there with him and was very pretty. She wore short dresses. She sat on his lap. She asked him to tuck her in at night. Her mother was away for a month. He couldn’t help himself!” (Hillman & Solek-Tefft, 1988).

· It is important for workers to understand cultural norms around the assignment of blame and responsibility. At the same time, professionals need to help their clients place responsibility for past incidents on the shoulders of the perpetrator, and ensure that different family members take responsibility for future protection of the child. 
Failure to protect

· Nonoffending family members are often ashamed of having failed to protect a child from sexual abuse-thereby having proved themselves inadequate in a key task of their cultural roles as mothers, fathers, older brothers, etc. A man whose child has been victimized may feel like a failure as a man; his sense of failure could drive him to physically attack the perpetrator to recover his feelings of dignity and self-worth.

· Professionals need to show fathers and other concerned adults ways in which they can actively and positively participate in the child victim’s recovery and protect other children (Pearce & Pezzot-Pearce, 1997).
Fate

· People with a culturally fatalistic view, believing that forces outside or beyond an individual determine the life course, will often respond quite passively to the discovery of sexual abuse. This world view is unlikely to be changed.

· The worker can ask each person involved, “How do you explain why the abuse happened?” in an effort to determine if they see fate as the reason for the abuse. A worker can then follow up with a statement such as:
· “Thank you for letting me know how you explain what happened. I’d like to suggest a couple of other ideas, so you can know how I think about it. I expect that both perspectives contain some truth. ____________ chose to abuse your child because______________ has sexual feelings toward children, and found a way to be alone with your child and act on those feelings. We can work together to help your child and family recover from this, and to make sure nothing like this happens again. I encourage you to continue to do all the things you are doing to help you to cope [e.g. praying]. I have ideas about other things that could be helpful to you and your child too, and have been helpful to other people in your situation” (Fontes, 2005, pp.143-145).
Damaged goods

· There is a sense of being “soiled” or “spoiled” and the child may come to believe they are “dirty” as a result of the abuse. If the knowledge of the sexual abuse were to become known in their community, the family and child might be ostracized and considered unworthy. The girl victim might also lose her potential value as a future wife and daughter-in-law, an important part of a grown woman’s identity in many cultures around the world.

Virginity

· Many cultures control women’s sexuality by expecting girls to maintain their virginity until marriage. This expectation includes traditional families from many parts of Asia, Africa, Europe, the Middle East, and the Americas. In some traditional cultures, a girl who has engaged in any kind of sexual activity, even forced, may well be perceived as losing her virginity, and thereby be considered either not suitable for marriage or of lesser value as a bride.

· “In many places the absence of virginity may mean that a young girl loses her chance for marriage. If the situation is known, she loses her prestige within the family [just] as the family loses it in their close neighborhood…Sexual abusers seem to pay attention to this issue, and some girls are threatened with “losing their hymen” which explains [the elevated presence of] nonpenetrating sexual abuse. On the other hand, the first reaction of the nonoffending parent and other relatives is to take the child or young girl for an examination of her virginity, when they find out about the abuse. If the hymen is left intact, the sexual abuse cannot be proved, and this makes the denial easier for the family. Professionals, therefore, emphasize that fact that the presence of the hymen does not preclude sexual abuse” (Yuksel, 2000).

Predictions of a shameful future- promiscuity, homosexuality, and sexual offending

· People from many cultures believe that girls who have suffered sexual abuse are likely to become promiscuous and boys who have been sexually abused by men are likely to become either homosexuals or sexual offenders. There is no indication that sexual abuse will influence a boy’s later sexual orientation (Arey, 1995). Boys who have been sexually abused appear to engage in more sexual behaviors, such as masturbation, sexual play, and sexual aggression with younger children, than boys who have not been sexually abused (Friedrich, Grambsch, Damon, Koverola, Hewitt, Lang, & Wolfe, 1992).

Re-victimization

· In some cultures, when a girl is known to have been sexually abused, she has lost the special protective aura of virginity and is considered to be “fair game” for other men to try to seduce or assault. Russell (1986) suggests that knowledge of prior victimization may disinhibit some perpetrator’s abusive tendencies toward these girls. Grauerholz (2000) describes a variety of reasons why girls and women may be more likely to suffer further experiences of sexual assault following sexual abuse in childhood: continued exposure to the factors that put her at  risk in the first place, lessened ability to detect danger, and the use of substances that inhibit her ability to avoid dangerous situations or to escape from them.

Layers of shame

· There are factors which the individual might already feel a sense of shame about because they are not congruent with what is valued by the majority culture, such as skin color, hair texture, eye shape, or social status. The sexual abuse and its consequences magnify these factors (Fontes, 2005). 

Gender and Role Differentiation Issues Influencing Child Sexual Abuse

Double Standard between Male and Female Children:

In almost every society, expectations of and for male and female children are different. This difference is frequently reflected in the expression of sexual behaviors. When we talk about the sexual victimization of children, if you have a 12 year old girl who is molested by a 25 year old male, no one has a problem in seeing the girl as a victim of sexual abuse or exploitation. In general, child protection and law enforcement systems will move to protect the child and hold the perpetrator accountable for the violation of criminal laws. If the child is a 12 year old boy and the perpetrator is a 25 year old woman, there is much more ambivalence in viewing the boy as a victim, and in fact, many may see him as “lucky”. Within some cultures this may be seen as a desired part of his development as a man. The protection and enforcement systems may be slower to act to protect, the family may be less supportive of such intervention, and the child not seen in need of therapeutic services. 

However, if the 12 year old boy has been molested by a 25 year old male, the paradigm shifts and the child is now without question, the victim, and the adult responsible, an offender. The protective systems come in rapidly and act to protect, the family feels a bad thing has happened to their son, and the belief is that without therapeutic intervention the child may suffer long term, potentially severe, consequences. There is also the additional concern he will become either a perpetrator himself, or, within some cultures, a homosexual (Fontes, 2005). The scenario of the 12 year old female being molested by a 25 year old female is rarely considered. 

The double standard also is reflected in the behaviors considered “normal” or appropriate for a child or adolescent within that culture. As noted in earlier classes, culture is evolving, and the norms, including sexual norms, change over time. In general, males have more freedom and are allowed a wider expression of sexual behaviors than females, with fewer repercussions or sanctions when they violate cultural or community norms. 

The value of a boy or man’s masculinity may hinge on the number of his conquests, and the value of a girl or woman’s femininity may hinge on her chastity (Fontes, 2005). It may be difficult for families to assign responsibility appropriately in cases of brother-sister incest, particularly in cultures that value boys more highly than girls. Parents frequently minimize or deny the significance of brother-sister incest, or they blame the girl (Fontes, 2005).
Sexual Orientation – Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgendered & Questioning Youth

What is allowed in terms of expression or exploration of sexual identity also varies between cultures, ages, and genders. “Expectations for gender roles and heterosexual activity are communicated overtly and covertly and are the ways and means through which girls and boys learn the values, beliefs, and customs of conventional masculinity and femininity” (Ungar, 2005, p. 266). Same sex experimentation may be more expected and/or excused among younger children or one gender. Because homophobia and heterosexism continue to be largely unchallenged in contemporary society, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, and questioning (LGBTQ) youth frequently face overt discrimination without intervention from others. The Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network’s survey of LGBTQ students across the United States reported that 83% had been verbally harassed and 42% had been physically harassed in school, with 84% of high school students hearing the words faggot or dyke in the classroom frequently or often (Ungar, 2005). This peer isolation, added to family lack of acceptance may increase the child’s search for love and acceptance in unsafe ways with individuals more predisposed to abuse or exploit them.
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