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Denim Day Highlights Victim Blaming: Speak Out!
Survivor Submission

In 1992, an 18 year old woman living in the small town of Potenza, Italy reported to police that her 45 year old driving instructor had driven her to a secluded road, forced her outside, and raped her.  The man was arrested, tried and convicted, but later appealed, eventually sending the case to the High Italian Court.

    
Seven years later, the court overturned the conviction after a member of the High Court asserted that since the victim was wearing jeans on the day of the assault, it was impossible for her to have been raped. It was alleged that she must have removed the jeans herself. Women of the Italian legislature were outraged and protested the “denim defense” by wearing jeans to work and holding signs that read, “Jeans: An Alibi for Rape.”  The protest spread, making its way across Europe and into the United States.  In April of 1999, Denim Day was established in the state of California in an effort to speak out against victim blaming, educate the public and halt common misconceptions surrounding sexual assault.

Victim blaming holds the victims of crime personally responsible, in part or in whole, for the crime committed against them.  The deflection of responsibility from the perpetrator to the victim can range in rationalizations, from vague assertions such as “he was asking for it” to “she was drunk” or “women in jeans cannot be sexual assaulted.”  

Sexual assault is violence.  It is an attack on our physical being, our safety, dignity, trust, humanity and humility.  Sexual assault is not sex, or “sex gone bad.”  Favoring a conception of sexual assault as an act of giving into fantasy or pleasure minimizes the fact that this crime is really about degradation, domination, and subjugation.  It is a calculated election to use sex as a weapon against the victim. Our society would hardly blame a victim of a stab wound for failing to wear protective armor on his way home from work, or failing to anticipate that he would be the object of such a brutal attack.  Yet, victims of sexual violence are bombarded with criticism and blame from a culture that, above all else, cherishes the delusion that sexual assault is “caused” by a mistake on the victim’s part. When someone discloses, the tendency is to look for and amplify any questionable behavior of the victim to which to ascribe blame or reason. We avoid acknowledging that the perpetrator always makes the choice to violate and harm the victim. 

Society has gone to great lengths to ignore the actions and intentions of sex offenders.  We’ve created sayings such as, “Boys will be boys so girls must take care.”  Our culture often directly shifts the responsibility to those who are victimized by the implication that people are responsible for not being victims. Instead, shouldn’t we be holding people responsible for choosing to be violent?  It is more accurate and far safer to hold offenders accountable for their crimes.  
We should celebrate the courage and willingness of victims to come forward and make us all aware of the crime and the criminal. It is an enormous act of bravery to pursue justice in the wake of trauma given the stress, humiliation and badgering victims often endure. When a victim comes forward it is not only about them seeking justice for their individual crime but it helps protect all of society by holding offenders accountable.

Imagine the denial, guilt and fear on part of those who are victimized.  Who would want to identify as a victim of sexual assault when our networks are so quick to incriminate them?  The lack of education and the startling and disturbing resignation to violent and abhorrent crime are allowing these crimes to continue. They continue under the guise of “human nature”, “masculinity” and a number of other poor excuses which, without education, make it difficult to see these offenses as anything more than chaos and confusion.
Before the suffrage movement for Women’s Rights, it was literally inconceivable that a person could be sexually assaulted by their spouse. Although the movement progressed and many understood sexual assault could occur within a marriage, it was not until 1994 that all states removed marriage as a legal defense for marital rape. As our understanding of these offenses have evolved, we know now that assault can happen to anyone, at any time, and that the perpetrator can be a friend, coworker, family member, boyfriend, girlfriend, spouse, stranger--anyone.  
              We often distance ourselves from the realities of sex crimes. Perhaps out of self protection, we apply a rigid conception of where sexual assaults occur, who can be sexually assaulted and who the offenders can be. These stereotypes protect offenders because we simply haven't expanded our understanding of sexual assault to include those we feel are least likely to commit such a crime. Usually, those we deem to be kind, helpful, nice individuals who outwardly lead normal and even philanthropic lives are left out of our list of possibilities.  Of course, it would be in the best interest of a perpetrator to advertise a safe and friendly facade to protect themselves from blame and conviction. This double-life is no mistake.
       
Blaming victims is irrational. There is absolutely no excuse or justification for sexual assault. No dangerous situation, outfit, state of intoxication or pair of jeans hold any other victim accountable for the crimes committed against them. Let’s not tolerate these justifications for sexual assault.  The crime is a direct failure on the perpetrator’s part who holds complete responsibility for harming someone else. 
              If sex crimes no longer fit into the box we ascribe, we will be forced to confront the enormity and pervasiveness of this social problem.  At this point, our misleading safe conception of violence, the one that says “bad things only happen to people who put themselves in dangerous situations”- will be shattered. We will then look forward to a world where victims are held in the safety of our knowledge and willingness to confront the true criminal.  Let’s join forces with those entrenched in the work to end violence, specifically sexual assault. Let’s protect victims and their supporters with our courage to defend their basic human rights to be free from blame and shame. With this approach, we will live in community, a society, a world, free from violence.
    
Support victims of sexual abuse by wearing jeans Wednesday April 24th, and to show that there is never an excuse and never an invitation to rape. INSERT LOCAL DENIM DAY INFORMATION-Where the community might see denim displays, who they can contact to display denim and other information pertinent to them feeling included and part of the movement.
If you have been the victim of sexual assault, please call your local (rape crisis center, domestic violence program, sexual assault agency, campus peer advocates, etc. at ____). You can also contact the Nevada Coalition Against Sexual Violence at 775.355.2220 or www.ncasv.org . The Rape Abuse Incest National Network (RAINN) is also a great resource www.rainn.org . There are people here to help!
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