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Learning Objectives

• To explore the effects of dominant rape and sex scripts in 
women’s lives; and 

• To introduce and consider feminist-narrative practice 
principles and strategies that can support women’s efforts 
toward living well after experiences of sexual violence



AGENDA

• Narratives surrounding Sex and Sexual 

Violence

• Particular Challenges storying Intimate 

Partner Sexual Violence 

• The Role of Allies: Supporting Women in 

Narrative Repair

• Counter-Storying experiences of 

Sexual Violence

• Discussion Period



Storying Experience

• We make meaning of our lives through our stories.

• The circulation of narratives in our social world is 
central to our understandings of experiences, our 
identities, and our prospects.

• While some narratives remain marginalized in a 
particular societal context, attaining only limited 
influence, others achieve ‘master status’, affording 
them the ability to directly influence “how lives should 
be lived, how blame and merit should be allocated.” 
(Harris, Carney & Fine, 2001)

• Typically used without conscious recognition, master 
narratives are ‘taken for granted’.  

• When consequences of Master Narratives are 
harmful to one’s identity and prospects, the 
opportunity to resist is crucial.



• “What allows a ‘rape story’ to be told, to be felt, to be 
heard, to be legitimated?… When can [a woman who 
has been raped] give public voice to it, and indeed to 
which public will she voice it: her partner, her child, 
her parent, the police, the media, the court, a rape hot 
line, the defendant?  When will it be a credible voice, 
and when will it be an incredible one?”    

(K. Plummer, 1995, pp.26-27)

The ‘Tellability’ of Women’s Stories of Sexual 

Violence



• Has dominated since the early 1800’s.

• Constructs sexual violence as either within the 
parameters of typical sex (thus negating it as 
problematic) or blames a woman for having been 
raped.

• The only rape claims to be offered legitimacy within 
this narrative involve very narrow conditions, which 
have been coined “The Hollywood Rape”.           

(McKenzie-Mohr, 2014)

Master Narratives of Sexual Violence:

The ‘Negate or Blame’ Narrative



The Legitimized Version of Rape: The ‘Hollywood 

Rape’
(Wood & Rennie, 1994)

• Conditions typically include:

• The Victim (typically a young, white, able-
bodied woman) being assessed as beyond 
reproach (sober, wearing ‘modest attire’)

• The Rapist (‘delinquent’, male, often 
racialized stranger)

• Evidence of Severe Physical Violence and 
Obvious Efforts by Victim to Fight Back

• Victim’s Immediate Follow-up with 
Authorities, presenting as Highly Distraught.

• (McKenzie-Mohr, 2014)



Effects of the ‘Negate or Blame’ Master Narrative 

• When the criteria of the ‘Hollywood Rape’ are not fully met, the ‘Negate or Blame’ framing is frequently 
invoked, and a woman’s experience is either described as ‘just sex’, normalizing men’s active pursuit of 
sex and women’s resistance as just part of foreplay, or she is judged as reckless in her actions, failing 
in her feminine role as ‘gatekeeper’ of sex.

• The ‘Negate or Blame’ master narrative has obvious dangerous repercussions for women who have been 
raped, eliciting confusion regarding their experience, encouraging self-blame and silencing them.      

(S, 20)



Amnesty International 

Sexual Assault Survey (2005)

• 22% believe woman is partially/totally responsible if 
she is alone in a deserted location

• 22% believe woman is partially/totally responsible if 
she has had many sexual partners

• 30% believe woman is partially/totally responsible if  
she was drunk at time of rape

• 26% believe woman is partially/totally responsible if  
she was wearing revealing clothing

• 37% believe woman is partially/totally responsible if 
she failed to say ‘no’ clearly enough











...One thing I ask of you
Let me be the one you back that ass to

Go, from Malibu, to Paris, boo
Yeah, I had a bitch, but she ain't bad as you

So hit me up when you passing through
I'll give you something big enough to tear your ass in two

Swag on, even when you dress casual
I mean it's almost unbearable

In a hundred years not dare, would I
Pull a Pharside let you pass me by

Nothing like your last guy, he too square for you
He don't smack that ass and pull your hair like that

