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      Chapter 1

      Rape Culture

      
         
         
         The Evolution of a Concept

         
      

      
      In the spring of 2014, Elliot Rodger, a twenty-two-year-old in Isla Vista, California,
         embarked on a stabbing and shooting spree, killing six, wounding thirteen, and ultimately
         killing himself. Later, it was found that Rodger had left a manifesto, “My Twisted
         World,” in which he expressed misogynist, racist, and violent rhetoric directed at
         women and others that he believed had thwarted his attempts to become sexually active.
         He had also posted a video on YouTube entitled “Retribution” that contained similar
         comments. In it, Rodger’s sense of entitlement is palpable as he describes that he
         deserves a girlfriend and that he was rabidly jealous of other couples. Beyond the obvious
         alarming nature of Rodger’s words, the strangest aspect of the video is his unsettling
         delivery and maniacal laughter. The Daily Mail tabloid newspaper described Rodger in the video as behaving as if he were “delivering
         a movie.”[1]  
      

      
      In response to the events, film critic Ann Hornaday of the Washington Post indicted the entertainment industry, specifically Hollywood movies, for perpetuating
         a culture of entitled womanizers. She wrote, “If our cinematic grammar is one of violence,
         sexual conquest and macho swagger . . . no one should be surprised when those impulses
         take luridly literal form in the culture at large.”[2]   She was immediately met with scorn. Hornaday specifically called out director Judd
         Apatow’s movies and mentioned Neighbors (a comedy starring Seth Rogen). Both Apatow and Rogen quickly took to Twitter to lambaste
         her for her “idiotic thoughts.”[3]  
      

      
      Many readers, including New York Times op-ed columnist Frank Bruni, condemned Hornaday for “a question too far,” for suggesting
         that Hollywood had influence on Rodger’s behavior.[4]   In fact, she received so much criticism from her column that she posted a video
         response on the Washington Post website reiterating how Rodger’s comments, coupled with the production values of his
         YouTube video clip, seemed to embody so much of the entertainment culture he had been
         exposed to growing up.
      

      
      Much of the criticism against Hornaday was in direct response to the idea that Hollywood
         fare directly causes violence, yet Hornaday’s point was more nuanced. She critiqued the entertainment business
         as overwhelmingly run by men, and as having a culture that objectifies women and portrays
         any scenario in which the “shlubby arrested [male] adolescent” does not get the girl
         as grossly unfair. Hornaday also homed in on a point perhaps more significant than
         whether popular culture directly causes violence: she suggested that the prevalent
         portrayals “drastically limit our collective imagination.”[5]  
      

      
      While many were quick to criticize Hornaday, others echoed her comments. Using the
         hashtag #YesAllWomen, many Twitter users reacted to the Rodger incident by emphasizing
         that his misogynist statements about women were not necessarily “shocking” but, rather,
         indicative of the attitudes and statements by men that many women face daily. The
         hashtag, a response to the antifeminist #NotAllMen that was spawned to point out that
         “not all men” are responsible for violence against women, began trending after the
         incident.[6]   The BBC noted that the #YesAllWomen hashtag was used by more than 250,000 people
         in less than twenty-four hours after the incident. Within just three days, it had
         been tweeted 1.2 million times and had made 1.2 billion impressions.[7]   Feminist writer Jessica Valenti wrote of the incident and the subsequent outpouring
         of commentary on social media, “I want to believe that a misogynist shooting people
         dead in the street will matter to people for more than the length of the news cycle.”[8]  
      

      
      While the Rodger case faded from the news cycle, the debates spurred by his crimes
         are part of a broader public dialogue around the concept of “rape culture.” While
         the term has been used among feminist scholars for decades to describe the cultural
         normalization of sexual violence, it has only recently, primarily since 2013, been
         a significant part of the popular discourse, or “collective imagination” to quote Hornaday. Using a cultural criminological framework,
         this book aims to show how the concept of rape culture has entered into our collective
         imagination, effectively providing a cultural space for the notion that violence against
         women is often ignored, implicitly condoned, or explicitly encouraged in the United
         States. Drawing on news articles, websites, blogs, and other social media, the book
         contends that the current intensified discourse about rape culture has created a media-cultural
         environment that ultimately impacts politics and policy making.
      

      
      This chapter explores the contested meanings of the term and the subsequent backlash
         against its usage. As a means of providing a backdrop to the larger discussion about
         public discourse around the topic, the chapter shows how the term’s rise in popularity
         does not necessarily correspond to increases in actual rates of violence against women
         in the United States—at least according to official statistics. Although the use of
         the term skyrocketed in 2013, conservative pundits and others quickly leveled a backlash
         against its use. Many were critical of the term for forging a perceived link between
         “microaggressions”—the constant exposure to misogyny, harassment, objectification,
         and nonphysical aggression experienced by women on a daily basis—and sexual violence.
      

      
      Rape Culture and Feminist Fury

      
      When she was crowned Miss USA in June 2014, Nia Sanchez from Nevada was asked about
         the problem of sexual assaults on campuses and why colleges have swept so many allegations
         “under the rug.” Sanchez, a fourth-degree black belt in Tae Kwon Do, replied,
      

      
         I believe that some colleges may potentially be afraid of having a bad reputation
            . . . but I think more awareness is very important so women can learn how to protect
            themselves. Myself, as a 4th degree black belt, I have learned from a young age that
            you need to be confident and be able to defend yourself and I think that is something
            that we should start to really implement for a lot of women.[9]  
         

      

      Sanchez’s remarks sparked a wave of controversy on the Internet and social media,
         with some critics suggesting that she was promoting “rape culture,” a term introduced
         by feminist scholars in the 1970s to highlight the cultural normalization of sexual
         violence against women.[10]   Sanchez’s statements prompted a barrage of tweets about sexual assault on campus,
         victim blaming, and the perils of placing responsibility for rape on women themselves
         to learn self-defense to the exclusion of men’s responsibility.[11]  
      

      
      Conservative websites soon joined the fray, contending that feminists were apoplectic
         about her comments. The Independent Journal Review claimed the controversy had sparked “feminist fury.” The publication questioned why
         feminists would be in an “uproar” over “mak[ing] sure women are empowered to defend
         themselves.”[12]  
      

      
      Journalist Katie Pavlich, writing for Townhall, suggested that women were “freaking out” in response to what appeared to be commonsense
         advice. She objected to the notion that the primary focus on preventing rape should
         be to teach men not to rape. Instead, Pavlich advocated for both self-defense and
         education and suggested that “leftist feminists” who minimize the value of women learning
         self-defense are promoting victimhood. She wrote,
      

      
         Modern feminism can’t survive without victims so naturally, preventing victimhood
            through self-defense is unacceptable. Telling women they don’t need self-defense to
            prevent rape is exactly what moves “rape-culture” forward.[13]  
         

      

      But were these conservative pundits wagging the dog? Just how much feminist fury was
         actually directed toward Ms. Sanchez’s comments? Writing for Thoughts on Liberty, a website devoted to “women libertarian voices,” Rachel Burger pointed out that
         there was no feminist fury—at least not from prominent feminist bloggers who write
         for sites such as Feministing, Bitch Media, Media Girl, Finally Feminism 101, and Feministe. She wrote,
      

      
         I want to point out that no major individual or group is seriously accusing Ms. Sanchez
            of perpetuating rape culture. It was not an issue until conservative media made it out to be. (emphasis added)[14]  
         

      

      The controversy over Sanchez’s remarks revealed a number of issues central to understanding
         how we discuss sexual violence in contemporary society. First, popular culture, however
         seemingly trivial, can deeply influence our ideas about sexual violence. In this case,
         a relatively innocuous comment made in a beauty pageant ignited a larger discussion
         about rape and rape prevention. Second, the concept of rape culture itself, once referenced
         primarily in academic settings, is now an explicit part of the dialogue surrounding
         sexual violence. Related, while discourse involving sexual violence and prevention
         strategies is not new, the Internet and social media have created opportunities for
         more voices to enter the debate.[15]   Academia, teach-ins, and mainstream news media, though influential, do not dictate
         the terms of popular discussion. Instead, there is an array of feminist-focused blogs
         and websites that bring attention to sexual violence. The conversations reverberate
         from social media to mainstream media, creating a feedback loop.[16]   This is not to say that the discussion is somehow centralized; it is not. In fact,
         the discourse is fragmented and originates from a variety of voices, making it difficult
         to pinpoint any clear, single feminist perspective or, conversely, any singular organized
         backlash.
      

      
      Culture critic Alyssa Rosenberg characterized the issues involving sexual violence
         in media and popular culture as part of a new culture war, with “flash points” similar
         to the “same issues of identity politics that roiled universities in earlier decades.”
         She wrote that unlike the earlier culture war that focused on issues of decency and
         morality, this culture war “is being waged over whether or not culture is political,
         and if so, what its politics ought to be and how they might be expressed.” She described
         this new culture war as being waged in battlefields that are “low culture and the
         combatants are consumers, mass media critics and creators.”[17]  
      

      
      Understanding this new reality requires us to examine how “low culture”—forms of popular
         culture often met with disdain—is a vital space for negotiating meanings of sexual
         violence. In the case of Sanchez, the pageant provoked responses that were fragmented
         and arose from different voices and perspectives demonstrating that best practices
         in sexual violence prevention remain very much in dispute. Yet some commentators blamed
         the “feminist agenda” for claiming that self-defense is an inadequate rape prevention
         strategy. In fact, feminists have long been instrumental in advocating self-defense
         as a useful rape prevention strategy.[18]   This book focuses on how meanings of sexual violence are contested in “low culture,”
         showing that ideas about sexual violence and its prevention are influenced by an array
         of experiences and social practices, including personal experience, shifting legal
         norms and criminal justice procedures, research, entertainment media, and news media
         representations, and how over the past few years, rape culture has emerged as a common
         conceptual tool for popular understandings of women’s experiences of sexual violence.
      

      
      The Origins of Rape Culture

      
      It is unclear who first coined the term “rape culture,” and there is some ambiguity
         to its definition. Generally, feminist scholars have used the term to describe how
         violence against women has been normalized in our society through a process of linking
         sexuality to violent aggression. The concept emerged from radical feminists during
         the 1970s, when our understandings of sexual violence and treatment of victims within
         the criminal justice system dramatically evolved. During this time, second-wave feminists
         began to focus attention on violence against women, drawing attention to behaviors
         that had historically been neglected, including domestic violence and marital rape.
      

      
      Those involved in the anti-rape movement fiercely advocated for cultural awareness
         and legal reform around sexual assault, including amending laws historically rooted
         in property rights wherein women were treated as men’s property. Law reform in the
         late 1970s and 1980s ushered in major changes in how rape cases were handled in the
         criminal justice system. Rape shield laws, for example, were enacted to prohibit evidence
         regarding the victim’s past sexual history. Such evidence had been inappropriately
         used to determine whether the victim consented to the encounter. It was also used
         as a means of judging the victim’s credibility. Other reforms included redefining
         rape to include a continuum of sexual assault with a range of penalties. It broadened
         the category of victim to include males, eliminated the corroboration requirement
         (which was justified based on the assumption “that women lie”), as well as the requirement
         of evidence of physically resisting the assault. However, despite these changes, legal
         reform alone was not enough to ensure that victims continue to be treated with respect
         and that justice is served.[19]  
      

      
      It was also during this time that our popular understandings of rape radically evolved.
         Although feminists had addressed issues of sexual violence, most give credit to Susan
         Brownmiller for bringing the topic to the masses in authoring the groundbreaking Against Our Will. The book provided a historical account of rape that reframed the crime from one of
         insatiable sexual lust to that of men maintaining power and control over women through
         sexual violence. From the problematic origins of rape laws that treated women as property
         rather than victims, to the use of rape as a tactic of war, to the difficulties of
         collecting accurate statistics on victims, to the debunking of rape myths, Brownmiller’s
         book was extraordinarily influential and reached mainstream audiences. In 1975, she
         was named one of Time magazine’s twelve Women of the Year.[20]   Her work brought to the public consciousness the notion that through the potential
         for sexual violence, “all men keep all women in a state of fear.”[21]  
      

      
      Some have argued that Brownmiller’s work did suggest an essentialist, biological component
         of rape. Even if so, her work expanded our understanding of rape from that of an offender’s
         individual psychopathology to a historical and cultural phenomenon rooted in patriarchy.
         Scholar Maria Bevacqua pointed out that while Brownmiller was not the first to suggest
         that rape be considered a crime motivated by domination and power rather than by “sex”
         (this she credited to Ruth Herschberger’s work in 1948), she was the first to bring
         the idea to a wide audience.[22]   Bevacqua explained that such a perspective provided cultural space for shattering
         rape myths and reducing victim blaming. Other feminists, too, had begun to view heterosexual
         sex and rape as functioning on a continuum in which coercion operated in more subtle
         ways than just via physical force. Scholar Nicola Gavey wrote that even among feminists,
         the debate “over whether rape is about sex or whether it is about violence and power”
         continues.[23]   Nonetheless, Brownmiller’s comprehensive take on rape prompted a shift from thinking
         of the crime as an individual, aberrant act to understanding the historical and cultural
         context in which rape occurs. This lens contributed to an understanding of how sexual
         aggression and violence against women is implicitly condoned, if not explicitly encouraged,
         in contemporary society.
      

