
	
 

Reading Lists After Sexual Trauma 

Zoë Brigley Thompson 

 

Introduction 

A friend recently asked me if I could recommend some reading for 

people trying to understand and cope with the issue of sexual 

violence. This is particularly difficult, because contrary to some 

theorizing of trauma, reactions to a violent are unique, and do not 

necessarily conform to rules set out. It is difficult to predict how 

useful a book – theory or creative – will be, so it with some 

trepidation that I approach this task. 

 

My main concern is this: it might not be a good idea to start 

reading about the subject of sexual violence unless the person 

concerned is absolutely ready to face the triggering or 

disturbing aspects of the topic. For this reason, I include a section 

at the beginning that focuses on not reading about rape. Indeed, a 

person need never read about sexual violence if that is not right for 

them.  

 

Assumptions about victims of sexual violence abound, and one prime 

area of interest for me as a researcher is the pressure on victims after 

the event to adopt particular behaviors, or to fulfill certain narratives 

of healing. Work by theorists like Ann Cvetkovich have highlighted 

that the post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is not always a positive 

model to use in the context of violence, while narratives of progress 

that pose victims as survivors who overcome trauma in a neat 

narrative of success are hardly helpful for real victims. More than 

healing then, perhaps we should be working towards helping victims 

to be resilient, though that term itself would need to be flexible, 

avoiding a rigid definition of what resilience looks like. What 
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resilience might represent, however, could be an effort to give people 

the tools to help themselves post-violence, and that process may or 

may not follow typical narratives of progress and success.  

 

In a 2013 study of Rwandan survivors of genocide-rape, Zraly, 

Rubin, and Mukamama found that the factor which enabled victims 

to survive most of all was a sense of maternal resilience, which helped to 

create a sense of sociality, while emphasizing possible futures. This 

study is a beginning, but by recommending creating communities of 

mothers, it immediately precludes certain types of people, male 

survivors, but also women who do not want to have children or who 

are infertile (a possibility after genocidal-rape). The idea of fostering 

resilience, however, is compelling, and I think that there is a need for 

programs to create strategies to encourage resilience rather than 

simply demanding healing, a goal that might be unattainable. .  

 

Having said all this, some people who have been through sexual 

violence do want to confront what has happened to them, and read 

about it. The old saying comes to mind, knowledge is power, and 

where I teach topics related to sexual violence, both those who have 

experienced violence and those who have not find empowerment in 

understanding concepts like rape culture and rape myths.  

 

For this reason, I have tried to put together some lists that may be of 

use. I add these lists here – still in progress – with a warning 

however that, without knowing what might trigger particular 

individuals, it is important to proceed with caution. Vulnerable 

individuals may not be ready to tackle these reading lists, and 

so I suggest taking care in deciding what to read.  
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Not Reading About Rape 

After trauma, people respond differently and uniquely, but it is not 

always a good time to start reading about sexual violence directly. 

The Ohio State University Office for Sexual Civility and 

Empowerment recommends that initially students read books that do 

not necessarily tackle the issue itself, but concentrate on 

empowerment. Tiffany Dyer from that office notes that while the 

books might not be relevant to sexual assault, they can help the 

students with their own empowerment and building themselves back 

up after trauma. It is also important, Dyer notes, to know that no 

matter how a victim may be feeling or reacting, all of those feelings 

are valid.  

   
Dyer recommends Paulo Coehlo’s The Alchemist, a mythical, quest-

like tale, and she suggests keeping a happiness journal. She also 

recommends the work of Brené Brown who writes on courage, 

vulnerability, shame, and empathy. In addition, for women, Clarissa 

Pinkola Estes book, Women Who Run with the Wolves might be 

empowering. 

