
Embracing complexity:  

group and individual responses with 

men who were subjected to  

childhood sexual abuse 



Overview 

• Orientation towards complexity 

• Working with men in context of a 

feminist service  

• What does safety mean? (cultural 

safety, gender expectations) 

• Groupwork and individual 

counselling 

• Responding to the victim-to-

offender discourse 

 

 

 



Contributors 

• Men who took part in the group 

• Anne Riggs, PhD Artist 

http://anneriggs.com/2013/10/12/mens-group-

pictures-poems-reflections/ 

http://artistsincommunity.me/2013/09/08/men

s-group-in-the-shadows/ 

• NCASA colleagues 
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    Complexity 

• Holding open, rather 

than foreclosing 

• Resisting move towards 

certainty 



Alice Walker, We are the ones we've been waiting for: Alice Walker 

and Archie ‘oa h . ‘adio Natio al, i  Conversation with Caroline 

Baum, Sydney Writers  Festi al, 4. 
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/alice-

walker/5471250 

 

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/alice-walker/5471250
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Working with men in context of a 

feminist service 

• Three main benefits: 

• History of naming, politicising and acting on the 

problem of sexual abuse 

• Thorough, detailed examination of masculinity 

and the power dynamics of gender 

• An ongoing critical stance towards dominant 

practices 



• Doing this work with men in a feminist 

organisation can shape practice.  

 



Some potential limitations 



I hope to show areas of potential coalition 

between (pro)feminist activism and males who 

have been sexually abused. Such men are still 

expected to grow up according to the code of 

hegemonic masculinity and might, therefore, 

understand the effects of compulsory 

compliance to a gender order based on 

hegemonic masculinity.  



They might also understand the silencing of 

difference, for speaking out about having been 

abused means admitting that one is a potential 

a user or, i  the ords of a therapist … a ti e 
o .  It is  hope that e  ho ha e ee  

abused can be powerful allies to the feminist 

cause  
Ouellette, 2009, pp. 68-69 



Safety 

• Trauma 

• Gender 

• Sexuality 

• Culture 

• Language 

• Class 

• Shame 

• Past experience of 

institutions, 

i ludi g the are  
system and prison 

• Interactions with 

mental health 

systems- 

confidentiality, 

feeling disrespected 



• Long way to go to addressing safety with 

Indigenous men in this country. We know a lot 

of Indigenous men have been subjected to 

se ual a use. We do t k o  e ough a out 
how to provide accessible, meaningful and 

safe support.  



Safety 



 



Complexity of gender identity 

a other group member) 

mentioned he was gay, I felt 

encouragement from that. I thought 

I could tell everyone, yep, I lived sort 

of as a woman for 5 years. It was 

mucking about before. Then I 

basically changed my gender back. 

And I thought, well you know, I felt 

reaso a l  safe. . .  

 



(Co t from previous slide) 

Getti g i to that area of ge der 
and identity and sexuality, that 

can be a really intense area, 

because once you start talking 

a out that ou re deali g ith…it 
ties back into the abuse because 

of the se ual ature… 



I fi d it so hard…I e t so e tre e at ti es, 
living as a man, back to how I was before I 

ha ged  ge der….there were things I went 

o er the top, os there as this o sta t elief 
that I as t a a  e ough, as t a real man, 

because- the abuse. So that can be confronting 

deali g ith those ideas a d o epts. I do t 
k o  ho  ou d go a out it. That gets 
fundamentally down to defining who and what 

ou are   



Gender in context 

• On the one hand is a sense that gender is up 

for dis ussio  i  our ulture, that the t ra  
of si gularit  is ot as restri ti e he  it 
comes to hegemonic masculinity 

• At the same time, men are keenly aware of 

the expectations, demands and constraints 

demanded by masculinity 



http://www.theage.com.au/comment/tony-abbott-minister-for-women-no-thanks-20130919-

2u179.html 

Photo: Andrew Meares 

Gender and cultural privilege is part of the bigger picture 
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Genders 
   

 

Transgender woman 

Transgender man  

Genderqueer 

Genderfluid  

Questioning 

Intersex 

Male 

Female 

Gender-nonconforming 

Trans feminine 

Trans masculine   

MTF 

FTM   

Transsexual man  

Transsexual woman   

Trans* 

Two Spirit 

Third Gender 

No identification  Other 
 

• From the registration form for the 13th Annual Gender Odyssey Conference 
http://www.genderodyssey.org/conference/ 