So I just watch and wait for you to salute
But you didn't pick

Not many women can refuse this pimpin'
I'm a nice guy, but don't get it if you get with me

...And that's why I'm gon' take a good girl
I know you want it
I know you want it
I know you want it
You're a good girl

Can't let it get past me
You're far from plastic

Talk about getting blasted
I hate these blurred lines

I know you want it

“Blurred Lines” 
Robin Thicke





(Washington Coalition of Sexual Assault Programs, 2009)

• Addresses all forms of sexual assault that occur within a current or past intimate relationship, 
whether the partners are married or not;

• May occur with or without the presence of other forms of physical violence during the act or 
within the relationship;

• Involves a sexual act without consent, and may involve controlling through fear, threats, 
coercion, manipulation or violence; 

• May not be identified by the woman as sexual violence, and often occurs repeatedly; 

• May involve individuals in same-sex relationships, and those of all ages from ‘tweens’ on up

• Has often been overlooked by the public, law enforcement and service providers.  Rape within 
marriage was not illegal in Canada until 1983.  

• Intimate partner sexual violence continues to be minimized  (Basile, 2002; Bennice & Resick, 2003)

Intimate Partner Sexual Violence



• Approximately 10-14% of married and co-habiting women have experienced rape by their partners 
(Martin, Taft & Resick, 2007; Russell, 1982).

• 37% of women respondents in a study had experienced some form of sexual violence by a husband 
or male intimate partner (Gavey, 1991).

• 16-19 year old females are 4 times more likely than the general public to report sexual assault, and 
the perpetrator is often an intimate partner (National Crime Survey, 2000).  

• When men are physically violent toward their partners, the percentage of  women experiencing rape 
at their hands rises to >40% (Martin et al., 2007).

• Intimate partner sexual violence is often as, if not more, violent than assault by strangers, 
particularly when other forms of domestic violence are occurring (Moller et al., 2012; Stermac et al., 
2001).

• Women who experience sexual assault within a relationship involving other forms of physical 
violence are at greater risk of being killed by their partner than those who are physically abused but 
not raped (Campbell, J. et al., 2003).    

Intimate Partner Sexual Violence



Examples of forms of Intimate Partner Sexual 

Violence

• Using a woman’s financial dependency to coerce her to engage in an unwanted sexual act

• Experiencing degrading name calling of a sexual nature

• A same-sex partner threatening to ‘out’ the individual if she refuses to participate in a sex act

• Rape to intentionally impregnate a partner, in order to coerce her to remain in, or return to, the relationship

• Forced participation in group sex, sex with another person, making or watching pornography, forced 
prostitution

• A college student threatening to post naked photos of his girlfriend on the internet if she won’t have sex with 
him

• Harassing a partner to participate in sex in the midst of jealous accusations that she has been unfaithful

• Going along with sex due to fear of repercussions if she refuses (especially if prior threats or violence)



Intimate Partner Sexual Violence

•“I belong to my husband.  He always said you are married to 
me now so I own you.  Sometimes he would insist for me to 
do things that I did not really want to do but I had no choice in 
the matter.”  (Sandi)



“My ex-husband would get very frustrated and if I was backing out of sex or 

not interested, you know, there was a lot of pressure and then if I was trying to 

back out or was not comfortable there would just be, he would keep going.  So 

essentially I was raped many times.  Umm, but it does get blurry in that context 

[of marriage] because sometimes it was something that I was interested in but 

then, umm, something would spark something that would either stress me out 

from a previous experience [of assault by husband] or he would get angry 

about something else, or drunk, and because of that sometimes there would be 

violence or head games and the emotional violence that would all tie in 

together. So it might be the actual physical intimidation that might not be a 

traditional ‘ok, someone has just taken me’ as much as being talked into 

something I am not comfortable with but knowing what the potential 

consequences could be.  And so that didn’t start until after we were married, of 

course, because that, get that contract signed.  Umm, and it was something 

then that of course I never did want to have sex so the amount of times it 

happened I have no, no clue.”  (Madeleine)



Women’s Common Reactions to IPSV
(adapted from Easteal, P., & McOrmond-Plummer, L., 2006)

• Confusion: “I don’t like it, but I don’t understand 
it.”