 

For the period directly after a traumatic event has taken place, there 

are very useful resources at the website of charity RAINN. Another 

wonderful website is The Manifest Station, which features inspiring and 

encouraging posts devoted to problems of being human.  
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Poetry can be a consolation especially where it represents a variety of 

human experience, including joy and suffering. A good place to start 

might be with an anthology like Staying Alive or Language for a New 

Century. In the context of women, Hallelujah for Fifty Foot Women 

includes a variety of poetries about women’s relationships with their 

bodies.  
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Beginning 

 
For an overall beginning to thinking about these issues, I would 

recommend the anthology Yes means yes! Visions of female sexual power 

and a world without rape edited by Jaclyn Friedman and Jessica Valenti 

(Seal Press, 2008), because it offers a fascinating range of views not 

just about sexual violence, but about areas surrounding that topic, 

like sex education, and sexual power. Students who have read this 

book on my course have found that it opens their eyes to some of 

the power dynamics that allow certain kinds of behaviors to go 

without question. Another general book of use that touches on 

sexual power is Rebecca Solnit’s Men Explain Things To Me 

(Haymarket, 2014). 
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Trauma 

  

Another way into the subject is through books about trauma. Two 

that I would particularly recommend are the classic Elaine Scarry’s 

The Body in Pain, and Ann Cvetkovich’s An Archive of Feelings. Elaine 

Scarry’s book is very readable, and aspects of it have stayed with me 

ever since, especially the passages on the effect of creativity on the 

traumatized subject – how it can liberate and free legacies of 

suffering, not necessarily healing, but certainly easing the longevity of 

trauma. Cvetkovich is a wonderful and engaging writer too, who 

offers a different definition of sexual trauma as something that is not 

necessarily experienced as a catastrophic event, but an everyday 

trauma. Recording and archiving these everyday occurrences of 

trauma might be subversive, particularly in the context that 

Cvetkovich focuses on: that is the creation of lesbian public cultures.  

 

Alongside these more theoretical texts, I would very much 

recommend Pascale Petit’s poetry collection, The Zoo Father (2001). 

The whole collection is devoted to creating a complex and nunaced 

portrait of what legacies of sexual violence constitute, and far from 

shying away from difficult truths, Petit offers a moving and unique 

portrayal of a daughter’s relationship with her abusive father.  
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Testimonies 

Reading testimonies can be a particularly moving process, and there 

are two texts in particular that I would recommend. The first is the 

letter from the victim in the so-called “Stanford Swimmer” rape case, 

which is published in Katie Baker’s account on Buzzfeed: ‘Here is the 

Powerful Letter the Stanford Victim Read Aloud to Her Attacker.’ 

The account is not only of the violence itself, but of the double 

violation in being processed by the police and the courts. It sheds a 

powerful light on the inadequacies of institutions in dealing with 

sexual violence.  

 

The other text I would recommend is Samantha 

Geimer’s 2013 memoir The Girl: A Life in the 

Shadow of Roman Polanski. Geimer, of course, was 

the victim in the notorious Polanski case. 

Geimer’s memoir is an incredible account, which 

again covers not only the violence, but also details 

detrimental treatment from institutions and the media. She manages 

to still have some humor, and bucks the stereotype of the tainted, 

broken victim.  
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The Why of Sexual Violence 

It is very hard to approach the question of why 

sexual violence happens, but it has been a 

problem that feminists have tackled since the 

Second Wave. The classic, of course, is Susan 

Brownmiller’s Against Our Will: Men, Women, and 

Rape, which set up many of the fundamental ideas 

that we now take for granted. For example, she 

sets out narratives and stereotypes that legitimize rape, and she notes 

that rape is not simply sexual but an act of power. Some of the 

material (e.g. on laws) is out of date now, but much of it rings very 

true.  

 

 
 

Maria Bevacqua’s 2000 study, Rape on the Public Agenda: Feminism and 

the politics of sexual assault offers a detailed account of the feminist anti-

rape movement, and the gradual recognition that rape is a feminist 

issue. For a more historical account of attitudes to sexual violence 

through the ages, see Joanna Bourke’s 2007 Rape: Sex Violence History.  