      
      Brownmiller, and other radical feminists that organized in the 1960s and 1970s, considered
         sexual violence among their major concerns.[24]   It was during these early decades of the feminist movement that rape crisis hotlines
         and centers for victims were developed and anti-rape campaigns, including “Take Back
         the Night” marches, were organized. It was radical feminist scholars who gave insight
         into the fact that incidences of violence against women are related to patriarchy
         and broader cultural attitudes permissive of misogyny. From this perspective, understanding
         the concept of rape culture requires a consideration of the fact that violence and
         aggression, and those who commit such acts, are products of the culture from which
         they emerge. Or, as cultural criminologist Mike Presdee noted, “crime and violence
         erupt out of social processes and come from within   social life, not from outside of it.”[25]   The idea is that those who rape are not alien evil monsters that invade our idyllic
         landscape. Rather, they are products of the culture from which they emerge—a culture
         that in many ways condones aggression against women.
      

      
      The feminist perspective of viewing violence against women as “a fundamental component
         of the social control of women” provided the theoretical framework that propelled
         social action around the issue, ultimately leading to massive changes in how victims
         were viewed and treated.[26]   The feminist movement was instrumental in providing victims services, and the impetus
         for change was rooted in increasing cultural awareness. In her study of the anti-rape
         movement of the 1970s and 1980s, scholar Nancy Matthews wrote that the “overarching
         project of this movement was changing consciousness about rape.”[27]   Bevacqua documented the history of the feminist anti-rape movement and noted its
         success on a number of levels, including at the policy level and in terms of cultural
         attitudes. By the end of the 1990s, women were much more likely to have their complaints
         of sexual violence taken seriously by both the public and by authorities than in the
         1960s and 1970s, and they were more likely to be treated compassionately. Bevacqua
         emphasized that the movement was pivotal to increasing cultural awareness. She wrote,
         “The importance of this outcome cannot be overstated: the way we, as a culture, understand
         rape today marks a radical break from the public consciousness of the late 1960s.”[28]  
      

      
      The victims’ rights movement converged with a number of unusual allies, including
         members of the tough-on-crime law enforcement community and the women’s movement to
         provide more resources for victims and ushered in legal reform. Yet despite these
         concerted efforts, many scholars have documented that the reforms were minimal in
         terms of “concrete improvements in the actual outcome of rape cases.”[29]   In other words, legal reform was necessary but not sufficient for ameliorating
         the problem of sexual violence. As law scholar Stephen Schulhofer noted, “criminal
         law never functions independently of the culture in which it is set.”[30]  
      

      
      As advocates attempted to make inroads in how rape was prosecuted, feminist scholars
         continued to explore the cultural climate that facilitated the crime. In her article
         “Deconstructive Strategies and the Movement against Sexual Violence,” scholar Renee
         Heberle isolated what she believed to be the inception of the term “rape culture.”
         She credited author Susan Griffin, who used it in a 1977 book chapter, “Rape: The
         All-American Crime,” as “describ[ing] the general environment created by the threat
         and the experience of sexual violence whose terms women must internalize in order
         to live safely in the world.”[31]  
      

      
      The term does not appear in Griffin’s 1971 Ramparts article of the same title. However, in that piece, she explicitly argued that a culture
         that privileges patriarchal sex roles and oppressive attitudes toward women plays
         a dominant role in encouraging rape and stigmatizing victims. The solution, for Griffin,
         was to eliminate patriarchy.[32]   She argued that sexuality and violence are intertwined in ways that promote false
         beliefs about rape—including that women desire to be raped. Griffin blamed the criminal
         justice system, which is primarily operated by white men, as further victimizing women
         by blaming them for their plight. Perhaps most important, Griffin set the stage for
         a broad, long-standing cultural critique in emphasizing that “the fact that rape is
         against the law should not be considered proof that rape is not in fact encouraged
         as part of our culture.”[33]  
      

      
      Other scholars found different origins for the rape culture concept. Joetta Carr traced
         it to Rape: The First Sourcebook for Women published in 1974.[34]   The book, edited by Noreen Connell and Cassandra Wilson and written by New York
         Radical Feminists, is largely culled from materials presented at the Speak Out on
         Rape and the New York Radical Feminist Rape Conference held in 1971. The book provided
         tips for the anti-rape movement, including best ways to organize and guidelines for
         consciousness raising that best lead to social action. What we think of today as “rape
         culture” was articulated in the text through women’s experiences of victimization.
         Consciousness raising was essential at the time because experiences of rape were frequently
         unspoken. When women brought them to light, they were frequently blamed for their
         own victimization. Though many women had experiences to share, they had yet to connect
         their personal circumstances to broader social patterns of patriarchy, social institutions,
         and the legal reality that served to silence and marginalize women.
      

      
      The consciousness-raising sessions that were popular in the 1970s were vital to empowerment.
         In those women-only circles, the personal became political. That is, women began to
         define their own experiences instead of relying on the dominant male perspective to
         understand themselves. This process encompassed taking a step back to survey the entire
         landscape to recognize how popular culture operates to reinforce the status quo.
      

      
      A year after the publication of Rape: The First Sourcebook for Women, Cambridge Documentary Films released a film, Rape Culture. Coproducer Margaret Lazarus has said that as she recalls, the term evolved out of
         long discussions she and others had about what they sought to convey in the documentary.
         To her recollection, the film marked the first time the term was used.[35]   The documentary included commentary from a collaboration between rape crisis workers
         and prisoners determined to combat rape. Influenced by radical feminism, the film
         suggested that the system of patriarchy serves to oppress women, and, as a result,
         all women are at risk for sexual violence. Feminist scholar and theologian Mary Daly,
         who was interviewed in the film, echoed that assessment. She suggested another term
         to describe the phenomenon, “rapism,” a
      

      
         stronger and more accurate word to describe the disease of a phallocentric society
            than sexism, because it really does get to the very act itself of penetration and
            violation and rapism of course, it’s primary significance is the physical act itself
            which puts all of us into what you would call a state of siege, all women.[36]  
         

      

      The film did not shirk from interviewing offenders about their take on the pervasiveness
         of rape and how it is explicitly linked to normative heterosexual behavior. One prisoner,
         Gary Aston, explained,
      

      
         I think that in fact all men do rape. For example, I’ve never been convicted of rape
            but I would venture to say that there have been occasions when I have raped my wife,
            probably my girlfriends, and so forth. We have to deal with the total . . . process
            of socialization and how men view women, what their attitudes about women are.
         

      

      The documentary was a forerunner in its use of cinema and advertising to help viewers
         understand why rape is so pervasive. It featured clips from movies such as Last Tango in Paris and Gone with the Wind, along with commercials containing scenes of implicit sexual violence to show how
         such imagery promotes rape culture. Whereas today’s viewers may view such scenes as
         relatively tame, the documentary was revelatory for its time.
      

      
      Janet O’Hare, a counselor with New York Women against Rape who was interviewed in
         the film, sought to convey how popular-culture imagery impacts survivors:
      

      
         One of the things that we see a lot as counselors is that people who have recently
            been assaulted all of a sudden become really sensitive to all these kinds of things,
            all the rape imagery in movies and books leaps out at them and they really feel traumatized
            by it and really vulnerable to it and they realize it’s not really their problem,
            that it’s everywhere.[37]  
         

      

      Feminists increasingly pointed to the plethora of depictions of rape in television,
         film, and books as symptomatic of rape culture. They contended that such representations
         too often objectify and oppress women, and ultimately shape and influence pro-rape
         attitudes and behaviors. Added to this is the potential for these popular images to
         retraumatize survivors of sexual assault who inevitably come across them. These themes
         continue to resonate among contemporary feminist critiques of rape culture.
      

      
      It was unsurprising for feminists to learn that victims of sexual assault often fail
         to regain their sense of safety in society. Indeed, they argued that even women who
         haven’t been raped are often kept on edge in their daily lives. Dianne Herman offered
         insight into this in “Rape Culture,” published in 1979 in Women: A Feminist Perspective. Drawing from Griffin’s notion of rape as a kind of terrorism that keeps women in
         fear, Herman described sexual violence as occurring on a continuum, ranging from “mini-rapes”
         to violent sexual attacks. She wrote,
      

      
         Every woman knows the fear of being alone at home late at night or the terror that
            strikes her when she receives an obscene phone call. She knows also of the “mini-rapes”—the
            pinch in the crowded bus, the wolf whistle from a passing car, the stare of a man
            looking at her bust during a conversation.[38]  
         

      

      Behaviors on this continuum—ranging from street harassment to unwanted sexual contact
         to rape—are the result of underlying gender role assumptions about how men are expected
         to be sexually aggressive and women passive. Here, we can see rape as operating on
         a continuum of heterosex—as an extension of normative heterosexual behavior that is
         culturally conditioned as aggressive. The consequences are that myths of men’s sexuality
         (e.g., as insatiable, uncontrollable) and women’s status as objects, coupled with
         their (socially constrained) sexual agency, contribute to a persistent fear of sexual
         violence, which in turn operates as a means of social control. Sexism, then, becomes
         part of our larger understanding about how rape functions in society. That is, the
         perpetuation of sexism rests at one end of the continuum of sexual violence and provides
         social scripts for how laws are constructed and for how society reacts to victims
         of sexual violence. For example, rape myths that revictimize women by assuming they
         are “asking for it” or that they are “maliciously vindictive” and frequently falsely
         accuse innocent men of rape derive from sexist treatment of women—including economic
         sexual exploitation. From this perspective, until women achieve some semblance of
         equitable social power, they will continue to be victims of sexual violence.[39]  
      

      
      In her work, Herman found popular culture to be an important influence in our understanding
         of the relationships between men and women. She wrote,
      

      
         The imagery of sexual relations between males and females in books, songs, advertising
            and films is frequently that of a sado-masochistic relationship thinly veiled by a
            romantic facade. Thus it is very difficult in our society to differentiate rape from
            “normal” heterosexual relations. Indeed our culture can be characterized as a rape
            culture because the image of heterosexual intercourse is based on a rape model of
            sexuality.[40]  
         

      

      Such assessments, now widely acknowledged in feminist teachings, were pioneering at
         the time. Of their significance, scholar Nicola Gavey wrote, “In historical context,
         these kinds of radical feminist analyses of rape were a brave and revolutionary attack
         on the masculinist discourses of sex and rape that had worked so long to support rape,”
         and central to this shift was how feminists, activists and scholars, began to privilege
         women’s voices and their experiences.[41]   These sentiments are echoed in perhaps one of the most widely cited contributions
         to our understanding of the concept, the book titled Transforming a Rape Culture by Emilie Buchwald, Pamela Fletcher, and Martha Roth, first published in 1995 (with
         a later edition in 2005). The book’s purpose was to change attitudes and values that are rooted in patriarchy,
         are oppressive toward women, and contribute to sexual violence. They wrote,
      

      
         We saw with increasing clarity the extent of the problem: On TV programs and ads,
            in newspapers, novels, poetry, songs, opera, rock, and rap, on every billboard, in
            every shop window, on every museum wall we found evidence of rape culture.[42]  
         

      

      A clarion call to end rape, the book opened with feminist Andrea Dworkin’s powerful
         essay declaring that there is no freedom while living in a world in which rape exists.
         With a sense of urgency, Dworkin dares the reader—the men—to stop rape. For Dworkin,
         rape is a product of women’s oppression under male supremacy, though it is not inevitable.
         She contended that real equality would remain elusive until rape is eradicated.
      