• Shame and Guilt: “What have I done to cause 
this?” “Why did I do that?” “I’m dirty.”

• Denial: “It didn’t really happen.”

• Minimization: “It wasn’t that bad.”

• Rationalization: “He didn’t mean to. I must have 
teased him.”

• Flattened Affect: “I just feel numb.”

• Fear, and Focus on Coping: “I’ll just sleep with 
the kids so he’ll leave me alone.”



“Their initial response to me when I said, you know, “This guy has 

been very abusive” […] I was like, “Listen, this guy has beat me, he 

has raped me, I don’t know what he’s doing, he has stolen my cat, 

he’s threatening to throw my shit out, I’m on the lease here, I have 

every right to be here.”  And their first initial thing was, “Well, why 

didn’t you call us before when he was beating and raping you?”  

And I was like, “Because I was scared you’d react like that!”   

(Madeleine)



Acting as Allies:

Supporting Women in Narrative Repair



At 18 years old, Olivia went alone to the Sexual Health Clinic to get Plan B after her 

boyfriend raped her. In her words:

“I was still very much so in shock and disbelief and denial, and so basically I went 

there and then I explained that I was there to get the Plan B, and they were like, they 

asked me if I had ever had sex before and I think they asked, ‘Was it rape?’, there  

were these kinds of questions and I just remember feeling interrogated and, like, as 

soon as I said no to the rape, because again I was still, I was very in denial.  But as 

soon as I answered those questions it became very judgmental of, like, ‘Well, you 

didn’t use protection?’ or ‘Oh, you don’t know if he has past sex partners?’ It was 

very, like, ‘How could you be so stupid?’ Like, that’s how I felt by the person that 

was dealing with the situation.  [… …] I felt very much so like, ‘You have failed, you 

messed up, and you aren’t being smart.’  And I was like, ‘Ok.’  I didn’t tell anybody, 

not friends, not family, not anyone.” (Olivia)



Assessing for Intimate Partner Sexual Violence
(Arledge, K., 2009)

• Due to master narratives, women may not identify their experiences as sexual violence.  Care with 
the tone and language we use to explore women’s experiences is paramount.  

• Examples of Screening Questions include:

• “Have you ever been intimate with your partner when you didn’t want to?”

• “Have you ever been intimate with your partner because you were afraid of him/her?”

• “Are there times when sex between you and your partner is unpleasant for either one of you?  
What happens to make it unpleasant?”

• “Do you and your partner ever have disagreements about sex: for example, when and how 
often to have sex, or what sex acts to engage in? How do you resolve these disagreements?”

• “Have you ever ‘given in’ to a sexual encounter with your partner to avoid fighting or being 
hurt?”



Narrative Repair (Lindemann Nelson, 2001)

• Narrative Practice Strategies can be helpful to:

• Challenge the assertions of harmful Master Narratives

• Assist in creating and thickening helpful Counterstories in order 

to:

• Broaden the scope for useful meaning-making of 

experiences; &

• Support more helpful Identity Positionings



“He calls the shots.  They’re his rules; it’s his game and we 

are all just pawns on his game board.” 





Thank You! Merci!

Questions & Discussion



Reference List/More Information

Amnesty International UK. (12 October 2005). Sexual assault research summary report, (prepared by ICM). Retrieved September, 17, 2008 from 

http://www.amnesty.org.uk/new-details.asp?NewsID=16618

Arledge, K. (2009). A guide for developing tools to assess for sexual assault within the context of domestic violence. In Intimate partner sexual violence: Sexual assault in the context of 

domestic violence (2nd ed.).  Olympia, WA: Washington Coalition of Sexual Assault Programs.

Basile, K.C. (2002).  Prevalence of wife rape and other intimate partner sexual coercion in a nationally representative sample of women.  Violence and Victims, 17(5), 511-524.

Bennice, J.A., & Resick, P.A. (2003).  Marital Rape: History, research, and practice.  Trauma, Violence and Abuse, 4, 228-246.

Campbell, J., Webster, D., Koziol-McLain, J., Block, C., Campbell, D., Curry, M. et al. (2003).  Assessing risk factors for intimate partner homicide.  NIJ Journal, 250, 14-19.