 



I did t realise people were going to 

have so u h to sa , it s a it 
u predi ta le… ou A e  had ade 
the comment that when ou e do e 
si ilar o e s groups they ha e t 
talked about their personal issues at 

all…for us it ould appear that it s the 
o l  ha e e e e er had, a d there 
was almost a real urgency to make 

that happe  



U less ou re the ki d of gu  ho a  just get 
past it enough to be able to talk about your stuff 

ith people, there are t a  opportu ities to 
talk about that stuff   

 



Beyond my awareness 

I thi k the opportu it  to e i  a group as 
er  useful, i  a d of itself.  It s the first ti e I e 

come across the opportunity to e i  a e s 
group, full stop. An abuse group, second. And 

third, having someone facilitate that, so that 

was beyond my experience, beyond my 

a are ess  



 



I e er thought of self as the i ti . I e er 
felt there was anything sinister. I got enjoyment 

fro  it, I i itiated it…it see s like it s differe t 
e ause I  ale, the so ial per eptio  is that 

the male is the sexual aggressor- the 

pe etrator  is the aggressor. If it as a 4 ear 
old girl and an adult male there would be no 

question- it does see  differe t  



Connection and community 

 

 



The stare - oh, keep away 

It was a nice space where I was actually 

able to sit with people and not worry 

about what I say after the fact. And 

actually just talk, and talk about issues of 

the same nature.  Not getting the stare- 

oh, keep a a - you k o  

 



Discourses of therapy 

• Either through personal research or 

experience of therapy, men sometimes 

understand themselves in ways that present 

dilemmas for counsellors  

• Ho  do e ho our e s u dersta di g of 
themselves while offering a critique of some 

of the dominant understandings around 

sexual abuse? 



Whe d I get diag osed? A out 
this time last year. Did my rehab 

in November, and disclosed 

…the i est sort of thi g a d 
then that was reframed as 

abuse, and so my journey 

probably started November, 

December last year in terms of 

it being abuse. That has enabled 

me to grasp, to re-process  

e ause it as t so ethi g 
that was consciously in my 

mind. It was a bit of a blank 

spa e to e ho est  



• Dealing with things at different stages of life. 

• Knowing that the person who abused you 

probably did it to others 



Fear of abusing 

M  fear is that, if I get Alzhei er s  disease or 
something, I will forget all these things that are 

i porta t to e. Ma e the  it  ill o e out 
a d I ll hurt or a use so eo e  

 

Other men have spoken about feeling 

o ta i ated  or a a pire effe t .  
 



This pie e sho s ho  I as feeli g…a sort of 
sta i g, jagged pai . That s hat it feels like…it 
was frustrating at the start, but I thought to 

self I do t are, I ll just see hat happe s. 
Then slowly slowly, it turned into 

so ethi g…I  proud of it  

 



Bei g i  a  e iro e t here I’  
able to create and whatever I 
created is whatever I 
reated…there’s o pressure to do 

good, bad, edio re, it did ’t atter 
what level of skill was shown, how 
good or ad the pie e as…  



Parti ularl  for e 
that s been really 
important, something 
that was really hard... 
The fostering of the 
let s just ha e a go , 

and who cares what 
the final piece is. If it 
turns out like you 
wanted it to turn out 
like, yeah good, but if 

ot…so?!  

 



I just did its of thi gs, a d I kept doing 

bits and all of a sudden those bits turned 

into something. That was a real 

revelation for me. And fairly significant 

cognitively, to go oh, so if I just do this 

thing easily and then just do that thing 

easily, if I get to the end of 2 hours, 

something will be there. As opposed to 

trying to decide what to do and then try 

and manifest it, which is typically what I 

do a d that s u h harder, ore 
og iti e. It s a struggle…su h a struggle  



Rose and Abi-Ached 

 

• Point out that the those involved in scientific 

research into neurobiology are far more 

cautious about their findings than those who 

popularise these findings. 



Humour 



    Questions? 

 

Contact: Cameron.boyd@austin.org.au 

 

Anne Riggs, PhD Artist 

http://anneriggs.com/2013/10/12/mens

-group-pictures-poems-reflections/ 

 

http://artistsincommunity.me/2013/09/

08/mens-group-in-the-shadows/ 

mailto:Cameron.boyd@austin.org.au