      
      Dworkin’s quest for equality has remained unrealized. Third-wave feminists increasingly
         highlighted the failures of the criminal justice system to adequately address sexual
         violence and contended that such failures were symptomatic of rape culture. In her
         entry in the Encyclopedia of Rape published in 2004, scholar Robin Field defined rape culture as “one in which rape
         and other sexual violence against women and children are both prevalent and considered
         the norm.”[43]   Field cited various ways in which sexual violence had effectively been normalized,
         including through low arrest and conviction rates, the excuses commonly offered that
         absolve perpetrators of responsibility, the persistence of victim blaming, and the
         continuing acceptance of rape myths.[44]  
      

      
      Empowering women to claim sex for their own—as opposed to merely something that happens
         to them—has been a key focus for latter-day feminists. The anthology Yes Means Yes! Visions of Female Sexual Power and a World without Rape (2008), edited by Jaclyn Friedman and Jessica Valenti, focused on female empowerment
         and sexual agency as one strategy to combat rape. In his chapter, Brad Perry described
         rape culture as domination over the sexual autonomy of another. He wrote,
      

      
         Domination over the sexual autonomy of others can almost become fetishized, and operates
            from a societal level (e.g., restrictions on reproductive freedoms, forced sterilization
            policies, inadequate laws against rape, etc.) down through the interpersonal (e.g.,
            a greater concern for the number of bedpost notches than for the people involved in
            the experiences, or the experiences themselves).[45]  
         

      

      Similarly, Friedman and Valenti wrote that “suppressing female sexual agency is a
         key element of rape culture,” but they do not go on to specifically define rape culture.
         Instead, the authors pointed out that “rape culture has directly affected our lives,”
         with one writer pointing to an incident of sexual assault and the other referencing
         catcalls, gropings, and “being labeled a ‘slut.’”[46]   Echoing the work of earlier feminists, this approach presented sexual violence
         as a continuum on which rape occupies one extreme.
      

      
      Overall, the term “rape culture” is now widely used and assumed to be self-explanatory.
         In the process, however, it has devolved into a blanket term, its use frequently imprecise
         or abstract. In her review of Buchwald et al.’s 1995 edition of Transforming a Rape Culture, criminologist Kathleen Daly pointed out how broad and encompassing the term can
         be. She wrote that the authors declared
      

      
         that a rape culture exists, but they do not reflect on what the term means. At times
            it refers literally to rape; then it expands to include a continuum of sexual violence,
            and finally it refers to domination and exploitation in a diffuse and metaphorical
            sense.[47]  
         

      

      Rape culture is now part of popular discourse and continues to be defined in ways
         that encompass a range of attitudes and behaviors toward sexual violence. In her book
         Asking for It: The Alarming Rise of Rape Culture—and What We Can Do about It, Kate Harding pointed to our society’s contradictory attitudes regarding rape—that
         is, we condemn it while condoning the behavior of celebrity criminals who have been
         convicted of the offense, for example, Mike Tyson. Just as second-wave feminists such as Andrea Dworkin correlated the lack of women’s
         liberation with sexual violence, rape culture today continues to be viewed within
         the larger context of men’s continuing oppression of women. That oppression is still
         inextricably connected to the ways women experience, and respond to, sexual violence.
      

      
      From Academia to Urban Dictionary

      
      There is an abundance of literature on sexual violence—for example, the history of
         rape reform legislation, victimology studies, and rape prevention—that implicitly,
         or explicitly, addresses rape culture. Before the 1980s, there were few instances
         of the term “rape culture” in scholarly literature. A search of databases shows that
         scholars gradually increased their use of it in dissertations, journal articles, and
         books beginning in the mid-1990s (see table 1.1). Yet the most significant increase
         in the term arose in mainstream newspapers and magazines between 2010 and 2014 (see
         figure 1.1). It was during this time that rape culture emerged as part of the broader
         popular discourse involving issues of sexual violence. According to a database search
         of newspaper and magazine articles published between January 1989 and mid-April 2014,
         the term experienced a growth rate of 1,871 percent in just four years (2010–2014),
         compared to the prior five-year period.
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         Frequency of “Rape Culture” in Mainstream Sources.

            Source: ProQuest.

         

      

      My data collection on the use of the term was sparked by work on a project with my
         colleague, sociologist Emily Horowitz. Interested in exploring how frequently the
         concept of rape culture appeared, we conducted searches covering both academic and
         mainstream media.[48]   Our search for the term in scholarly journals turned up 224 articles published
         between the 1980s and April 2014.[49]   While a search of the words “rape” and “culture” would certainly produce hundreds,
         if not thousands, more results, we wanted to see whether the phrase “rape culture”
         was becoming more frequent in the literature. The articles that contained the phrase
         spanned various disciplines, including criminology, philosophy, and critical pedagogy.
         Until 1994, the search revealed only nineteen journal articles that contained the
         phrase. The next two decades produced over two hundred (see the appendix for more
         details on the search methodology).
      

      
      We coded each article according to its primary theme, with the acknowledgment that
         any given article might address several themes. For example, one article may focus
         on both victims as well as campus life. Overall, about 20 percent of the articles
         focused primarily on hookups, sports, fraternities, and campus or high school life.
         About 12 percent focused on rape culture in literature and mythology. About 10 percent
         discussed general awareness of violence against women and issues related to feminism,
         and about 8 percent centered on the topic of rape culture in popular culture. The
         remainder focused on issues such as theory and discourse around rape, global sexual
         politics, social science studies on behavior and attitudes around sex roles, and rape
         in prison. There has also been a notable increase since 1994 in the use of the term
         in dissertations, indicating solid academic acceptance of it.
      

      
      In terms of books, WorldCat designated a total of twenty-four with the keyword “rape
         culture.” Nine of the twenty-four were published in 2010–2014, and, notably, none
         of the books were written with the express purpose to question or critique the term.
         Rather, the term has clearly reached widespread usage in academic literature and is
         considered a valid concept, even if it is not always clearly defined. There is much
         more controversy surrounding the term in mainstream discourse.
      

      
      We also found that there was a much sharper surge in use of the term in newspapers
         and magazines. According to our database search, there were 182 newspaper and magazine
         articles published between January 1989 and mid-April 2014 that contained the phrase
         “rape culture.” Almost 88 percent of the articles originated in North America. Many
         used the term in the headline to point to rape culture as a problem, for example,
         “‘Rape Culture’ Puts Burden on Women, Experts Say,” “Working to Eliminate a Rape Culture,”
         and “The West Too Has a ‘Rape Culture.’” Most commonly, rape culture was used to characterize
         the social environment on college campuses (38.5 percent) and in discussions of politics
         and popular culture (34 percent). The remaining articles addressed topics such as
         sports, military, global issues of violence against women, SlutWalk and other feminist
         activism, and general issues of concern to feminists.
      

      
      Although many mainstream articles used quotation marks around the term, indicating
         that the concept itself was in question, of the total articles, only about 14 percent
         actually explicitly challenged it. Articles dealing with sexual assault on campuses
         were most likely to challenge the concept. For example, Heather MacDonald’s 2008 article
         in the Los Angeles Times declared, “What campus rape crisis? Promiscuity and hype have created a phony epidemic
         at colleges” and, more than a decade earlier, Katie Roiphe’s 1993 “Date Rape’s Other
         Victim,” which argued that the oft-cited statistical claim that one in four college
         women has been raped is an exaggeration. Most articles took the concept as a given
         and presented it as something to work toward eliminating.[50]  
      

      
      What is most remarkable about the mainstream news accounts is that sixteen months
         accounted for the publication of 64 percent of the total articles (117 of 182 appeared
         during 2013 and the first four months of 2014). Only 44 articles appeared before 2010,
         indicating how quickly the term diffused into mainstream conversation.
      

      
      The increase in frequency of the term in mainstream news articles reflected the broader,
         general interest in the term, which exploded in 2013. To gauge the extent of the public
         interest in the term, I conducted a Google Trends search.[51]   Google Trends is described as providing an “analysis of web searches ‘from all
         Google domains to compute how many searches have been done for the terms you’ve entered,
         relative to the total number of searches done on Google over time.’”[52]   The trend showed a massive spike in popularity beginning in January 2013 and extending
         beyond into 2016 (see figure 1.2). Although Google Trends does not calculate the absolute
         number of searches, it does indicate how popular the term is relative to other searches.
      

      
         Google Trends: Rape Culture.

            Source: Google Trends. Accessed February 3, 2014,  https://www.google.com/trends/explore#q=rape%20culture.

         

      

      The massive interest in the term, relative to its virtual obscurity just a few years
         ago, reveals that an important cultural moment was occurring around “rape culture.”
         Our focus on academic sources was initially useful for understanding how the concept
         is rooted in radical feminism. However, an exclusive focus on those sources would
         fail to convey the intensity with which the general public connects to the term—and
         the ways it is contested in society. Thus, the social meaning of rape culture is better
         understood by exploring how the term circulates among mainstream news sources, as
         well as how it is used in more ephemeral spaces such as blogs and social media. As
         of February 2016, there were several definitions of rape culture offered on Urban Dictionary. One simply stated,
      

      
         Rape Culture:

         
         Something that doesn’t exist.

         
         Rape culture is a completely made up concept. (Posted May 16, 2014)
         

      

      A second entry defined rape culture from a more feminist-oriented perspective:

      
         Rape Culture:

         
         Shaming victims of rape, making women feel bad for having consensual sex, making fun
            and trivializing rape and not embracing sex positivity so the unfortunate victims
            of rape who want to put their rapist behind bars will have fear that they will be
            blamed. (Posted July 3, 2011)
         

      

      The “top definition” on Urban Dictionary is worth quoting in full as it encapsulates the contestation of the phrase,
      

      
         Rape Culture:

         
         The literal definition would posit a culture that advocates and normalizes rape, which
            is blatantly not true of the Western world and why people obviously deny it (because
            it doesn’t exist).
         

         
         Feminism’s redefinition though . . . sigh . . . is a sub-ideology that concerns the
            collective issues, cultural ingraining and disparagement of rape. Basically a pseudo-theory
            that society has been groomed by patriarchy to enable and excuse rape.
         

         
         Despite numerous flaws and dogmatic principle, many feminists and SJWs [social justice
            warriors][53]   are pushing it as unequivocal fact. Its flagship slogan is “Don’t tell me what
            to wear, teach MEN not to rape!”
         

         
         Said slogan also defies reason.

         
         A few tenets of this twaddle include:

         
         
            	
               
               dissent of rape culture is proof of rape culture

            

            
            	
               questioning a rape accuser is victim blaming

            

            
            	
               rape accusers never lie

            

            
            	
               consent is black and white

            

            
            	
               porn grooms men to rape

            

            
            	
               trials that do not find a conviction are rape culture

            

            
            	
               this urban dictionary definition is rape culture (Posted August 26, 2014)[54]  
               

            

         

      

      It is here, in the low culture of a colloquial online resource, where we see that
         “rape culture” is heavily contested in ways that reflect a spiraling of the concept
         from its roots in radical feminism to a mockery of feminism itself—perspectives that
         resonate throughout popular culture in broader discussions of sexual violence.
      