Easteal, P., & McOrmond-Plummer, L. (2006).  Real rape, real pain.  Melbourne: Hybrid Publishers.

Gavey, N. & Senn, C. (2013).  Sexual violence and sexuality: Intersections and connections.  In D. Tolman & L. Diamond (Eds.), Handbook of Sexuality and Psychology. Washington, 

DC: American Psychological Association.

Gavey, N. (2005). Just sex? The cultural scaffolding of rape. East Sussex: Routledge.

Gavey, N. (1991). Sexual victimization among Auckland University students: How much and who does it?  New Zealand Journal of Psychology, 20(2), 63-70.

Gavey, N., & Schmidt, J. (2011). “Trauma of rape” discourse: A double-edged template for everyday understandings of the impact of rape? Violence Against Women, 17(4), 433-456. 

Harris, A., Carney, S., & Fine, M. (2001). Counter work: Introduction. In M. Fine & A. M. Harris (Eds.), Under the covers: Theorising the politics of counter stories (pp. 6-18). London:

Lawrence & Wishart.

Lamb, S. (1999). Constructing the victim: Popular images and lasting labels. In S. Lamb (Ed.), New versions of victims: Feminists struggle with the concept (pp. 108-138). New York, NY: 

NYU Press.

Levy-Peck, J. (2009).  Intimate partner sexual violence: A train-the-trainer curriculum.  Olympia, WA: Washington Coalition of Sexual Assault Programs.

Marecek, J. (1999). Trauma talk in feminist clinical practice. In S. Lamb (Ed.), New versions of victims: Feminists struggle with the concept (pp. 158-182). New York, NY: NYU Press.

Martin, E.K., Taft, C.T., & Resick, P.A. (2007).  A review of marital rape.  Aggression and Violent Behavior, 12, 329-347.

McOrmond-Plummer, L. (2009). Considering the differences: Intimate partner sexual violence in sexual assault and domestic violence discourse.  In Intimate partner sexual violence: 

Sexual assault in the context of domestic violence (2nd ed.).  Olympia, WA: Washington Coalition of Sexual Assault Programs.

McKenzie-Mohr, S. (2014).  Counter-storying rape: Women’s efforts toward liberatory meaning making.  In S. McKenzie-Mohr & M. Lafrance (Eds.), Women voicing resistance: 

Discursive and narrative explorations (pp.64-83).  London: Routledge. 

McKenzie-Mohr, S., & Lafrance, M. L. (2011). Telling stories without the words: ‘Tightrope talk’ in women’s accounts of coming to live well after rape or depression. Feminism & 

Psychology, 21(1), 49-73.

Men can stop rape: Creating cultures free from violence (2011). Retrieved from http://www.mencanstoprape.org/

Moller, A.S., Backstrom, T., Sondergaard, H.P., & Helmstrom, L. (2012).  Patterns of injury and reported violence depending on relationship to assailant in female Swedish sexual assault 

victims.  Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 27(16), 3131-3148.

Nelson, H. L. (2001). Damaged identities, narrative repair. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Plummer, K. (1995). Telling sexual stories: Power, change and social worlds. London: Routledge.

Russel, D.E.H. (1982).  Rape in Marriage.  New York: Collier Books.

Stermac, L., Del Bove, G., & Addison, M. (2001).  Violence, injury, and presentation patterns in spousal sexual assaults.  Violence Against Women, 7, 1218-1233.

Wood, L. A., & Rennie, H. (1994). Formulating rape: The discursive construction of victims and villains. Discourse & Society, 5(1), 125-148.

http://www.amnesty.org.uk/new-details.asp?NewsID=16618


Presenters’ Contact Information

Rina Arsenault, C.M., MSW, RSW, Associate Director

Muriel McQueen Fergusson Centre for Family Violence 

Research

University of New Brunswick

Fredericton, NB E3B 5A3

rinaa@unb.ca

Sue McKenzie-Mohr, PhD, RSW, Associate Professor

School of Social Work,

St. Thomas University

Fredericton, NB E3B 5G3

suemm@stu.ca

mailto:rinaa@unb.ca
mailto:suemm@stu.ca