(the British version subtitled a history from 1860 to the present), which 

recognizes how intersections like class and race have made particular 

women more vulnerable to sexual violence. In the end, she calls on 

feminist theorists to focus their attention on toxic masculinities, and 

men who rape in order to bring about change.  
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Another useful book is Ann Cahill’s 1999 Rethinking Rape, which 

considers rape culture, and uses a model of embodiment to consider 

how women are conditioned by heteronormative culture to 

experience their bodies as vulnerable to the threat of rape, while the 

same cannot be said of men. It is a thoughtful study that emphasizes 

that sexual violence is not one monolithic experience, and Cahill also 

points out that while the influence of the rapist is broad, it is not 

inescapable for women after experiencing sexual violence.   

 

Other useful theoretical texts focus on sexual violence as a hate 

crime. See Kathryn M. Carney’s 2001 research article ‘Rape: The 

Paradigmatic Hate Crime’ (St John’s Law Review 75.2: 315-356). Also 

useful is an 2014 article by Mark Austin Walters, and Jessica Tumath: 

‘Gender “Hostility,” Rape, and the Hate Crime Paradigm’ (The Modern 

Law Review 77.4: 563-596), though you might need an university 

library account to access this one.  Finally, to combat biological 

theorizing of rape, Cheryl Brown Travis’s 2003 study Evolution, 

Gender, and Rape is essential reading.   
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Fiction and the Why of Rape 

  
 
The last note I would offer is to suggest some novels that consider 

the why of sexual violence in a nuanced and thoughtful way. Isabel 

Allende’s 1982 novel The House of the Spirits is a fascinating read, 

because it focuses on the legacies of colonial rule in Latin America, 

noting that the patriarchal culture offers a double standard. The 

patriarch of the family saga, Esteban Trueba, believes that he can 

treat lower-class women as he likes, while the women in his own 

family remain solely under his command. What happens eventually, 

however, is that his own violence is revisited on the women he loves, 

and he comes to learn of the true repercussions of toxic masculinity.   

 

Another fascinating novel is Breath, Eyes, Memory (2004) by Edwidge 

Danticat. The novel was controversial when published because it not 

only details the sexual violences enacted by men, but by women too 

in the act of a testing ritual to police their daughters’ virginity. Why 

would these women do such a thing, the novel asks? What it finds is 

that there is a legacy and pressure from patriarchal society in Haiti, 

which is ultimately mirrored in the sexual behavior of men in the 

United States too.   
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Telling and Speaking 

The decision to tell or not to tell about sexual violence is a much 

contested area. Take for example, stories of the Truth and 

Reconcilation Commission after Apartheid in South Africa. 

Endorsed by influential figure like Desmond Tutu, the commission 

was created to investigate human rights abuses between 1960 and 

1994. The idea was to restore victims’ dignity and to bring the riven 

community together. Some commentators, however, noted that some 

of the female victims of rape were pressured to testify about their 

experiences, and that such pressure constituted a second or double 

violation. (For more on South Africa, see my colleague and co-editor 

Sorcha Gunne’s book Space, Place, and Gendered Violence in South African 

Writing.)  

 

On the double violation, I published Ananya Jahanara Kabir’s essay. 

‘Double Violation? (Not) Talking about Sexual Violence in 

Contemporary South Asia’ in Feminism, Literature, and Rape Narratives 

(there is a preview on google at this link – contact me for the full 

essay). It is the best essay I have found on the subject, mapping out 

how public speech about sexual violence sometimes causes more 

trauma.  

 

There are many texts that deal with violating language and practices 

in rape court cases. Of particular interest might be:  

• Estrich, Susan. 1987. Real Rape: How the legal system victimizes 

women who say no. Boston: Harvard University Press.  

• Frohmann, Lisa. 1991. “Discrediting Victims’ Allegations of 

Sexual Assault: Prosecutorial Accounts of Case Rejections.” 

Social Problems 38.2: 213-226.  

• Kahn, Arnold et al. ‘Calling it Rape: Differences in 

Experiences of Women Who do or do not Label Their Sexual 

Assault as Rape.’ Psychology Of Women Quarterly [serial online]. 
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September 2003; 27(3):233.  

