
                                                                                             December 4, 2011 

  

  

The Honorable Andrew M. Cuomo 

Governor of New York State 

NYS Capitol Building 

Albany, NY 12224 

  

Dear Governor Cuomo, 

  

I am a psychologist and psychoanalyst in New York City who has been treating men sexually 

abused as boys since the mid-1980s. I am writing to support the Child Victims Act of New York, 

recently re-introduced by Assemblywoman Margaret Markey as Bill #A5488). I urge you to lend 

your support to the bill without amendment. 

  

I will address here the effects of childhood sexual abuse on its victims including issues related to 

memory of abuse; likelihood at different ages of identifying a history of abuse and connecting it 

to latter-day symptoms it caused: and ability of an abused individual to confront an abuser in 

adulthood.  

  

Regarding my credentials: I am the Founding Director of the Sexual Abuse Program of the 

William Alanson White Institute for Psychiatry, Psychoanalysis, and Psychology in New York 

City; a past president of MaleSurvivor: the National Organization against Male Sexual 

Victimization (www.malesurvivor.org); author of Betrayed as Boys: Psychodynamic Treatment 

of Sexually Abused Men and Beyond Betrayal: Taking Charge of your Life after Boyhood Sexual 

Abuse; and editor of Memories of Sexual Betrayal: Truth, Fantasy, Repression, and Dissociation. 

While I have worked more extensively with sexually abused men, most of what I will say applies 

to female victims of sexual abuse as well. 

  

http://www.malesurvivor.org/


Usually sexually abused children know their victimizers. Sometimes they are abused by family 

members. But, often abusers are caretakers in positions of power and trust--a priest, or a teacher, 

or a scout leader, or a babysitter, or a coach, or a camp counselor, or a doctor, nurse, or other 

health care professional. These victimizers are all acting in loco parentis. Therefore, sexual 

abuse by one of them is in some ways similar to abuse by a parent. Predators like this betray 

children at a most profound level. 

  

The victims are not chosen at random by their abusers. They are often children who are in some 

way already vulnerable. They may be weaker than other children, or smaller, or non-athletic, or 

from a disadvantaged minority, or disabled. They may come from troubled families, be separated 

from one or both parents, or for some other reason be set apart from their peers. In some cases, 

their parents are alcoholic or physically abusive. Often, they look to other adults in their lives for 

solace, comfort, healing, advice, and emotional closeness. 

  

A predator has highly developed antennae that can identify a child like this. Then the abuser 

offers the child the consolation the child yearns for. By the time the victimizer introduces sex 

into the relationship, the child has often been groomed to give whatever the predator desires from 

him or her in exchange for continuing what has become an important relationship. 

  

This betrayal is an interpersonal experience that has terrible implications for a child’s future 

relationships. The abuser--someone whom the child has believed could be counted on implicitly-

-has used a power relationship to satisfy his or her own needs without regard to the child’s needs. 

The experience can be a defining one for a young child. So, these children often grow up 

distrusting people in power, believing they are untrustworthy, malevolent, treacherous, and 

undependable. 

  

But the problems go beyond relationships with authority figures. Adults abused as children often 

experience problems in all close relationships. They may be frightened about getting close to 

others and learn to keep isolated and distant. Among the other common aftereffects of childhood 

sexual trauma are anxiety, depression, drug and alcohol addiction, prostitution, ragefulness, 

truancy, poor grades, and even suicidality. For many boys, there are added problems related to 

their sense of themselves as male and worries about sexual identity. In addition, victims often 

think they somehow invited what happened to them, a thought reinforced by many sexual 

predators who will tell victims that the victims “asked for” what happened to them.   

  



These factors obviously have a high social and financial cost to the State.  They also make it hard 

for victims to admit to others or even to themselves that they were victimized. They often 

minimize the impact of abuse for as long as possible, not acknowledging until much later in life 

that sexual victimization took place. I’ve had people come see me in their 60s who’ve never told 

anyone about being abused in childhood. 

  

Victims of child sexual abuse are often criticized and demeaned for not having come forward at 

once, or immediately after becoming legal adults. One reason they don’t disclose their abuse is 

that they do not have any faith that they will be believed. And, in fact, they often are not 

believed. I’ve heard of children who were told they were telling dirty lies about a pillar of the 

community, or, even worse, were blamed for seducing such a person. 

  

In addition, abusers often impose silence as part of the betrayal. They may threaten the child 

physically; or say that a family member will be hurt or even killed if the abuse comes to light; or 

threaten that the child will be taken away from home and put in foster care or even prison.  These 

beliefs affect the victim well into adulthood. 

  

So, a victim of child sexual abuse often tries to forget the abuse ever happened. The abuse may 

be remembered but never thought about or not connected to the bad after-effects the child is 

encountering as he or she grows up. A child may minimize the effects of the abuse or put abuse 

memories in a frozen recess of the mind, only to have them come out at a later date, often 

decades after the abuse. 

  

With regard to memories that are forgotten for periods of time: There has been a lot of 

controversy about adults recalling memories of childhood sexual abuse. On rare occasions these 

so-called recovered memories are false, but they are often true. Investigators at Stanford 

University and the University of Oregon have published research in the journal Science 

confirming a biological mechanism to block unwanted memories 

(http://newsservice.stanford.edu/pr/2004/memory114.html and 

http://www.abc.net.au/rn/science/mind/stories/s1057832.htm).  Prof. Ross Cheit of Brown 

University has found numerous examples of traumatic memories recovered in adulthood 

(http://www.brown.edu/Departments/Taubman_Center/Recovmem/). 

  

But when a victim finally does come forward and discloses childhood sexual abuse, the 

institutions in which the abuse took place have usually stonewalled, denied what happened, 

disavowed any culpability in it if it did happen, and blocked any means for the victim to come to 

http://newsservice.stanford.edu/pr/2004/memory114.html
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/science/mind/stories/s1057832.htm
http://www.brown.edu/Departments/Taubman_Center/Recovmem/


peace with a traumatic history. We have seen this from churches, schools, athletic organizations, 

scouting and camping groups, and other institutions trying to protect themselves from 

consequences of the behavior of people who work for them, whether paid or volunteer. When 

this happens, the original victim is revictimized and betrayed once again. Not only has the 

predator hurt him, but the institution in which the abuse took place further victimizes him. 

  

And now we come to the larger institution, the State. When the law requires that a young victim 

bring civil charges against sexual predators and/or the institutions that shielded them within a 

short period after reaching majority—thus protecting institutions from culpability in the behavior 

of those who work in their name and under their auspices--the State revictimizes them yet again. 

  

So, I ask you to help change this law. Right this wrong for the future by lengthening the statute 

of limitations.  Permit people who have been disallowed by the current statute to get legal redress 

for the wrongs that have been done to them. These men and women were abused as children by 

sexual predators, and then again by the institutions who countenanced the abuse. Please make 

sure the State of New York does not hurt them yet again by continuing to protect predators and 

institutions in this way. 

  

I would be glad to discuss this further with you. 

  

  

  

  

Sincerely yours, 

  

  

  

  

Richard Gartner, PhD 



  

 


