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The hidden world 
of sex attacks 
beneath Oxford’s 
dreaming spires

uni accused of ‘culture of silence’   over rape and assaults

God, this is not OK.’ Finally I got up the 
courage to stand up and I left.” 

Traumatised, she went to a student 
welfare officer but was shocked at the 
response. “All I got was an email asking 
if I was OK because I ‘looked a little 
upset’. I never heard from them again,” 
she said.

“No one asked me, ‘Are you safe? Do 
you need medical attention?’ I don’t 
blame them. They’re just kids like me 
but you need training to take on a role 
like that. In my opinion they’d had none.”

The university insisted it had forged 
links with local Rape Crisis centres and 
said: “There’s a mechanism for students 
to make formal complaints and we urge 
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reps to advise students to use this.” But 
the girl claims she even went to the dean 
– the staff member in charge of disci-
pline – who warned her to consider the 
effect on her attacker. She said: “They 
kept telling me what a serious charge it 
was and how it would affect his life. 

problem
“The problem wasn’t the assault, it 

was that I was talking about it. We’d been 
drinking when it happened and the dean 
said it seemed like a problem of alcohol 
abuse rather than sexual assault.”

The dean said he would investigate 
and then interviewed the person she 
was accusing. He later implied it would 

IT is known for academic  excellence 
across the globe, but today the 
dark underbelly of alleged sexual 
assaults at Oxford University and 
the failure to deal with them can 
be revealed.

The prestigious institution has been 
made aware of at least 25 claims of sex 
assaults, including rape, in the past year 
alone. But it has been accused of failing 
to launch a thorough probe.

Alleged victims claim their ordeals 
have been hushed up or treated  
with contempt.

Sources say only two alleged attacks 
were reported to the police, and just one 
was officially reported to the university, 
because students feared they would  
not be treated seriously.

One girl said she was sexually 
assaulted in her first week but received 
little support from university authorities. 
“I was told it seemed like a problem of 
alcohol abuse rather than sexual assault,” 
she said.

“There’s no stage in being drunk where 
you forget the English language. You 
don’t forget what the word ‘no’ means.”

Our probe was launched after more 
than a dozen people at Oxford wrote 
anonymously in a booklet produced by 
the university’s student union.

Both men and women described a 
“culture of silence”, which they  
said prevented them reporting  
sexual violence.

serious
There are also claims welfare officers 

– often just students themselves – have 
not been properly trained. The university 
denies this.

But Sarah Pine, union vice- president 
for women, said students had little faith 
in the university’s ability to handle such 
serious incidents and that many people 
confided in her instead. 

She said: “Many colleges don’t have a 
clear reporting procedure so half the 
time people don’t know where to go. 
They don’t feel confident that reporting 
it would make a difference.”

Sarah said she had raised 25 alleged 
assaults during meetings with university 
staff, but the claims were not dealt with. 

Sarah said: “At no point have staff 
asked to look into the cases further. 
When I tell staff about the numbers of 
people I’ve seen they nod along and say 
‘yes, well, we’re getting a policy soon’. 
They acknowledge it but there doesn’t 
seem to be a push for action. What they 
need to be doing is saying ‘right, let’s  
sort this’. They need to make adviser 
training mandatory.” 

Recently Oxford has come under 
scrutiny for its male-dominated outlook. 
In November, one of its rugby clubs  

Prestige: the 
university, and 
left, drinking 
culture that 
students were 
told put them  
at risk of rape
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was forced to grovel after an email 
 encouraged members to spike dates’ 
wine with “a substance of your choice”. 

Many young academics dream of 
starting at Oxford, and the 19-year-old 
who said she was sexually assaulted in 
the first week was one of them. 

She recalled: “It was Freshers’ Week 
and I was out with new friends. It was 
so exciting to finally be here. One guy 
invited me to his room. I thought it’d be 
nice to end the night with a kiss but I 
didn’t want sex and I said so.

“He started pushing further. I told him 
he was hurting me but he didn’t listen. 
I was terrified. I was so shocked he was 
ignoring me I just lay there thinking, ‘Oh 

be difficult as it would be the alleged 
 attacker’s word against hers, she 
claimed.

Second year history student Abigail 
Burman campaigned for Corpus Christi 
college at the £9,000-a-year university 
to adopt a better harassment policy.

