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The Realities and Confusion of Male Sexual Abuse


This paper will examine the issues surrounding sexual abuse in general and male sexual abuse in specific as explored in the movie “The Reader” in the form of the relationship between Michael and Hanna.  Looking at several papers we will see that while sexual abuse is much more a gradient than a solid fixed point and a complicated misunderstood subject with males in particular, that Michael's life long reaction's point towards the sexual abuse end of the spectrum.  This subject bears examination because of its murkyness and the large amount of social misconceptions that exist around it.  At first blush many people would clearly say Michael was not abused at all “because he wanted it” but we will deconstruct this and other misconceptions and these harmful misconceptions are also exactly why the subject needs further examination as left unchecked they lead to un and misdiagnosed problems for many adults with life long lasting impact.


Cheryl Regehr 's paper “Rape or Romance? Perspectives On Sexual Assault ” explores social perceptions on rape and the realities behind them.  The paper opens by discussing society's two opposing poles for which to pigeonhole all abuse victims, “innocent maiden and designing 

woman” (Regehr, 1993, pg3).  The paper ends by exploring how this polarization causes a more adversarial system for coping with abuse victims, instead of presumably helping each one individually based on their actual needs.  This kind of viewpoint helps to promote a binary system where someone is either 100% a victim or 100% not a victim and deserving of no support, help or empathy.  Additionally, the women interviewed for the paper felt and reacted as if they were victims of sexual abuse regardless of social and legal findings and designations.  There is clearly a grey area that needs further exploration and the character of Michael from “The Reader” seem to fall in it.  In such a binary system, many people would, and do (Wikipedia) claim that Michael suffered no sexual abuse, completely ignoring his personal reaction's to the relationship.  Additionally, as outlined in Leitenberg, sexual age of consent in the United States is very undecided with “28 states use age 16 as the age of consent, 15 states use age 18, six use age 17, and one uses age 14” ( Leitenberg 2003).  This means that Michael's relationship would be considered sexual abuse from a legal standpoint in 51 out of 52 states.  One the other hand, Canada's legal age used to be 14 so it was fine until a few years ago when it was arbitrarily changed to 16 suddenly making it illegal in Canada.


Michael's life long reaction's play an important role in our interpretation of the relationship.  “Male survivors of childhood sexual abuse face challenges ... often experiencing intimacy problems, emotional discomfort, alienation, and anger ” (Kia-Keating 2010).  The paper further goes on to talk about difficulty forming long term lasting relationships.  Another problem with analyuzing sexual abuse in young males is that it is often unreported because while from a legal standpoint it may be viewed as illegal, many males who have suffered statutory rape don't view them selves as traditional victims as shown by the following: 

“They eventually came up with 150 normal controls, all of whom had answered "No" when asked whether they had been sexually abused as a child.  Despite the fact that they had answered "No" to that question, Dr. Bradford was surprised to find that a significant percentage of the controls had had sex with a woman aged 20 or older when they themselves were 13 or younger.” (Frieden 2003).  


So while the law may view it as abuse, many victims may not view it as abuse, which at first, neither does Michael, he views it more as an opportunity.  However, when we look at his life, with his failed marriage, estranged daughter, difficult relationship with his family, and lack of any close friends as evidenced by his copious amount of free time in which he can send Hanna tapes, we have to conclude he is suffering from the trifecta of intimacy problems, emotional discomfort, alienation.


So what we have so far is a law that is uncertain but more often than not, contemporarily agrees that Michael was sexually abused, a life long reaction as though he was sexually abused, but at the time of the abuse, non-awareness of the abuse that was happening.  However by the end of the movie even Michael seems to be hinting at his awareness of the fullness of what was done to him when talking with the daughter of one of Hanna's victims when he says “She has done much worse to others”.  So while the law could be argued to be unclear, and at the time the so called “victim” was also a somewhat willing participant, the law could just as easily condemn this act, but most compelling, Michael's life long reactions and later admittance seem to clearly cast his relationship with Hanna as sexually abusive.  As discussed earlier, sexual abuse isn't just two polar opposites, it is not a binary system but a gradient.  Conclusively we can all probably agree that he lies somewhere down the line in the direction of sexual abuse, but there is room for argument about how far down the line exactly.  Ultimately the debate is unimportant for Michael as he suffered for his relationship with Hanna whatever the final label for it is.  Weather in the future we accept a more complex view of abuse or not, we do need to acknowledge people's reactions to situations and find ways to help them cope in more productive ways.
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