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The Danger Is Not from a Stranger
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The problem
B ased on responses to the 2011 National Intimate Partner

 and Sexual Violence Survey, one in a hundred women 
reported being the victims of rape or attempted 
rape in the previous year. That percentage 
applied to the population as a whole equals 
1.3 million women.* 
 But despite many women’s fears of being 
out alone at night, the reality is that three 
out of four women who experience rape 
are assaulted by someone they know. 
 Because this crime is so different from 
the usual concept of rape, it has its own name: acquaintance 
rape or, sometimes, date rape. Both terms describe the same 
event: a crime of forced sexual intercourse committed by 
someone familiar to the victim.

What is it?
 Rape is sexual assault: it means intercourse without 
the consent of one of the participants. Rape is any sexual 
penetration after the victim has said “No.” But it also includes 
sexual assaults where the victim is unable to make a rational 
consent or refusal — such as in the case of a child, a person 
who is under threat, or a person who is incapacitated by 
alcohol, drugs, disease, or limited mental ability.
 It’s that simple: if sex occurs without consent, it’s the crime 
called rape.

* Because nine out of every ten sexual assault victims are female, this booklet will focus on male perpetrators and 
female victims. Readers are reminded, however, that an estimated 10% of sexual assault victims are male.
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We’ve made some false assumptions
 Rape has usually been associated with the idea of a faceless, 
brutal stranger lurking in the shadows. This has led us to 
believe that a woman could protect herself by avoiding certain 
areas, not traveling alone, and so on. There’s been a parallel 
belief that you could turn to the man you were with for 
protection against such a person.
 Apparently not. It turns out that if you’re going to be raped, 
it probably won’t be by a stranger, but by a man you know and 
thought you could trust.  All women are affected, but most 
especially single adult women and teenaged girls.
 A young woman wants to think she can conduct her personal 
life in safety. Often, she can’t. Whom can you trust? How does 
this crime happen? How can you protect yourself? And what 
should you do if it happens to you? These are some of the 
questions we’ll consider here.

How it happens
I   n each case of a woman being raped by someone she knows,

 the circumstances differ. But there are certain patterns that 
occur again and again.

n An atmosphere of trust. Whether the man is a friend of a 
friend, a date, a co-worker, or a fiancé, the woman usually 
feels safe with him. He seems nice, is polite, and she doesn’t 
feel in any danger. So their activity — a date, a project, a 
walk home — starts out normally.

n Just a regular guy. Usually, the woman notices nothing 
unusual about the man. He seems like a normal guy; she 
doesn’t pick up any signals that make her concerned. In 
over 90% of acquaintance rapes, the man gave no clue of his 
intentions until they were alone.
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n It’s a set-up. Many acquaintance rapes aren’t a case of the 
man carried away by passion. Instead, the whole episode has 
been set up. 
 A common scenario: the man needs to stop at a friend’s 
house to get something — but when they do, the friend isn’t 
there, and they’re alone. Or: a double date (or a meeting 
of several co-workers) is supposed to occur, but the others 
never show up; or the man says he needs to stop home for 
a minute, and his home becomes the trap. There is one 
purpose to the set-up: to get the woman in an isolated and 
defenseless position.

n Drugs may be used by men specifically to 
render the woman incapacitated and 
helpless so that the rape can occur. 
The drug is secretly dissolved in the 
woman’s drink and her ability to resist 
is reduced or eliminated.  

n Loosening up. If alcohol and/or “recreational” drugs are part 
of the evening, the chances of forced sex go up dramatically. 
Alcohol and/or drugs are a factor in three out of four of the 
acquaintance rapes reported. 
 A man who intends to force sex on a woman often 
encourages her to drink, knowing that this will diminish her 
defenses. It’s just much easier to get her alone or “talk her 
into it” if her awareness and inhibitions have been reduced 
by a drug. 
 Alcohol affects him, too: it makes a man more likely to do 
things he normally wouldn’t do, boosts his sexual desire, and 
increases his will to use force.

n Wearing down resistance. When the couple are alone, the 
man may simply use persistent pressure to wear down the 
woman’s resistance. He doesn’t necessarily throw her onto 
a bed, but he does keep after her and he doesn’t let her go 
home. This approach is usually part of an encounter that 
includes alcohol or drugs.
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n Physical force. After the man makes it clear that he wants 
sex, and after the woman makes it clear that she doesn’t, the 
man may force sex, using his greater strength. Very often, 
this simply means pinning the woman down 
with his own weight, immobilizing her long 
enough to achieve intercourse.  
 In other cases the man uses enough force 
to frighten the woman into submission 
— threats, arm twisting, and slapping, for 
instance. To a woman in this position, any 
amount of physical force comes as a shock; she can easily 
believe that he’ll do further harm to her if she continues to 
fight him. And so the rape occurs.

 Because the woman does not desire sex, the act of penetration 
itself may cause her injury and puts her at risk for sexually 
transmitted disease and pregnancy.
 In almost all cases, following an acquaintance rape the man 
leaves, apparently confident that there will be no unpleasant 
consequences for him. Many men are casually friendly to the 
women they have just raped, promising to “call soon;” others 
apologize; still others seem to feel affection and tenderness after 
the rape.
 The woman feels none of these things. She has been assaulted: 
raped.