      
      SlutWalk and the Unmooring of a Concept

      
      Academic interest in, and use of, the term “rape culture” has continued to grow, but
         the concept did not reach the public consciousness until the first decade of the twenty-first
         century. During this time, there were several international and domestic events that
         were frequently framed in the context of rape culture—in particular, by feminist-focused
         blogs and websites. In her article in the Guardian, journalist Libby Brooks credited SlutWalk—a global movement featuring organized
         marches to end “rape culture”—for extricating the term from academia into mainstream
         popular consciousness.[55]  
      

      
      SlutWalk was spawned in direct response to an event on a Canadian college campus.
         During a safety forum at York University in 2011, police officer Michael Sanguinetti
         offered what he thought were sound words of advice to students on the prevention of
         sexual assault. According to The Star,
      

      
         “You know, I think we’re beating around the bush here,” the officer said . . . “I’ve
            been told I’m not supposed to say this, however, women should avoid dressing like
            sluts in order not to be victimized.”[56]  
         

      

      Although only about ten people reportedly attended the safety forum, the words sparked
         a global movement and international conversation about victim blaming and rape myths.[57]   The officer later apologized, but the underlying assumption inherent in his initial
         comment—that victims of sexual assault somehow initiate their own victimization—struck
         a nerve. In response, rallies known as “SlutWalks” were designed to bring attention
         to slut shaming (or “survivor shaming”)[58]   and to challenge rape myths. SlutWalks were organized in over two hundred communities
         in Canada, the United States, Europe, Mexico, Australia, South Africa, and Asia.[59]  
      

      
      SlutWalks were designed to be provocative; participants were often scantily clad,
         wrote on their bodies, and held signs that explicitly challenged the assumption that
         somehow a woman’s attire initiates sexual assault. The Huffington Post described attendees at the 2011 Toronto SlutWalk:
      

      
         some wearing jeans and a T-shirt; others in outfits more appropriate for a Victoria’s
            Secret fashion show: thigh-highs, lingerie, stilettos—and marched to police headquarters.
            Their goal: to shift the paradigm of mainstream rape culture, which they believe focuses
            on analyzing the behavior of the victim rather than that of the perpetrator.[60]  
         

      

      Taking a decidedly third-wave feminist sensibility, many participants embraced the
         term “slut” as a way of reappropriating the term and dressed accordingly—a sharp,
         in-your-face declaration that attire does not invite sexual assault and victim blaming
         must be challenged. Ray Filar, writing for the Guardian described how the feminism fueling SlutWalk was rooted in the Riot Grrrl movement.
         Filar wrote,
      

      
         it harks back to the dawn of the 1990s when musician Kathleen Hanna, unwilling figurehead
            for the riot grrrl movement and lead singer for Bikini Kill, went on stage with the
            word “slut” scrawled across her body. In doing this, she made a visceral, powerful
            statement about her sexuality. Her message was not “yes, I am a slut.” It was this:
            “by reclaiming the derogatory terms that you use to silence my sexual expression,
            I dilute your power.”[61]  
         

      

      The third-wave feminist movement in the United States, a concept coined by writer
         Rebecca Walker in the aftermath of the 1991 Anita Hill sexual harassment case, embraced—and
         explicitly demanded—young women as essential participants in moving the feminist agenda
         forward.[62]   Part of the third-wave movement encompassed that the “daughters” of the second-wavers
         recognize that their brand of feminism differed from that of their predecessors.[63]   This new wave incorporated the second-wave credo of the personal as political.
         Yet the personal now encompassed the myriad ways that young women are feminists in
         an increasingly diverse, multicultural society.
      

      
      While the first wave brought forth women’s suffrage and the second wave carried the
         torch to raise awareness around legal and cultural issues vital to women’s welfare
         and equality, by the dawn of the third wave, the term “feminist” had come to be disavowed
         by many; it was no longer perceived as necessary to self-identify as such. Rather,
         it was considered more important to live the values of a feminist—that is, to engage
         in activities that promote equality between the sexes—as opposed to explicitly self-describing
         as “feminist.” In essence, terminology itself was viewed as less important than actions
         and behavior. In the increasingly postmodern and multicultural society, there was
         growing acceptance that feminism could be enacted in various ways that either challenged
         traditional notions of femininity and/or embraced them.
      

      
      These ideas, however, have not always sat well with those vigilant regarding the dangers
         of “buying into” dominant patriarchal notions of sexuality. For some who align themselves
         with the second wave’s philosophy, embracing conventional femininity can be tantamount
         to further perpetuating rape culture. In their book offering a framework for third-wave
         feminists to facilitate social change, Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards addressed
         these and other concerns around the third-wave movement and warned that feminism may
         be in danger of irrelevance if it does not connect itself to a broader political agenda.[64]  
      

      
      Meanwhile, Baumgardner, and other scholars, have suggested that a fourth wave of feminism
         has arisen that is building a powerful movement that includes both virtual and material
         campaigns in the fight for gender equality.[65]   This shift from traditional media to new media, including feminist-inspired websites,
         is where much of the rhetoric around rape culture flourishes.[66]  
      

      
      The dissonance between the second- and third-wave philosophies is evidenced by the
         response to such feminist actions as SlutWalk.[67]   Although many have claimed it as an important, progressive movement, others have
         been more critical, particularly of its embrace of the term “slut” as political action.[68]   Scholar Theresa O’Keefe wrote that SlutWalks effectively depoliticize women’s bodies.
         She writes,
      

      
         SlutWalk Toronto refused to adopt the label “feminist” and, as a consequence, there
            is no acknowledgement of patriarchy as a system of oppression, no mention of the exploitative
            nature of capitalism, and no reference to systemic racism, homophobia or heteronormativity.[69]  
         

      

      Likewise, in her analysis of SlutWalk, scholar Kathy Miriam asks what it “means to
         trade on the very semantics of rape culture—male fantasy—to relay a message against
         rape?”[70]   She wrote that the problem with SlutWalk is the focus on individualized empowerment—e.g.,
         the “choice” to wear whatever one wants—over the focus on the collective and imperative
         to dismantle the structural obstacles that limit those very choices. She wrote, “The
         issue is not the absence or presence of agency, but the power to determine the ‘rules’ of the game.”[71]   For Miriam, SlutWalk is devoid of political significance and does not adequately
         challenge patriarchal capitalism, which severely limits the types of choices women,
         particularly women of color, may make in their so-called freedom to dress like a slut.[72]  
      

      
      Similarly, Tram Nguyen wrote that SlutWalk offers no actual challenge to the social
         structures that enable and promote sexual violence:
      

      
         These performances do little to disturb social understanding of a “slut”—instead,
            they reify and concretize the concept of “slut” as scantily clad, sexually immoral
            women. Moreover, these actions ultimately displace the somber and deadly issues of
            rape, domestic violence, sexual abuse, and street harassment.[73]  
         

      

      Perhaps most importantly, scholars have noted the resistance by women of color to
         the use of “slut” as emancipating.[74]   Miriam points out that in response to SlutWalk, the Black Women’s Blueprint website
         noted that the history of the sexualization of black women deprives them of the privilege
         of being able to march and “reclaim” slut as some sort of political action that will reduce sexual assault in their communities.
         Nguyen echoed this sentiment in commentary on the Crunk Feminist Collective, writing that the blog
      

      
         makes the important point that “white women and liberal feminist women of color who
            argue that ‘slut’ is a universal category of female experience, irrespective of race,”
            effectively ignore the brutal history and realities with which many Black women live.
            . . . For Crunk Feminists and other hip-hop feminists, the sexualization of Black
            women is deeply connected to the history of American slavery, and reclamation of the
            word “slut,” “ho,” or “bitch” does not serve the interest of emancipation and equality.[75]  
         

      

      Although the concept of rape culture was dislodged from its academic roots in global
         conversations about SlutWalk, it was not until a couple of years later that it more
         fully diffused into public conversations outside the context of activism. It was during
         2013 that it began to be associated with various international and domestic high-profile
         events involving sexual violence. Much of the media coverage of it used those events
         as indicators that rape culture “exists” or “is real.” On February 14, 2013, an article
         appearing in The Nation led with a photo from the SlutWalk protest in Berlin that included a sign reading
         “No Excuses for Rape & Violence.” The article stated,
      

      
         But recent headline-grabbing instances of sexual assault, from Steubenville, Ohio,
            to Delhi, India, are prodding Americans to become self-aware about the role we play
            in propagating a culture that not only allows but justifies sexual violence against
            women.[76]   
         

      

      Similarly, Sarah Trotta, writing for Everyday Feminism, stated,
      

      
         We’ve been hearing a lot about rape culture these days. The brutal and lethal rape
            in India, the sheer malignance of the high school boys in Steubenville, the House
            of Representative’s refusal to reauthorize the Violence Against Women Act.[77]  
         

      

      In her article, Trotta encouraged readers to acknowledge the more unobtrusive ways
         that rape culture is perpetuated, including via sexist advertising, sexist language,
         and body shaming, and to link those “small-scale infractions” to the more brutal and
         violent incidents of sexual violence that more frequently capture the media attention.
         In doing so, Trotta echoed the feminist contention that central to the understanding
         of the normalization of male aggression against women is the recognition that “everyday”
         sexual violence is pervasive in mass media.[78]  
      

      
      Feminist blogs, which have become central to the mainstream public’s understanding
         of rape culture, frequently disseminate their message by citing explicit concrete
         examples of it in society. This is very much like how Friedman and Valenti’s and Kate
         Harding’s books explored the concept.[79]   For example, Shakesville, a self-described progressive feminist blog, suggested that the following constitutes
         rape culture: unacceptable rates of sexual assault against both women and men, using
         rape as a tool of war, victim blaming, the use of rape jokes, the blurring of lines
         between persistence and coercion, the lack of education about rape, and the mistreatment
         of victims who report rapes. The site also called out popular entertainment for using
         gratuitous rape scenes and, conversely, for the tendency in popular culture to ignore
         rape completely so as to erase the reality of sexual assault faced by women.[80]  
      

      
      Other sites also offer everyday examples to show how women are devalued and sex is
         linked to violence. Feministing shared common examples from social media to illustrate that rape culture is not a
         myth, including citing tweets using the hashtag #HowToAskSomeoneOnADate:
      

      
         Well what works for me, is holding a really sharp knife next to their neck and begging
            them #HowToAskSomeoneOnADate
         

Take a rag of chloroform and have her sniff it. Take her body then put it in the trunk
            #HowToAskSomeoneOnADate
         

Roofies make it a lot easier #HowToAskSomeoneOnADate[81]  
         

      

      Similarly, the “Rape Culture” Pinterest page published by Sociological Images documented
         numerous examples of images that condone violence against women. This included a T-shirt
         with an image of “heart hands,” followed by the caption “It’s not rape; it’s a snuggle
         with a struggle”; a drinking glass available on sale from Etsy with an inscription
         on the bottom reading “You’ve just been roofied”; and an image from Facebook of duct
         tape with a caption that reads, “Turning no, no, no into mmm, mmm, mmm.”[82]  
      

      
      Microaggressions and “Real Trauma”

      
      The examples of rape culture mentioned above do not necessarily rise to the level
         of criminal behavior, but by highlighting them, a cultural casualness of misogyny
         is revealed. It is this everyday experience of misogyny and rape-permissive attitudes,
         comments, and behavior that may be considered “microaggressions,” a term that, like
         rape culture, originated in academia and has over the past few years gained mainstream
         currency. Microaggressions, a concept that was introduced in the 1970s, originally
         referred to pro-racist behaviors described as “subtle, stunning, often automatic,
         and nonverbal exchanges which are ‘put downs’ of blacks.”[83]  
      

