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Happy anniversary ICASA!  ICASA turned 25 this third year of the new millennium!  In 1977, rape crisis centers in Illinois came together to “form a mutual support group…adding strength to any issue such as legislative action, and giving our strength to each other.”  The centers that met to talk about rape and how to stop it named their statewide association the Illinois Coalition of Women Against Rape.  These founders were determined to leave no rape victim unsupported and no rape myth unchallenged.  These strong, dedicated women intended that the acronym, ICWAR (I see war) would announce a new era in women’s struggle to control their bodies and ensure their rights.

Rape crisis work and the formation of ICWAR followed the inspiring victories of women liberationists and women’s rights activists of the 1960s.  You only need to close your eyes and think back to what women’s lives were before 1970 to understand their willingness to battle for the end to sexism and patriarchy.  Before 1970, there were no rape crisis centers; there were no shelters for battered women; abortion was not legal in the U.S.; Ms. Magazine had not been published; women made less than 59¢ to a man’s dollar; and women’s basketball was not an Olympic event.

The anti-rape movement was, and is, closely linked to feminism.  Most early coalition members were feminists, women who believed in the “radical” notion that women are human beings.  These women spoke up – they named sexual assault and told their personal stories of violation and trauma.  They spoke from their hearts about the pain that had been, until then, invisible.  These women said that rape would not stop until we changed the power structure – until we said that men do not have the right to dominate and control women.  They began to educate the public about the reality of rape and its harms.  They developed counseling and advocacy services in crisis centers with a unique focus – a focus on the rape survivor’s need to regain control over her own life, to recapture her self-esteem.  


By linking their efforts through ICWAR, these early workers began their long journey toward changing the society.  Like their sisters across the nation, these pioneers started hotlines, advocated for legislative reform, insisted that police arrest rapists, demanded privacy for rape victims in emergency rooms and urged prosecutors to take rape seriously.


In 1976, about 1,500 crisis centers, research studies and task forces focused on sexual assault.  Of these, about 400 were rape crisis centers that operated autonomously, unconnected to hospitals and other organizations.  According to Susan Schechter in her book, Women and Male Violence: The Visions and Struggles of the Battered Women’s Movement, 1982, out of the 80 autonomous rape crisis centers operating in 1978, 39 spent less than $100 per month.  Some of those infant rape crisis centers were right here in Illinois.  And they started ICWAR.


In 1984, ICWAR changed its name to the Illinois Coalition Against Sexual Assault (ICASA) and, with its many colleagues and supporters, continued to challenge the way the state responded to rape.  And, finally, funds were allocated to support the victim services that started it all.

The first allocation, a federal Preventive Health and Human Services Block Grant, was distributed to sexual assault centers in 1982.  Subsequent federal and state funds have enabled centers to hire directors, advocates, counselors and educators.  The coalition began with 12 member programs; it now has 29 member programs, 2 program development grantees and 26 satellite offices.  ICWAR’s 1982 budget was $148,899; ICASA’s FY02 budget is $14.8 million.  By 2002, Illinois rape crisis centers were responding to more than 22,000 adult and child victims and their family members and friends, compared to 5,400 victims and their family members and friends in 1985.

ICASA and its centers have developed specialized services for sexually abused children, adult survivors of child sexual abuse, teens and male victims.  They have standardized volunteer training and developed curricula for conducting education and training programs.  They have implemented protocols and conducted training with hospitals and law enforcement agencies.  They have created prevention education and training programs that reach more than 370,000 citizens per year.

ICASA – through the strength of its local rape crisis centers – operates on many levels to change public consciousness and transform individual silence and pain into a social movement for equality, support and institutional change.  Every rape crisis center works in its local community to change the culture that permits rape.  Every center reaches out to victims with support.  All of us work to prevent one more rape.  

And as we continue our struggle, we are inspired by the courage of victims who shatter the silence and who demand justice.  We are buoyed up by the commitment of staff and volunteers who focus on the victim’s need to retain control over her decisions.  We rely on the dedication of related professionals and the care and support of ICASA’s friends, government funders and private donors.  And we more ahead with our work.

The anti-rape movement of Illinois is making progress.  Yet we have not achieved one of ICASA’s early goals – “to achieve its own non-existence.”  Founded as a social change organization, ICASA began with a determination to end rape, thereby eliminating the need for rape crisis centers and the coalition.  We renew this determination every time we face another sexually abused child, another women with fear in her eyes.  And, while we wish our work was finished, we vow to stay until rape is an artifact – a phenomenon discussed in historical terms rather than a fact of daily life.  
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