Is it really rape ?
T he common image of rape is a brutish stranger who sur-

 prises a woman and takes her by force, with an ensuing 
violent struggle. 
 But as we have seen, most rapes aren’t like that. In most cases, 
the two know each other and may have passed some pleasant 
time together. This is one reason why there’s some confusion 
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about what constitutes “real” rape.
 Another is the circumstances. When a stranger drags a 
woman into an alley and beats her, no one can think that 
she agreed to the attack. But when the situation involves 
an acquaintance, there is the possibility that the encounter 
could result in consensual (agreed to by both) sex. And so the 
question arises: did he force her, or did she agree?
 Consider the following questions. Assume that the woman 
says she was forced to have sex, and the man denies rape.

? The couple have been going together for a while and have 
had sex before. On this night she refuses 
and he insists. Is it rape?

? A couple has been drinking a lot. 
When he attempts sex, she says 
“No,” but is too drunk to fight him 
off or make him stop. Is it rape?

? Early in the evening, the woman 
flirts suggestively with the man, 
implying they’ll have sex later. Later, she says no. He 
forces sex anyway. Is it rape?

? Long after she’s asked him to leave, a man stays at a 
woman’s apartment pressuring her to have sex but using 
no physical force. Hours later he succeeds. Is it rape?

 If you believe that some women enjoy being “persuaded” 
to have sex, you’re more likely to believe that her saying “No” 
is just part of the game. And if you believe that a man should 
show some persistence when he wants a woman, you’re more 
likely to overlook his pressure tactics.

Men may make excuses, or rationalize their 
behavior, but that doesn’t change the facts. If 
a man insists on sex after a woman has made it 
clear that she doesn’t want it, that is rape. Rape 
by an acquaintance is still rape.
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Myths that lead  
to trouble

M ales and females have some drastically different percep-
 tions and beliefs about sex — so different that they can 

look at the same situation and believe completely different 
things. Both are caught up in some myths that lead them into 
trouble. Some myths believed by men:

 Whether they admit it or not, women really want sex; 
their “No” means “not yet ... keep trying.”

 Sometimes it’s okay to be rough; as long as you don’t 
seriously injure the girl, it’s just part of the game.

 If the girl consents to any physical advances — kissing, 
necking, petting — she’s signaling that she will consent 
to intercourse, too.

 If a woman has had sex with others, she’s fair game.
 If a female dresses in a sexy way, she’s looking for sex.
 If a girl is in a situation where it could easily happen 

— alone with a man in his room, for instance — she’s 
willing to go all the way.

 These are myths; they are not true. A male who acts on them 
could find himself in court. 
 But women have myths too:

 Men know that dressing sexy is just fashion and has 
nothing to do with whether or not the woman wants to 
have sex.

 Any man you’re friendly with will understand and accept 
the word “No” to mean “No.”

 “Nice” guys would never force a woman to have sex; even 
if they wanted to, they’d be too worried about getting 
caught.
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 Men have overwhelming sex drives; once they’re aroused, 
they have to go all the way.

 Again, these are myths; they are false. Here’s the truth:

u Women are not always ready for sex. Their desire (or lack 
of it) is affected by many things, such as 
feelings of safety, fear, or pressure.

u The only way to know if a woman 
wants to have sex is her clear 
consent or refusal. “No” means 
“No.”

u Men do not see sexy attire as 
fashion; they see it as an invitation.

u A woman’s past sexual history has nothing to do with 
her consent or refusal to have sex later on any other 
occasion.

u When a female consents to necking or petting, that’s all 
she’s consenting to. Sexual intercourse is another matter 
entirely.

u “Nice” guys do commit rape. Rapists don’t signal 
their intent early on by being obviously aggressive 
or dismissive of a woman’s wishes or interests; clear 
warning signs would cause the woman to avoid him or 
remove herself from the situation. The truth is that a 
rapist does not make his intentions obvious until he has 
maneuvered his victim into a vulnerable position.

u Most women do not enjoy roughness. Some enjoy playful 
roughness — when both partners have agreed to it.

u Men are completely capable of controlling their sex 
drives, even once they’ve been aroused. It is not the 
woman’s responsibility to relieve the man’s sexual 
excitement. Even when a woman “teases” a man, he has 
no right to force her body to his will.
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A “misunderstanding” is  
not something that is  

planned for in advance.

He said, she said
G iven the differences in the way men and women see things,

 it’s not surprising that even after acquaintance rape has 
occurred, each has a totally different view of what happened.
 The female is left with feelings of betrayal,  
pain, violation, rage, and shame. She goes 
over and over the attack in her mind. 
She describes the event in terms of fear, 
shock, force, defeat, pain.
 The male, on the other hand, is usually 
relaxed and even casual in his version of 
events. Sometimes he uses language that suggests triumph (“I 
got her”) and talks as though he can read minds (“She said 
stop, but I knew what she really wanted”). The man is likely to 
describe the act as one of mutual fun, even when the female has 
emerged bruised and bleeding.
 The two will use different words for the same action. “She 
pressed up against me when we were dancing,” the man will 
say; “He held me against him,” says the woman. The woman 
will testify, “He wrestled me to the floor;” the man will say, “We 
rolled around.” The man does not use terms suggesting fear or 
pain, because for him the encounter was neither frightening 
nor painful.
 Clearly, it is possible for the man and the woman to believe 
different versions of the same event. This leads some people to 
believe that acquaintance rape is basically a misunderstanding.
    But it may be that men do know what they’re doing in such 

situations. A study of college-age men 
showed that 50% thought they might 
force a woman to have sex if they knew 
they could get away with it. And 40% of 
accused acquaintance rapists admitted 
that the victims had pleaded with them 

not to do what they were doing. 
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