      
      In their 1978 study of media portrayals of race, researchers Chester Pierce et al.
         argued that in mass media, blacks are frequently subject to microaggressions in ways
         that seem innocuous, but the “cumulative weight of their never-ending burden is the
         major ingredient in black-white interactions.” For example, in television commercials,
         blacks are rarely presented as “exerting authority or displaying superior knowledge
         or dispensers of goods and favors.” This in turn reflects that they have nothing of
         value to offer and that they are “dependent and subservient.” The authors further
         found, in contrast, that whites were overwhelmingly used to represent ideal beauty
         standards. Here, the constant inundation of subtle racism results in all races accepting
         these representations as “unremarkable” and thereby complicit in the acceptance of
         skin color as an indicator of superiority and inferiority.[84]   Similarly, critical race theorists define microaggressions as a “stunning small
         encounter with racism, usually unnoticed by members of the majority race.”[85]  
      

      
      Microaggressions are best understood as arising in a culture in which blatant, explicit
         racism and sexism are generally frowned upon, but implicit and casual evidence of
         racism and sexism remains commonplace and condoned. In the context of race and the
         criminal justice system, criminologist Katheryn Russell-Brown distinguished between
         microaggressions as nonverbal exchanges that are “put-downs of Blacks” and macroaggressions,
         defined as “attacks, insults, or pejorative statements made against Blacks as a group”
         that may be nonverbal or directed toward a particular individual but “becomes a group
         offense once it is made public, repeated, and heard around the world.”[86]   History has shown that although explicit, structural mechanisms of discrimination
         may be dismantled and abolished, such as the slave codes, black codes, and Jim Crow
         statutes, these advancements do not mean that equality has been achieved and that
         discrimination has been eliminated. In fact, rather than ushering in a colorblind
         (and sexist-free) world, informal and subtle instances of racism and sexism continue
         to thrive.[87]  
      

      
      The Tumblr Microaggressions: Power, Privilege, and Everyday Life  invites people to submit write-ups of their experiences with microaggressions. The
         entries are simple comments that when taken in isolation may seem somewhat innocuous,
         but when taken together reveal how commonly these put-downs occur. For example,
      

      
         Working in my first bar job, I overheard the bar owner telling my manager to keep
            me on glass collection because he “only wanted the hot chicks working the bar.” He
            also scolded her for hiring me in the first place—Apparently she was only supposed
            to hire thin girls.
         

“Don’t you think your reaction was offensive to others as well?”—White teacher to
            a black student who was offended that another student described a neighborhood as
            “ghetto.”
         

“Is she yours?”—Strangers to me, a white woman with a black daughter.[88]  
         

      

      It is easy to see how examples of microaggressions could be dismissed as hypersensitivity,
         especially among those who do not consistently experience insulting or degrading verbal
         or nonverbal gestures directed toward them. In fact, the New York Times pointed out that comments on articles about microaggressions “have been a mix of empathetic
         and critical.”[89]  
      

      
      There has been a palpable backlash against the increasing attention to perceived microaggressions.
         In his article for New York Magazine, Jonathan Chait argued that complaining about them is but one of the many examples
         illustrating how the past few years have ushered in a renewed era of political correctness,
         reminiscent of that in the 1980s and 1990s, that has perverted free speech.[90]   In his article for The Federalist, Paul Rowan Brian ridiculed the concept of microaggressions by suggesting that it
         goes too far, and its “growing popularity as a concept is problematic.” Brian’s most
         significant complaint seems to be that the concept has emerged from the “ever-leftwards-winding
         corridors of Academia” into mainstream usage and his fears that virtually any offensive
         behavior might be deemed a microaggression. He stated,
      

      
         The problem with terms and concepts like microaggression is that they lend an academic,
            politically-correct air to the whole topic of prejudice and to the language around
            the resolution of prejudice.[91]  
         

      

      From this perspective, in addition to being committed unintentionally, microaggressions
         are problematic in that they maintain focus on what are perceived weaknesses instead
         of strengths, are too broad in scope, and potentially create a “culture of victimhood.”[92]   Bringing microaggressions to public attention has at times inspired particularly
         harsh responses. Former police officer and marine veteran Chris Hernandez wrote that
         those who are concerned with microaggressions are “whining” and “pathologically stupid.”
         The implication is that those who have experienced “real” trauma, such as war or other
         violent conflict, should not be fazed by these “fake” traumas.[93]  
      

      
      One of the key differences between critics and supporters of the concept is that the
         critics view its usage as potentially undermining the real struggle with civil rights. That is, that it serves to divert attention away from important
         issues to insignificant ones. On the flipside, those who support the usage of the
         concept see microaggressions as part of their everyday struggles. These everyday interactions do not have to rise to the level
         of violent conflicts to be impactful—their power derives from their cumulative impact.[94]  
      

      
      This is therefore how what might be considered one of the most innocuous of behaviors,
         a comment uttered by a stranger—“Smile”—can also be one of the most irritating. Angela
         Della Porta, writing for the Stop Street Harassment blog put it this way: “Men of every age seem to be so bothered that I don’t constantly
         look ecstatic.”[95]  
      

      
      Hearing the phrase is so commonplace, and so unwanted, that Tatyana Fazlalizadeh created
         an art series around street harassment titled “Stop Telling Women to Smile.” She pastes
         posters in public places featuring her portraits of women she interviewed about street
         harassment. The paintings are accompanied by phrases such as “Women Don’t Owe You
         Their Time or Conversation,” “Women Are Not Seeking Your Validation,” “Critiques on
         My Body Are Not Welcome,” and “Stop Telling Women to Smile.”[96]   Fazlalizadeh said of her project,
      

      
         I think when we talk about street harassment we’re talking about a type of power and
            privilege that’s being exerted over women in public spaces. And whenever we talk about
            any type of oppression or privilege, there’s always the other types of oppression
            or privilege that come in to play. That includes race, sexuality, class, gender, etc.
            How do queer women experience street harassment, how do trans women experience it?[97]  
         

      

      In an effort to document street harassment, ad agency owner Rob Bliss placed a hidden
         camera in his backpack and walked in front of a woman, actor Shoshana Roberts, for
         ten hours on the streets of New York City. In October 2014, Hollaback, a website devoted to ending street harassment, released a condensed (about two-minute)
         video clip that documented over one hundred catcalls. As of February 2016, the video
         had amassed nearly forty-two million views on YouTube. Although the video prompted
         conversations about street harassment, it also resulted in unanticipated consequences.
         Within a day, Roberts received numerous online rape threats. Roberts told the Guardian, “I got people wanting to slit my throat.”[98]   One threat read,
      

      
         So we reached a state where it’s already harassment if you wish a woman a nice day
            as a male. well played feminism . . . well played. this woman wears a skintight tanktop
            with leggings and probably a push-up bra. what did she expect? why is she even wearing
            make-up if she doesn’t want to draw attention on her? this slut can fuck herself.[99]  
         

      

      And another: “stupid fucking cunt i seriously hope you get rape [sic].”[100]  
      

      
      Roberts told CNN that the catcalling depicted in the video was typical of her daily
         experiences, and in response to the rape threats, she told The Forward, “Unfortunately I have sexual assault in my past, and unfortunately, I relive it
         when all of this comes up. . . . Luckily I’ve built up a much thicker skin, but I
         am very fearful.”[101]  
      

      
      The video clip also received criticism for its racist implications—that is, that in
         the edited version, almost all the harassers were black or Latino. When interviewed
         by Metro.co.uk, the video editor defended the editing decisions and stated,
      

      
         We got a fair amount of white guys, but for whatever reason, a lot of what they said
            was in passing, or off camera. So their scenes were a lot shorter, but the numbers
            themselves are relatively even.[102]  
         

      

      Hollaback responded to the criticism,
      

      
         “We regret the unintended racial bias in the editing of the video that overrepresents
            men of colour.” That day of filming included a line of white businessmen, “who were
            like, and excuse my language: I’d fuck the shit out of you.”[103]  
         

      

      Telling women to smile and other forms of street harassment are pervasive behaviors
         that impact women every day, even if they do not rise to the level of criminal behavior.
         What the concept of microaggression allows is recognition that these experiences reveal
         a pattern of how groups, in this case, women, continue to be marginalized in subtle
         ways. This is despite more formalized moves over the past decades to address structural
         inequality (e.g., increasing gender equality, the passage of laws preventing racial
         discrimination, laws allowing gay marriage, etc.). In this context, microaggressions
         have become symptomatic of rape culture itself. Though they reside on the low-level,
         noncriminal end of the continuum of sexual violence, they are nevertheless viewed
         as oppressive.
      

      
      The End of Rape Culture?

      
      By 2014, the mainstream media had widely acknowledged rape culture as a problem in
         America and featured the subject in a variety of articles and television news programs.
         In their year-end “Make It a Year of Solutions” feature, CNN cited it as one of 2014’s
         greatest problems. Author and political commentator Sally Kohn, in recounting the
         top stories that had captivated the public’s attention, included the University of
         Virginia (UVA) rape allegation scandal and the numerous sexual assault allegations
         against the once-beloved comedian Bill Cosby (nearly sixty women have come forward
         as of July 2016). Kohn called for increased education around issues of consent and
         rape prevention efforts.[104]   Similarly, Ann Friedman, writing for NYMag.com, declared 2014 “The Year Everyone
         (Finally) Started Talking about Sexual Assault.”[105]   It was during this year that President Barack Obama’s Task Force to Protect Students
         from Sexual Assault released their first report, “Not Alone,” claiming that “One in
         five women is sexually assaulted in college” and offered recommendations to reduce
         the violence.[106]  
      

      
      By the end of the year, however, a backlash had begun to build against the concept
         of rape culture. It actually came under attack as quickly as it had burst onto the
         scene and into the public’s consciousness a year earlier. The backlash can be traced,
         in part, to November 2014, when Rolling Stone magazine published their article, “A Rape on Campus: A Brutal Assault and Struggle
         for Justice at UVA.” That piece erupted in a firestorm of controversy when the victim’s
         account was challenged[107]   and the article was retracted.[108]   Writing for A Voice for Men, a website devoted to men’s rights, Jim Byset stated, “For me, 2014 will be remembered
         as the year that we did serious damage to [the myth of] rape culture. . . . Put bluntly,
         people aren’t going to swallow the bullshit anymore.”[109]  
      

      
      Similarly, journalist Cathy Young declared 2014 “The Year the Crusade against Rape
         Culture Stumbled,” Powerline declared rape culture “debunked,” and in March, Caroline Kitchens declared rape culture
         as “hysteria.”[110]   The National Review asked, “Who Really Created the Rape Culture?” and blamed leftists for creating “a sexual free-for-all”
         on American campuses.[111]   Jay Ambrose, writing for the Columbus Dispatch, described the concern around sexual assault on campus as “an epidemic of hyperbole,”
         suggesting that it is the culture of female sexual empowerment that is criminogenic.
         He stated,
      

      
         Female students have, in fact, been subjected to something awful. It includes big-time
            boozing and starts with a society that has taught that free-wheeling, emotionally
            detached sex for the fun of it is jim-dandy as long as they keep it safe. What obviously
            can follow is young men taking eager advantage of the situation.[112]  
         

      

      The concept of rape culture was not only challenged, but worse, was deemed a “moral
         panic”—a term popularized by sociologist Stanley Cohen in the 1970s in his pioneering
         work on the ways deviance is amplified by the media. The concept is used to describe
         how certain groups, or “folk devils,” are considered threats to the social order.
         Their threat is portrayed far out of proportion to their actual deviance or criminality.
         While Cohen used the term to describe the media and public reaction to British youth
         subcultures in the 1960s, it has since been used to describe societal overreaction
         to everything from the threat of poisonous Halloween candy, to the threat of juvenile
         “superpredators,” to the epidemic of so-called crack babies, among other scares.[113]  
      

