17 April 2018

Dear colleagues in the struggle to end the abuse of children:
We, the undersigned — survivors, clinicians, researchers, activists, and artists — write here with concern about the website of Foundatió Concepció Juvanteny which repeats a grievous misunderstanding of the nature of sexual offenses against children. The site claims that 70%-80% of children who are abused or sexually abused go on to become abusive adults. This myth, sometimes referred to as "the kiss of the vampire" is not only unsupported by research, it is dangerous. It can create a terrible fear in a child, especally in a boy: that he is destined to become an offender, and it can be an insurmountable stigma for an adult. In fact, the vast majority of victims do not go on to become perpetrators. Further, it is not at all clear that the percentage of abusive adults who were victimized as children is any greater than the percentage of people in the general population who were victimized as children.

This toxic "vampire" myth seems to have arisen from the misinterpretation of data from studies of incarcerated offenders. If you ask a man convicted of sexual assault if he was assaulted as a child and you get around 55 percent to answer affirmatively (US Justice Department Statistics,) that is easily misread as an indication that there is an increased risk of perpetration among those who have been sexually assaulted themselves. But that is a misreading for a number of reasons.

First of all, there are secondary gains (sympathy, understanding) for perpetrators who present themselves as victims. Secondly, we are trusting the accounts of a group of people whose lives are characterized by dissembling, posing as what they are not, and rationalizing their behavior. (See Hindman, et. al.) And thirdly, since all those who have been sexually assaulted — which is a number exponentially greater than the tiny sample of incarcerated perpetrators — were never surveyed in the first place, the statistical sleeve, if you will, has been turned inside out. In introductory Logic courses, there is a well-known syllogism that serves to illustrate the point here:

Socrates is a man.

All men are mortal.

Thus: Socrates is mortal.

The logical error comes when one concludes, Thus: All men are Socrates.

This is the very same logical error committed in viewing abused boys and men as perpetrators. It is an erroneous rationale that, intentionally or not, serves a purpose: it blames the victim and it shores up the silence that protects a status quo in which adults exploit and assault a staggering number of children in their care.

For the sake of a statistical demonstration, let us take the number of incarcerated sex offenders in the United States, roughly 250,000, and accept the 55 per cent figure, along with reliable estimates that each perpetrator will have multiple victims on an average of 250 over the course of a lifetime (Anna Salter, 1987). Now, applying the “kiss-of-the-vampire” theory over only two generations we get:

250,000 X .55 = 137,500 (We’ve considered only that percent who claim boyhood victimization)

137,500 X 250 victims per = 34,375,000

it’s only beginning to be absurd here! Hang on…

If we take 55% of that number, we get a mere 18, 906, 250 offenders

But of course, just one generation later, just one, that gives us

18,906,250 X 250 or… 4,726,562,500.

FOUR BILLION SEVEN HUNDRED TWENTY SIX MILLION FIVE HUNDRED SIXTY TWO THOUSAND FIVE HUNDRED victims, or roughly the combined populations of China, India, the US, Indonesia, Brazil, and Russia, the 6 most populous countries in the world.

Do you see the aburdity of it? We have created a mythology that attempts to describe the make-up of ALL ORANGES, according to what we believe is true for ALL APPLES based on a small sample of them.

The problem, however, is not merely that this way of thinking is inaccurate. The problem is that this myth constitutes an unethical profiling of innocent people and a deeply affecting revictimization of those who have suffered and are still suffering — male victims in particular. So let us retire this well-worn and damaging cliché of “the kiss of the vampire.”
So: why has this damaging canard persisted? Why not ask, for starters, Qui bono?
The answer to that is easy: those who offend against children. In addition to the disincentive to disclose (How many of you are monsters? Raise your hand!) which reinforces secrecy and silence that perpetrators need to violate children, the "kiss of the vampire" slur serves two other purposes: it provides an excuse for the behavior of offenders, even the rape of children, and is considered a "mitigating circumstance" by which sentences are plea-bargained, sometimes to minimal punishment. If defense attorneys did not invent this despicable untruth, then they have certainly abetted it, as they have much to gain.

What is even more important perhaps is the indirection or misdirection the myth provides, turning our gaze away from the real drivers of most sexual victimization: poverty, war, hunger, and the neglect that results when communities are redirected from their elemental human duty to raise the next generation and are instead put to work generating wealth for others. There is a political substrate here that "the vampire's kiss" serves to hide.

Rape, we have come to understand, is a crime of power and control; it is NOT simply some other kind of sex. It objectifies a human being and tells the victim that their own will, their own autonomy, is worthless. It robs a victim of dignity. It is humiliating. In fact — as we have seen in conflict after conflict —  this sexual humiliation is a weapon used to subjugate and control others. We are horrified by the bestial nature of this abuse and we call it what it is: torture.

Except when the victims are children. Rape is a crime of power and control — except when the victims are children. Then for some reason that we need to examine, we resort to an entirely different way of conceptualizing it. Then we call it by other names. We study the torturers’ history, psychology, sexual appetite. We locate the violence in the mind, the heart, the personal past, or even in the phallus, of the perpetrator, not in the politics and power dynamics of the abusive encounter. We psychologize and medicalize until we make the child victim disappear. This maneuver keeps us from seeing the true situation, the true predicament of children in our society and in the world. And we end up, despite ourselves, treating a crime of abusive power as if it were, in fact, a different kind of sex. We need to challenge ourselves, and others, to straighten out our thinking about this.
We signatories to this letter, in a spirit of collegiality, write to implore the Foundatió Concepció Juvanteny to please reconsider, for the sake of their clients, for the sake of children, for the sake of the future, the conceptual framework reflected in the text on the Foundation's website. Thank you for your kind attention.

Sincerely,

Richard Hoffman

Senior Writer-in-Residence, Emerson College

Adjunct Assistant Professor, Columbia University