• Kelly, Liz, Lovett, Jo and Reagan, Linda (2005) A gap or a 

chasm? Attrition in reported rape cases, London: Home Office 

Research.  

• Konradi, Amanda. 2007. Taking the Stand: Rape Survivors and the 

Prosecution of Rapists. Westport CN: Praeger.   

• McGregor, Joan. 2005. Is it Rape? On Acquaintance Rape and 

Taking Women's Consent Seriously. Cambridge: Ashgate.  

• Sanday, Peggy. 1996. A Woman Scorned: Acquaintance Rape on 

Trial. New York: Doubleday. 
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In the context of Race and Imperialism 

It is particularly important to note in 

approaching sexual violence to recognize 

that intersections of identity make 

particular individuals more vulnerable to 

rape than those with greater privileges. 

Factors like class, race, and immigrant 

status all work to make certain groups of 

people more likely to suffer sexual 

violence.  

 

 Sexual violence is a large theme of Ava DuVernay’s film 13th, which 

traces the institutional treatment of black people in America into the 

rise of the prison-industrial complex, noting the criminalization of 

black men as rapists and a threat to white women during the time of 

Jim Crow. Sandra Gunning’s 1996 book Race, Rape, and Lynching: The 

Red Record of American Literature, 1890-1912 is an interesting read in 

relation to this topic.   

 

In reality, non-white women are one of the most vulnerable groups. 

In reading around this topic, the books in the list that follow might 

be of interest:  

 

• Crenshaw, Kimberlé. 1990-91. ‘Mapping the Margins: 

Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against 

Women of Color.’ Stanford Law Review 43.6: 1241-1299.  

• Deer, Sarah. 2015. The Beginning and End of Rape: Confronting 

Sexual Violence in Native America. Minneapolis MN: University 

of Minneapolis Press.  

• Graham, Lucy. 2012. State of Peril: Race and Rape in South 

Africa. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
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• Paxton, Nancy. 1999. Writing Under the Raj: Gender, Race, and 

Rape in the British Colonial Imagination. New Brunswick NJ: 

Rutgers University Press.  

• Smith, Andrea. 2015. Conquest: Sexual Violence and American 

Indian Genocide. Durham NC: Duke University Press. 

• West, Traci. 1999. Wounds of the Spirit: Black Women, Violence, 

and Resistance Efforts. New York: New York University Press.  

 

Apart from these theoretical texts, I 

would also recommend Moniza Alvi’s 

poetry collection, Europa, in which she 

turns back to the Greek myth of the rape 

of Europa, and finds in the founding of 

Europe a particular imperialist violence.  

You can see part of an article about the 

book in preview here. 
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In the context of LGBTQ 

In recent years, more attention has been paid to sexual violence in the 

context of LGBTQ individuals. Much of the work in documenting 

crimes in this area has been done by charitable organizations or 

government institutions. I would recommend Amnesty 

International’s 2013 report ‘Stonewalled : Police abuse and 

misconduct against lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people in 

the U.S.,’ the Human Rights Campaign’s ‘Sexual Assault and the 

LGBTQ Community,’ and the Office for Victims of Crime (2014) 

‘Responding to Transgender Victims of Sexual Assault.’  

 

  
 

Other accounts of sexual violence and the hate crime can be found in 

Queer Injustice: The Criminalization of LGBT People in the United States 

(2012) by Joey L. Mogul, Andrea J. Ritchie, and Key Whitlock, and 

Lori Girshick’s 2009 Woman to Woman Sexual Violence: Does she call it 

rape?  
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Men Who Are Raped 

A starting point for this subject is the classic essay by Fred Pelka 

(1992), ‘Raped: A male survivor breaks his silence,’ which is still as 

relevant today as it was in the 1990s. More recently, Hanna Roisin 

published a thought-provoking article  ‘When Men Are Raped’ (April 

29th 2014), and Lara Stemple and Ian H. Meyer published the 2014 

article ‘The Sexual Victimization of Men in America: New Data 

Challenge Old Assumptions’ (American Journal of Public Health 104.6: 

19-26).  