      
      In one of her American Enterprise Institute videos, Christina Hoff Sommers, author
         of Who Stole Feminism? How Women Have Betrayed Women, equated the embrace of rape culture to the satanic child abuse scares of the 1980s.[114]   Sommers wrote of the perceived panic in Time:
      

      
         Today’s college rape panic is an eerie recapitulation of the daycare abuse panic.
            Just as the mythical “50,000 abducted children” fueled paranoia about child safety
            in the 1980s, so today’s hysteria is incited by the constantly repeated, equally fictitious
            “one-in-five women on campus is a victim of rape”—which even President Obama has embraced.[115]  
         

      

      Journalist Judith Levine echoed that sentiment in an article she wrote for the Boston Review in which she addressed the response to the discredited Rolling Stone article. Levine critiqued feminist Jessica Valenti for alleging that “1 in 5 girl
         children are sexually assaulted” and pointed out that believing victims “en masse”
         is problematic. Levine suggested that the belief in all claims of rape is similar
         to the unquestioning belief that many held regarding children’s false testimonies
         against ritual sexual abuse during the 1980s. She wrote,
      

      
         Shouldn’t Valenti know that “believe the children”—all the children, even those coached
            by adults to lie—was the motto of the panic over the spectral crimes of “satanic ritual
            abuse,” whose monsters were innocent people, some of whom died behind bars for crimes
            that never happened?[116]  
         

      

      By this time, the discrediting of rape culture was in full gear, with many characterizing
         those that embraced the concept as irrational, blinded by ideology, or, at the very
         least, naive. Reactionary responses were prevalent, such as Matt Walsh’s article in
         The Blaze, which declared that rape culture does not exist, that college campuses “encourage”
         false allegations, and that “rape hoaxers are as despicable as rapists,” because false
         claims “have the potential to completely ruin a man.” Similarly, Barbara Kay’s article
         for the National Post declared that “moral panic is oxygen to the rape-culture movement, a movement that
         seeks to demonize all men and victimize all women.”[117]  
      

      
      Arguments embracing the concept of rape culture, and those seeking to debunk it, have
         been made before in contemporary society. They echo the same concerns that arose,
         for example, when the concept of “date/acquaintance rape” entered the public lexicon
         over twenty years ago. At that time, the anti-rape movement was targeted and their
         efforts condemned for their “overly broad feminist redefinitions of rape.”[118]   Bevacqua noted that in the 1990s, “self-described feminists” such as Camille Paglia,
         Katie Roiphe, and Christina Hoff Sommers led the charge that feminists themselves
         were part of the problem, as they had overstated the prevalence of rape. Decades later,
         these same debates continue.[119]  
      

      
      The Numbers

      
      As the concept of “rape culture” began to be questioned in late 2014, detractors scrutinized
         its statistical prevalence. Rape culture was called out as a fiction, hyperbolic,
         and a moral panic. The argument was that if rates of rape are low, there is no rape
         culture. The assumption follows that feminists “need” high rates of rape to claim
         victimhood status and thus “prove” we live in a rape culture. Conversely, those opposed
         to the use of the concept must dismiss high rates of sexual violence as hype to “prove”
         that we do not live in a rape culture. Despite the continuing debates, particularly
         around rates of sexual assaults on college campuses, there is some consensus that,
         in general, violence against women is a serious problem on a global scale.
      

      
      Global Sexual Violence

      
      Over the past several decades, researchers have worked to develop and refine measures
         of sexual violence. By all serious accounts, violence against women is considered
         a major global problem.[120]   Among many feminist scholars, violence against women is broadly understood as a
         consequence of gender inequalities and gender discrimination, resulting in a range
         of victimizations, including sexual harassment, reproductive injustices, sexual exploitation,
         sexual assault, and rape.[121]   Human rights organizations have documented high rates of sexual violence in various
         regions of the world. They point out that women and children disproportionately suffer
         when sexual violence is used as a weapon of war in conflict-ridden regions, as well
         as when those in positions of state power commit it.[122]   The World Health Organization (WHO) described violence against women as “a global
         public health problem of epidemic proportions, requiring urgent action.”[123]   Its study on “Global and Regional Estimates of Violence against Women” found that
      

      
         more than one in three women (35.6%) globally report having experienced physical and/or
            sexual partner violence, or sexual violence by a non-partner, the evidence is incontrovertible.[124]  
         

      

      Sexual Violence in the United States

      
      While violence against women, including sexual violence, is generally acknowledged
         as a serious global problem, there is much debate in the United States over the rates
         of sexual violence. Skeptics have questioned the reporting of government data sources,
         as well as that of researchers, particularly with regard to rates of rape on college
         campuses.[125]   The media echoed similar arguments over the validity of sexual violence statistics
         in the late 1980s when the concept of acquaintance (or “date”) rape first entered
         public consciousness. This new understanding shattered the myth that strangers are
         most frequently the perpetrators of rape. The public learned that, in fact, victims
         of rape usually know their assailants, and they can even be victimized by the person
         they are dating. The attention to acquaintance rape resulted in massive backlash that
         included victim blaming, debates around issues of consent and false allegations, and
         increased skepticism around rape statistics.[126]   Over the past few years, these debates have raged again, frequently framed in the
         context of rape culture and often discussed in the context of rates of sexual violence
         on campuses.
      

      
      Measuring the rates of sexual violence has proven challenging, and as a result public
         discourse around the concept of rape culture frequently centers on the validity of
         the data.[127]   Much of the confusion centers on the methodology of the studies themselves—that
         is, how rape is defined and measured. Since there is no single, consistent definition
         of sexual violence among researchers, critics tend to point to conflicting findings
         regarding the incidence and prevalence rates as evidence that the problem of sexual
         violence is vastly exaggerated.[128]   The definition of rape, like all crimes, is socially constructed, and the stated
         purpose of any given survey—whether it is designed to determine crime rates or to
         assess the effects of victimization and address issues of public health—will influence
         the way that sexual violence is defined and measured. Despite these issues, there
         is a growing consensus regarding the ways to best measure sexual violence.[129]  
      

      
      According to the Department of Justice report “Female Victims of Sexual Violence,
         1994–2010” published in 2013, the “estimated annual rate of female rape or sexual
         assault victimizations declined 58%” from 1995 to 2010. In 2010, the annual rate of
         female rape or sexual assault victimization was 2.1 per 1,000 (approximately 91% of
         all victimizations from 1995 to 2010 involved female victims). The report found that
         78 percent of the sexual violence involved a family member, intimate partner, friend,
         or acquaintance. The report is based on findings from the National Crime Victimization
         Survey (NCVS), which measures both reported and unreported victimizations. The study
         found that although reporting reached a high of 56 percent in 2003, by 2010 only 35
         percent of victims reported to police.[130]   Some common reasons for not reporting included fear of reprisal, perceiving the
         incident as a personal matter, believing that the police would not be helpful, and
         reporting the incident to another (nonpolice) official.
      

      
      It is widely believed that sexual violence is vastly underreported and that the NCVS
         does not provide a wholly accurate estimate of the victimizations. In fact, the discrepancies
         between the NCVS and other sources are so variable that the Bureau of Justice Statistics
         convened an expert panel to address the confusion around methodology and data collection
         and to recommend best practices moving forward. The panel was charged with addressing
         the difficulties of defining and measuring sexual violence, examining issues of underreporting,
         and improving ways that respondents may report anonymously. Overall, the report concluded
         that the NCVS underestimates rape and sexual assaults and stated that the survey is
         “not an adequate vehicle for the goal of accurate measurement.” The panel recommended
         development of a new survey that is specific to rape and sexual assault.[131]  
      

      
      Another major official source of crime data in the United States, the Uniform Crime
         Report (UCR), published by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), also reported
         a substantial decline in rape from a rate of 37.1 per 100,000 inhabitants in 1995
         to 26.4 in 2014 (legacy definition).[132]   However, as with the NCVS, there are several limitations to the UCR that should
         be taken into account. First, since the data contain only information about crimes
         reported to law enforcement, it is widely acknowledged that the numbers present an
         undercount. For example, some studies find that as many as 65 to 80 percent of victims
         do not report incidents to law enforcement.[133]   Additionally, until 2012 the UCR contained a strikingly limited definition of rape:
         “the carnal knowledge of a female forcibly and against her will,” which defined carnal
         knowledge as “penetration (however slight) of a penis into a vagina.” This legacy
         definition eliminated many types of behavior that most would consider rape, including
         penetration by other objects, and the definition omitted male victims. After much
         debate and “decades of lobbying,” revisions were made in an attempt to address the
         inadequacies of the definition.[134]   As of January 1, 2013, the expanded, revised definition reads, “Penetration, no
         matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body part or object, or oral penetration
         by a sex organ of another person, without the consent of the victim.” It is too soon
         to measure long-term trends that include the revised, more inclusive definition.
      

      
      In addition to the definitional problems with the UCR, evidence of crime rate suppression
         has been found among various police departments across the country.[135]   Since the UCR only contains information submitted to law enforcement, if those
         agencies downgrade offenses, the undercounts will be reflected in the data. For example,
         the Village Voice reported that in 2010, the “downgrading of sexual assaults from felonies to misdemeanors
         has become a growing problem,” and the New York Police Department (NYPD) apologized
         to a female victim for downgrading her report of felony sexual assault to a misdemeanor,
         presumably in an effort to suppress crime numbers.[136]   The downgrading was recognized as part of a larger, more systemic problem with
         how the pressures from Compstat, a police management strategy focused on reducing
         crime numbers and holding supervisors accountable, led to patterns of downgrading
         offenses within the NYPD.[137]   Crime number manipulation and downgrading of offenses have also been found in other
         cities that have implemented “Compstat-like performance management systems in such
         locations as Philadelphia, Atlanta, New Orleans, Broward County and elsewhere.”[138]  
      

      
      Despite the downward trend as reported by official sources, research still indicates
         a notable number of women and men that experience sexual violence in their lifetimes.
         In her review of the literature on lifetime prevalence rates of rape, attorney Jody
         Raphael used a narrow definition of rape defined as “forcible penetration” (vaginal,
         anal, or oral penetration) and found that in five studies from 1992 to 2010, lifetime
         prevalence rates of forcible penetration of women ranged from 10.6 to 16.1 percent.
         From the same studies, she found that forcible penetration of women within the last
         twelve months ranged from .3 to .74 percent.[139]  
      

      
      The 2011 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey published by the Centers
         for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) found that “19.3% of women and 1.7% of men
         have been raped during their lifetime,” and slightly under 2 percent of women were
         raped during the twelve months preceding the survey. The study also found that
      

      
         an estimated 43.9% of women and 23.4% of men experienced other forms of sexual violence
            during their lifetimes, including being made to penetrate, sexual coercion, unwanted
            sexual contact, and noncontact unwanted sexual experiences.[140]  
         

      

      The study found that for female rape victims, the vast majority of the perpetrators
         (99 percent) were male, with about 80 percent of the male rape victims having male
         perpetrators. Further, consistent with other studies, the majority of victims knew
         their perpetrator. For the female victims, 78.8 percent of the rapes occurred before
         twenty-five years of age.[141]  
      

      
      Despite these findings, these statistics do not sit well with critics who charge that
         the rates of sexual violence are inflated.[142]   For example, journalist Cathy Young attacked the CDC’s report, mainly taking issue
         with the way rape is defined—a common criticism lodged against early studies of acquaintance
         rape. That is, that the definition includes instances of “incapacitated rape” (e.g.,
         incidents in which the respondent was “drunk, high, drugged, or passed out and unable
         to consent”) that may fall outside the legal definition of rape. She wrote,
      

      
         The CDC study—the second in two years—seems to support a radical feminist narrative
            that has been gaining mainstream attention recently: that modern America is a “rape
            culture” saturated with misogynistic violence.[143]  
         

      

      While the framing of criticisms over rape statistics in the context of rape culture is relatively new in popular discourse, the debate over the numbers themselves is
         not new. In fact, Ms. magazine characterized the recent debate over the numbers as the “Second Wave of
         Backlash against Anti-Rape Activism” following the well-documented backlash against
         acquaintance rape statistics in the late 1980s and 1990s.[144]   Arguments challenging the validity of rape statistics, including the oft-cited
         “1 in 5” findings (which will be discussed in chapter 6), the definition of date rape,
         the role of intoxication, and the prevalence rates on college campuses have raged
         for several decades.[145]   However, before addressing how the concept of rape culture was initially validated
         by high-profile instances of sexual assault on campuses, and then later discredited
         by those same instances, let’s go back to 2013, the year that “rape culture” exploded
         into the public imagination.
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      Chapter 2

      The Mainstreaming of Rape Culture

      
         
         
      

      
      It was not until 2013 that “rape culture” became a framework in popular discourse
         for understanding the attitudes and behaviors pertaining to sexual violence. Three
         unrelated, high-profile events, in particular, ignited public interest in it: the
         Steubenville, Ohio, rape case; the New Delhi, India, gang rape; and the success of
         Robin Thicke’s pop song “Blurred Lines.” These events are by no means inclusive of
         all relevant events, nor are they even the “most important” events related to sexual
         violence. However, they are symbolic of what feminist scholars have for years described
         as rape culture. Taken together, these events culminated in awareness of the concept
         on three levels: (1) domestically, with regard to teen behavior, sports entitlement,
         and social media; (2) internationally, with regard to violence against women; and
         (3) in popular culture, with regard to narratives and images of sexual violence.
      