She said: “Information handed out in 
the first weeks said ‘under intoxication 
of drink and drugs you are more likely 
to be sexually assaulted or raped’. 

“I complained, and they did change 
it to include an NB: ‘This is very much 
the assaulter/rapist’s fault – we don’t 
victim blame. It’s just wise to be careful.’  
Even that was ridiculous. It goes without 
saying that it’s the assaulter’s fault”. 
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BY karen rockett

A MAN has been charged with assaulting Harry Mook, 27, 
the deaf brother of Big Brother star Josie Gibson. He had 
his nose broken. Charlie Radnedge, 23, was bailed to appear 
before Bristol  magistrates in August charged with ABH.

BB Josie brother attack: man in court 

Gave birth in jail: Meriam

A WOMAN forced to give 
birth in shackles while 
imprisoned in Sudan was 
last night reported to be set 
for freedom.

Mother-of-two Meriam 
Ibrahim, 27, had been facing 
the death sentence for 
having abandoned the 
Islamic faith.

Now she is expected to be 
released in a few days, a 
Sudanese official told the 
BBC. It comes after world 
leaders united in protest at 
the “barbaric” sentence.

Earlier this month a court 
ruled that Meriam was a 
Muslim like her father, even 
though she had been raised 
a Christian by her mother 
after her dad left the family 
when she was six. Meriam, 

Sudan mum 
‘to be freed’ 

who is married to a  Christian, 
was also facing 100 lashes.

She had appealed against 
her sentence, but was due 
to be whipped then executed 
in two years after her baby 
was weaned.

David Cameron ,  Ed 
 Miliband and Nick Clegg  
had all said they were 
appalled at the treatment of 
Meriam, who gave birth to 
a daughter in prison in 
 Khartoum on Tuesday.

Half the time people don’t 
know where to go or feel 
confident reporting it 
would make a difference
Sarah Pine� student union vice-president for women

They warn you that if 
you use drink or drugs 
you are more likely to 
be sexually assaulted
abigail burman second year student

They’re all privileged  
old friends... Until we 
address this culture, the 
problem will remain
barnaby raine� first year student
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Mary-Dan Johnson is chairwoman 
of the university’s It Happens Here 
anti-sexual violence campaign 
launched last May.

She said: “We have had a positive 
response from the university  
and we’re working on rolling out 
 mandatory consent workshops to 
all colleges. Some are on board but 
others aren’t.”

All the students we spoke to 
stressed that sexual assault affected 
all university students and was not 
only an issue at Oxford. In April, a 
poll at Cambridge University, 
revealed one in 13 women there said 
they had been sexually assaulted, 

with a third of attacks happening 
inside colleges. Again, the majority 
of victims did not report the attacks 
to police. 

Students we spoke to at Oxford 
insisted the old-fashioned outlook 
of staff and students did not help. 

privileged
Barnaby Raine, 19, said gentle-

men’s clubs – such as the Bullingdon 
Club to which PM David Cameron 
belonged – encouraged “Victorian” 
attitudes. He explained: “They’re all 
men from privileged backgrounds. 
They’re secretive, macho and they 
don’t have a positive attitude to 

sexual consent. The Bullingdon Club 
is technically banned but it’s still 
recruiting new people. The union 
has a really good anti-harassment 
policy and they’re doing good things 
but until we address this culture, 
the problem will remain.” 

Another club faced outrage late 
last year when they organised a bar 
“hunt” with the aim of “mauling” 
girls dressed as foxes. 

Professor Sally Mapstone, Pro 
Vice-Chancellor (Education) at 
Oxford, insisted: “Sexual harassment 
and violence is unacceptable at 
Oxford. Our culture is one of strong 
support for victims, including advice 

on making complaints. There is 
certainly no culture of secrecy. All 
complaints are treated in 
 confidence and with the utmost 
seriousness and we would 
encourage anyone who has been 
a victim to come forward.”

She said they had 270 specially 
trained advisers and added:  
“The university is continually 
 considering how best to provide 
staff and students with relevant 
and sensitive advice and support. 

“A review of the university’s 
harassment policy and procedures 
is nearing completion.”
francesca.cookney@sundaymirror.co.uk
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