There are some great fictional texts that 

deal with the subject of men who are 

raped too. Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite 

Runner tells the story of two boys of 

different classes, and it outlines the stark 

differences in their trajectories. Stephen 

King’s short story, ‘Rita Hayworth and the 

Shawshank Redemption,’ is the story on 

which the feature film The Shawshank 

Redemption was based, and it touches on 

the subject of rape in prison.  

 

  



	 Zoe Brigley Thompson 18	

War 

Sexual violence in war is a much larger 

topic, but to make a beginning, I would 

recommend Alice Walker’s book 

Overcoming Speechlessness which details her 

experiences when working for Women 

for Women International. Walker 

discusses the devastation of war, and the 

suffering after sexual violence. Walker 

suggests that speaking the stories of 

victims is essential for a project that 

seeks worldwide change.  

 

I would also recommend Mahasweta Devi’s short story ‘Draupadi’ 

from Breast Stories, which describes the mistreatment of 

Dopdi/Draupadi. Draupadi is associated with a leftist communist 

organization, the Naxalites, and defined as a woman terrorist. When 

she is caught, she is gang-raped by police officers as a kind of 

punishment, yet she subverts expectations with an act of 

empowerment at the end of the story. It is altogether a complex story 

that refuses to reduce Draupadi to a devastated victim. 
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Representations and Narratives  

An area that I find particularly interesting is the representation of 

sexual violence in culture: the media, on screen, and in literature and 

art. When sexual violation is portrayed using stereotype that conform 

to rape culture and rape myths, that can only perpetuate a toxic 

culture. Representations then need to be challenged.  

 

 
 

The classic text on this subject is the anthology of essays Rape and 

Representation, edited by Lynn A. Higgins, and Brenda R. Silver (1991). 

Focusing on literary texts from the 19th and 20th centuries, the 

anthology questions how such representations confirm or challenge 

rape myths. Sabine Sielke takes a similar approach but considers 

American rhetoric while Higgens and Silver veer towards English 

literature. Sielke’s Reading Rape (2002) covers a variety of texts, but the 

emphasis is on how representations of rape have influenced the 

construction of sexuality, race, ethnicity, and national identities in the 

United States.   

  

Lawrence Kramer’s 1997 study After the Lovedeath: Sexual Violence and 

the Making of Culture is extremely intriguing, as it draws on the music 

and literature of the 19th century to show how certain representations 

normalized violence against women.  
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Finally, Tanya Horeck’s Public Rape: representing 

violation in fiction and film, published in 2004, is a 

very convincing account of how sexual violence 

cases are framed in the media as public events 

to be consumed by voyeuristic audiences.  
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Resistance and Prevention 

An important area for thinking about sexual violence is resistance and 

prevention. While many of the texts mentioned touch on this subject, 

there are a few texts of note that focus on resistance in particular. 

The classic is Sharon Marcus’s ‘Fighting Bodies, Fighting Words: A 

Theory of Rape Prevention,’ which was published in Feminist Theorize 

the Political (eds Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott, 385-403). Marcus 

sets up the idea that there are rape scripts that frame men as powerful 

and women as passive, and that it is a subversive act to resist these 

scripts.  

 

Another viewpoint comes from Chris Helliwell’s 2000 article ‘ “It’s 

only a penis: Rape, feminism, and difference’ (Signs 25.3: 789-816), 

which discusses the symbolism of the phallus and its power. Helliwell 

takes an anthropological approach, noting that in certain Indonesian 

communities, the penis/phallus does not have the same symbolic 

power as it does in the West.  

 

Carine Mardorossian’s Framing the Rape Victim: 

Gender and Agency Reconsidered develops this line 

of thought (inherited from Cahill, Marcus, et 

al) to argue that rape has been gendered in 

such a way as to solidify certain rape scripts, 

and this needs to be challenged.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