      
      As previously discussed, in 2013, Google Trends showed an increase in searches for
         “rape culture” relative to other searches. Although Google Trends does not give an
         indication of the context for which individuals searched for “rape culture,” it is
         reasonable to posit that the increase in popularity of the term was likely related
         to stories that dominated news media during the time period. For example, Google Trends
         shows a spike on the search “rape culture” during March 17–23, 2013. This corresponds
         to the trial of two juvenile boys in Steubenville, Ohio, accused of rape and posting
         incriminating photos and comments on social media. The term “rape culture” also peaked
         in November 2013, corresponding to a scandal known as the “New Zealand Roast Busters,”
         which was described as alleged incidents where teen boys would
      

      
         target teenage girls, ply them with alcohol until they’re often close to unconsciousness,
            gang-rape them, and then upload the evidence to social media sites in an attempt to
            shame their victims.[1]  
         

      

      According to news reports, some of the victims were underage, as young as thirteen.
         In response to the incidents, thousands protested against the lack of criminal justice
         response.[2]   According to the New Zealand Herald, part of the focus of the protests was to “bust rape culture.” As one rape prevention
         advocate argued,
      

      
         My issue is that you have these people calling for their heads and “they need to go
            to prison” and it’s like, sweet, put them in prison . . . it doesn’t solve the problem.
            . . . You look around at how much advertising objectifies women, the prevailing attitudes
            towards victim blaming and you can start to see how attitudes like this [exist].[3]  
         

      

      The Herald later reported that seven teen female victims made formal complaints, although twenty-five
         additional girls declined to make formal statements.[4]   Ultimately, no charges were filed in the case due to lack of evidence.[5]  
      

      
      Although the Roast Busters case did not attract much media attention in the United
         States, other international cases did receive widespread notice. From September 8
         to 14, 2013, Google Trends showed a spike on the search “gang rape” and “Delhi” and
         “Delhi gang rape.”[6]   In media accounts of the New Delhi rape case, the concept of rape culture was frequently
         used as a means of placing the case within the larger context of how women are treated
         in a patriarchal society. Lauren Wolfe, writing for CNN, framed the case as an example
         of the larger problem of global violence against women, pointing out that protests
         in India, Egypt, and Somalia indicated a growing consciousness around sexual violence.
         She wrote,
      

      
         This groundswell—what [activist Eve] Ensler calls “a catalytic moment”—is the perfect
            chance for us to consider how we think about subjugation, rape, and degradation of
            women globally.[7]  
         

      

      “Rape Culture Isn’t Just India’s Problem”

      
      On December 16, 2012, after an evening at the movie theater, a young woman, Jyoti
         Singh, and her male friend, Awindra Pandey, were attacked on a private bus in New
         Delhi. He was beaten and she was brutally tortured and gang raped; both were left
         to die on the street. Singh was hospitalized and transported to Singapore for treatment
         but later died from her injuries; Pandey survived. On December 28, before the identity
         of the victim was known, the New York Times reported on the severity of her injuries:
      

      
         The woman, whose intestines were removed because of injuries caused by a metal rod
            used during the rape, has not been identified. She was flown to Singapore on Wednesday
            night after undergoing three abdominal operations at a local hospital. She had also
            suffered a major brain injury, cardiac arrest and infections of the lungs and abdomen.[8]  
         

      

      In the BBC documentary India’s Daughter, which covered the aftermath of the incident in India, Doctor Rashmi Ahuja, who was
         at the hospital, explained Singh’s condition:
      

      
         She was bleeding very much from her vagina . . . she was slapped on her face, she
            was kicked on her abdomen and she had multiple injuries over her body, over her private
            parts. There were multiple bite marks over her face, over her lips, over her limbs.[9]  
         

      

      Although police arrested the suspects, the case prompted thousands to protest and
         demand harsher anti-rape legislation and legal reform. Five perpetrators and one juvenile
         were arrested (one adult committed suicide while incarcerated). The four adults were
         sentenced to death, and the juvenile was sentenced to a maximum of three years. In
         this case, we can see how the victim fit the model of what criminologist Nils Christie
         deemed the “ideal victim”—one who, in the public imagination, is weak, engaged in
         respectable activity, devoid of blame, and a stranger to the perpetrator(s).[10]   The Guardian explained the characteristics of the case and why it captured the public’s attention
         and sympathy:
      

      
         The attack was of almost unprecedented brutality, committed by complete strangers
            on a Sunday evening, on the streets of Delhi itself. J was out with a friend watching
            a film. She was not in a village, nor was she working in a nightclub. She was thus
            seen as representative in a way that other victims, rightly or wrongly, had never
            been. Very soon she had been dubbed “Delhi’s daughter” in the media, and thus neatly
            slotted into one of the three legitimate categories allowed to women in India: mother,
            spouse or child.[11]  
         

      

      The New Delhi rape case, along with other cases of sexual violence in India, such
         as the gang rape of a photojournalist on assignment in Mumbai in August 2013, resulted
         in global media coverage. In their study of the sex crimes reported in the Indian
         press three months following the New Delhi rape case, researchers Daniel Drache and
         Jennifer Velagic found that the coverage tended to focus primarily on the personal
         attributes of the victim, the public outcry about the case, issues of women’s safety,
         and legislative and police handling of the case.[12]   Notably, much of the global news coverage moved away from individualized explanations
         of rape (i.e., a focus on the personality or psychopathology of the perpetrators)
         and instead focused on sexual violence as a social problem, while implicating broader
         social issues such as patriarchy, misogyny, and economic conditions as contributing
         factors.[13]  
      

      
      India itself has been described as the “rape capital of the world,” though that moniker
         has been heavily criticized.[14]   The Washington Post dubbed New Delhi the “‘rape capital’ of India, with more than 560 cases of rape reported
         in the city, but violence against Indian women is widespread and has deep roots.”[15]  
      

      
      Similarly, Gulf News reported that “incidents of rape and murder have become routine in India,” pointing
         to the statistics derived from the annual National Crime Records Bureau, which found
         24,923 rape cases in 2012.[16]   The New York Times reported that rapes had “increased by 25 percent in the past six years.” Further,
         many believe that rape in India is vastly underreported and often met with insensitivity
         by officials.[17]   Jason Burke, writing for the Guardian, described sexual harassment in India as “endemic” and reported that rape is “systematically
         blamed on irresponsible women behaving in ‘un-Indian’ ways.”[18]  
      

      
      In this context, “rape culture” ultimately became synonymous with “Indian culture”
         on the global stage. Professor Meenakshi Gigi Durham concluded that U.S. media coverage
         of the New Delhi incident neglected to mention other cases of sexual assault that
         occurred in other countries, for example, the Steubenville, Ohio, rape case. She said
         this in effect singled out India “as a crucible for sexual violence, exacerbating
         global hierarchical power structures.”[19]   Professor Durham pointed out that the news reports “repeatedly referred to India
         as a place of great sexual danger to women, demonizing Indian men as morally degenerate
         while positioning Third World women as oppressed and victimized.”[20]  
      

      
      In response to this type of critique, some journalists did make the distinction in
         their stories that rape is obviously not inherent to India’s culture, but rather,
         there has been increased awareness and public discussion of sexual violence that has
         created the perception of an India rape culture.[21]    Gulf News said that the rates of reported rape in India were actually lower than those in Western
         Europe and Latin America. However, it is not clear whether this was due to the underreporting
         of rape in India.[22]   In fact, according to the International Business Times, reports of rape increased the first two months of 2015 and were on track to double
         over the year. This indicates that it is possible that more women are coming forward
         who would have previously remained silent.[23]  
      

      
      News coverage in North America also highlighted a perceived marginalization of women
         in India. Some stories positioned the violence as being part of a larger patriarchal
         society that links rape to shame, and, as a result, prevented victims from speaking
         out. Such articles frequently pointed to high rates of sexual harassment and sexual
         violence, low prosecution rates, and the mistreatment of victims in India.[24]  
      

      
      One blog post written by John Xenakis for the conservative blog Breitbart blamed the caste system for how poor, disadvantaged victims in India are more likely
         to be neglected by the justice system. The post posited that the case “is only tangentially
         a story about rape” and that the real concern is the caste system in India.[25]   While the claim that this story is only “tangentially” about rape seems dismissive,
         the article does acknowledge that treatment by the criminal justice system varies
         by caste position and that sexual violence against lower-caste women is likely to
         go unacknowledged.[26]   A number of attacks in India, including a 2014 incident in which two teen girls
         were raped, murdered, and left hanging from a tree in the state of Uttar Pradesh,
         brought renewed attention toward how the lower caste are less valued and considered
         “fair game” as victims.[27]   In their study of Indian news media, Drache and Velagic found that in coverage
         of sexual violence, discussions of caste were specific to Dalit victims—those at the
         bottom of the caste system.[28]  
      

      
      Some scholars pointed to the depiction of the men in India as problematic. Researcher
         Tara Atluri described the news coverage of the New Delhi case as paradoxical in that
         on the one hand, young men in India were portrayed in ways that pathologized them,
         while on the other, they were portrayed as leaders of the progressive protest movement
         against sexual assault.[29]   In fact, one study conducted by sociologist Jesna Jayachandran, which investigated
         the largely male reader responses to rape coverage in the Times of India during 2013, found that they expressed a desire for justice and called for harsh punishment.
         The researchers noted, however, that comments expressing general outrage and anger
         against incompetent policing with regard to sexual violence “rest comfortably alongside
         sexist jokes, patriarchal views on gender norms, sexuality.”[30]  
      

      
      Such misogynistic attitudes, as well as the social movement that arose in response
         to the New Delhi case, were illuminated in the BBC-produced documentary film India’s Daughter. It had been slated to be shown in India on International Women’s Day in March 2015
         but was instead banned by the government.[31]   The documentary depicted Jyoti Singh’s victimization through interviews with her
         parents, one of the convicted offenders, defense attorneys, and others with knowledge
         about the case. Statements made by one of the convicted men, as well as by defense
         attorneys, revealed entrenched misogynist views. In his interview, rapist Mukesh Singh
         blamed Jyoti for her torture, rape, and murder. He stated,
      

      
         You can’t clap with one hand—it takes two hands. . . . A decent girl won’t roam around
            at nine o’clock at night. A girl is far more responsible for rape than a boy. . .
            . Boy and girl are not equal. . . . About 20% of girls are good.
         

