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Abstract

Sexual violence against women is a phenomenon rooted in the social, cultural, and historical structures
of different societies. It originates from false beliefs in male superiority and gender inequalities. These
inequalities are reinforced and institutionalized through social norms that position men in dominant roles
and women in subordinate ones. The present study adopts a qualitative phenomenological approach to
explore the characteristics of sexual assault perpetrators from the perspectives of victims. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 25 individuals, including women and men,
who had experienced sexual assault at least once. Participants were selected using purposive sampling,
and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Thematic analysis revealed key
themes such as “masked men,” “betraying friends,” “cultural poverty,” and “the discrepancy between
appearance and reality,” organized around the central theme of “behind the mask of assault: hidden
secrets.” The findings indicate that contradictions between perpetrators’ outward appearance and actual
behavior play a significant role in victimization. Cultural poverty, social ignorance, sexual taboos, and
limited education about bodily autonomy and personal boundaries contribute to justifying and
reproducing sexual violence. Consequently, sexual assault remains a hidden secret, reinforcing silence,
normalization, and cycles of gender-based violence.
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Background and Objective

Sexual violence is a global and deeply entrenched phenomenon rooted in patriarchal social, cultural, and
historical structures, leaving survivors with profound psychological and social consequences. The present study
aimed to explore the characteristics of sexual offenders from the perspective of their victims.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative design with a phenomenological approach. Data were collected through in-
depth, semi-structured interviews with 25 women and men who had experienced sexual assault at least once.
Purposive sampling with maximum variation was used in terms of gender, geographical location, ethnicity, age,
education, and socioeconomic status, continuing until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed
using Colaizzis seven-step method. Trustworthiness was ensured through member checking and independent
coding by multiple researchers.

Findings

Analysis of the participants’ lived experiences resulted in the identification of four main themes, organized
around the central category “Behind the Mask of Rape: Hidden Secrets”.

Masked Men

Offenders who appear respectable, dignified, or socially prominent and conceal their violent tendencies
behind socially acceptable identities.

Betraying Friends

Sexual violence perpetrated by relatives, family acquaintances, or friends who exploited victims’ trust and
emotional closeness.

Cultural Poverty

Factors such as substance and alcohol use, distorted sexual socialization, family dysfunction, mental health
problems, and poor impulse control that create a context conducive to violence.

Incongruence Between Appearance and Reality

A profound discrepancy between the offender’s outward moral image and their actual behavior, which
facilitates deception and the perpetration of harm. The findings indicated that characteristics such as occupation,
ethnicity, marital status, or high levels of education did not act as protective factors against the commission of
sexual violence.

Discussion

The findings were interpreted through theoretical frameworks including Galtung’s concept of structural
violence, de Beauvoir’s theory of unequal gender socialization, and Sykes and Matza's neutralization theory.
Sexual violence emerged not merely as an individual pathology but as a mechanism for exercising power within
patriarchal and cultural structures that normalize hypocrisy and concealment. Perpetrators often commit sexual
assault by exploiting trust produced through socially sanctioned appearances. These findings are consistent with
previous research emphasizing the cultural, social, and familial dimensions of sexual violence.

Conclusion

Sexual violence is a multifaceted phenomenon rooted in unequal gender relations, cultural deprivation, and
flawed patterns of socialization. Perpetrators frequently facilitate deception and victimization by concealing their
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intentions behind socially acceptable masks. Addressing this issue requires public education on deceptive
strategies used by offenders, strengthening victim-support institutions, reforming gender socialization within
families and educational systems, and creating safe and accessible mechanisms for reporting sexual violence.
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