      

      He continued, “When being raped, she shouldn’t fight back. She should just be silent
         and allow the rape. Then, they’d have dropped her off after ‘doing her,’ and only
         hit the boy.”[32]   In addition, one defense attorney, A. P. Singh, shared his views about proper behavior
         for women,
      

      
         If my daughter or sister engaged in pre-marital activities and disgraced herself and
            allowed herself to lose face and character by doing such things, I would most certainly
            take this sort of sister or daughter to my farmhouse, and in front of my entire family,
            I would put petrol on her and set her alight.[33]  
         

      

      These types of attitudes clash profoundly with the progressive views held by those
         seeking reform in India. In fact, the case was widely regarded as a watershed moment
         in terms of encouraging victims to speak out about their experiences by linking it
         to rape culture.[34]   Journalist Nilanjana Roy told BBC News,
      

      
         “Rape culture” in India is fuelled by an acceptance of inequality and of embedded
            violence; it may be the first time in decades that we are exploring these fault lines—of
            caste, class and gender—in such a mainstream fashion. . . . The rapes might not stop;
            but this conversation isn’t stopping either.[35]  
         

      

      Ruchira Gupta’s CNN article titled “Victims Blamed in India’s Rape Culture” detailed
         how the system fails victims of sexual assault. She drew attention to the National
         Crime Records Bureau’s reporting of increased incidences of sexual assault and the
         correspondingly low conviction rate of offenders. She wrote,
      

      
         In the course of my work with Apne Aap Women Worldwide, I have seen the steady creeping
            of a rape culture into the fabric of India. . . . The biggest challenge we face is
            the attitude of politicians, senior police officials, heads of foundations and even
            policy makers who view rape as a normal part of society. Many have told me: “Men will
            be men.”[36]  
         

      

      In the aftermath of the protests, authorities in India also made comments that reinforced
         the perception that entrenched patriarchy in the country was depriving women of their
         human rights.[37]   According to the Sydney Morning Herald, in 2014, Babulal Gaur, a minister of the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party in India,
         told reporters that rape “is a social crime which depends on men and women. Sometimes
         it’s right, sometimes it’s wrong.”[38]   In an article discussing how the caste system contributes to rape-permissive attitudes,
         USA Today reported a comment from Uttar Pradesh chief minister Mulayam Singh Yadav, stating,
         “‘Boys will be boys,’ he said. ‘Sometimes they make mistakes.’”[39]   This “cult of masculinity,” as described by Gupta, enables victim blaming and is
         linked to larger structural issues:
      

      
         rape has too often become the weapon of choice for frustrated young men who blame
            women, increasingly visible in the workplace, for their unemployment, and who hope
            to regain jobs by frightening women back home through sexual violence.[40]  
         

      

      According to scholar Tara Atluri, what the media coverage around the case was missing
         was discussion on the increasing sexual violence within the context of an unstable
         global economy and global austerity.[41]   Atluri wrote that Prime Minister Manmohan Singh described “footloose migrants”
         as a potential “menace to society.”[42]   She suggested that rather than understanding the case through the lens of “tradition
         vs. modernity,” neoliberalism itself should be considered to have “gendered consequences
         at the level of both violence and resistance.”[43]   Part of such a discussion would certainly implicate the justice system in relation
         to its abysmal treatment of lower-class victims.
      

      
      The news coverage generally avoided simplistic, individualistic explanations of rape
         but did so in a way that some considered problematic. In an analysis of the first
         two weeks of U.S. media coverage of the case, including articles appearing in the
         Wall Street Journal, USA Today, and CNN, Professor Durham argued that the media “reinscribed social geographies
         of power in terms of sex and gender” and, as a result, minimized sexual violence in
         the First World.[44]   For Durham, framing India as a failed democracy lacking gender equality is troublesome
         because it does not acknowledge the frequency of sexual violence in other locales
         and virtually eliminates opportunities for “cross-national collaborations, solidarity,
         and collective action against the worldwide problem of sexual violence against women.”[45]   Durham wrote,
      

      
         Overall, the news coverage invoked archetypes of the Third World as a primitive and
            undisciplined place populated by savage males and subordinate women, a space in which
            women’s mobility is constrained and where state authority is complicit in rendering
            women vulnerable to sexual assault due to its incompetence in governing a modern democracy.[46]  
         

      

      Given that media coverage of sexual assault in America has a history of focusing on
         the victim’s behavior and/or individual pathology of the offender, the media’s shift
         of focus toward broader social and economic factors that influence sexual violence
         in this case might have been a welcome one had it provided for moments of domestic
         introspection. However, what the coverage demonstrated was that the concept of rape
         culture is more likely to be widely accepted domestically when it is directed to an
         “other” culture. As Professor Helen Benedict pointed out in her post on Women under Siege, what is striking about the media coverage of cases of sexual violence in India and
         other non-Western countries is that it allows the possibility for us to consider cultural
         factors that we neglect when covering domestic rape cases. She wrote,
      

      
         The bottom line is this: Just about any discussion of women’s rights is still seen
            in the mainstream press as radical, opinionated, and biased, not as legitimate news.
            . . . Perhaps, though, we can take the discussions of cultural misogyny that are allowed about the military and about India (or any other country that isn’t us), and apply them to our own culture—to ourselves.[47]  
         

      

      There were, however, some exceptions.[48]   For example, one Canadian newspaper headline read, “Rape Culture Isn’t Just India’s
         Problem.”[49]   In a National Post article, “How India’s Rape Culture Came to Canada,” Canadian-born Afsun Qureshi wrote
         from personal experience:
      

      
         I know that the attitudes that spawned India’s recent gang-rape tragedy don’t just
            flourish in South Asia. Sadly enough, there are common threads of cultural-based misogyny
            wherever the Indo-Pak, and now Afghani, communities settle.[50]  
         

      

      He alleged that, in insular patriarchal communities, there is a tendency to protect
         perpetrators, at the expense of victims who are too often reluctant to contact the
         police.[51]  
      

      
      Ultimately, the protests regarding the victimization of women in India prompted the
         convening of the Verma Committee, which released its report on January 23, 2013. The
         committee recommended changes to the law, including expanding the definition of rape
         and harsher punishments for offenders. The report acknowledged that legal changes
         alone are insufficient and that attitudes that perpetuate gender bias must be altered.
         In their concluding remarks, the report stated, “The nation has to account for the
         tears of millions of women and other marginalized sections of the society which has
         been ignored owing to institutional apathy.”[52]  
      

      
      In March 2013, the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act of 2013 was passed, demonstrating
         that the calls for an end to sexual violence had resulted in reliance on the state.[53]   Many find the legal reforms, which include an expansion of the definition of rape;
         the outlining of punishments for acid attacks, sexual harassment, voyeurism, and stalking;
         and harsher punishments, such as possible life imprisonment for gang rape, to be improvements
         necessary for justice.[54]   It remains to be seen how the legislation will be implemented on the ground and
         how it will impact women’s lives.
      

      
      Justice for Jane Doe

      
      The media coverage of the New Delhi rape case revealed that when sexual violence occurs
         in an “other” culture, it may be understood as a cultural and structural problem that
         implicates patriarchy, class, and neoliberalism. Meanwhile, another high-profile case
         occurred in our own backyard, in Steubenville, Ohio, which focused our attention primarily
         on teen behavior, misogyny, social media use, and online vigilantism. The case, and
         subsequent discussions of it on social media, collectively contributed to our understanding
         of Steubenville as symbolic of rape culture in the United States.
      

      
      On March 13, 2013, a juvenile trial of two high school football players began in Steubenville,
         Ohio. Trent Mays, seventeen years old, and Ma’lik Richmond, sixteen years old, were
         accused of raping an intoxicated, unconscious sixteen-year-old girl, known as Jane
         Doe, during a night of partying in August 2012. The sexual assault was reported on
         August 14, and by August 22, two arrests were made. By March of the following year,
         both juveniles were adjudicated guilty of rape, with Mays guilty of an additional
         charge of distributing a nude photo of a minor. The same day as the verdict, two teen
         girls posted threats directed toward Jane Doe on social media and were subsequently
         arrested. Their tweets included the following:
      

      
         I’ll celebrate by beating the s*** out of Jane Doe.

You ripped my family apart, you made my cousin cry, so when I see you bitch it’s going
            to be a homicide.
         

She’s the town whore anyways. She hasn’t stopped drinking yet. just pray, cause God’s
            gonna get her worse than anyone can.
         

      

      The two later pled guilty to the charge of telecommunications harassment.[55]  
      

      
      The case easily conformed to what criminologists would describe as newsworthy and
         quickly captured the public’s attention.[56]   It involved allegations of sexual assault, teen alcohol consumption, accusations
         against players on a beloved football team and of a cover-up, Internet vigilantism,
         and visual spectacle. The photos and screenshots served as evidence in trial, as well
         as in the court of public opinion.
      

      
      Public discourse surrounding the case ranged from extensive victim blaming, including
         questioning whether a rape actually occurred, to assertions that the incident proved
         that rape culture exists. There was critique of the mainstream media for its perceived
         callous disregard for the victim in the coverage following the verdict, as well as
         indictment of the use of social media for online vigilantism. Here’s how the case
         was initially described by Democracy Now! on January 7, 2013:
      

      
         Well, according to both the New York Times and Anonymous, what they’re saying happened was that a 16-year-old girl, who was
            from a neighboring town in West Virginia, was taken to a series of parties celebrating
            the end of the summer and the beginning of the football season. She was intoxicated
            or possibly date-raped, and unconscious even at one point, being carried by football
            players from party to party and allegedly sexually assaulted and raped both at parties
            and in between. Anonymous is saying that the sexual assaults may even have happened
            at the homes of assistant coaches to the football team, as well as the prosecutor.[57]  
         

      

      Over the next few months until the trial, rumors circulated as to what had happened
         that night. While mainstream media coverage of the Steubenville case was extensive,
         social media served as the primary avenue for uncovering details. In her article for
         the New Yorker published in August 2013, Ariel Levy corrected much of the misinformation that had
         come to dominate the narrative. She wrote,
      

      
         In versions of the story that spread online, the girl was lured to the party and then
            drugged. While she was delirious, she was transported in the trunk of a car, and then
            a gang of football players raped her over and over again and urinated on her body
            while her peers watched, transfixed. The town, desperate to protect its young princes,
            contrived to cover up the crime. If not for [blogger Alexandria] Goddard’s intercession,
            the police would have happily let everyone go. None of that is true.[58]  
         

      

      The teens did attend a series of parties, Jane Doe was raped (though there was no
         evidence she was urinated on), and there were witnesses that evening. In their coverage
         of the trial, Fox8 detailed the crime,
      

      
         According to prosecutors, Richmond and Mays each penetrated the victim’s vagina with
            their fingers, an act that constitutes rape under Ohio law. They are not accused of
            having intercourse with the girl, although prosecutor Marianne Hemmeter said in opening
            statements that one photograph appears to show semen on the girl’s body and DNA analysis
            of semen on a blanket she was lying on was a match for Mays.[59]  
         

      

      The Steubenville case was unique in that many details about the crime came to light
         when the boys, their teammates, and their schoolmates shared the information on social
         media. The most incriminating activities were recorded, though some of the footage
         would later be deleted. At trial, one witness recounted his involvement in the incident:
      

      
         He went on to describe how he [the witness] filmed—and then deleted from his iPhone—footage
            of one of the accused, Trent Mays, digitally penetrating her in the back of a car,
            how Mays put his penis in the mouth of the teenage girl and how he [the witness] viewed
            the notorious picture of her being carried by her arms and legs as a “bad joke.”[60]  
         

      

      Some of the boys used Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram to comment on the activities
         that occurred the night of the rape, including posting pictures of the girl. One Instagram
         photo became emblematic—the one showing Mays and Richmond holding the unconscious
         girl by her wrists and legs, her head dangling to the ground.[61]   Comments made about Jane Doe were amplified on social media and revealed the continuing
         presence of rape myths and victim blaming. Some of the incendiary statements included,
         “Song of the night is definitely Rape Me by Nirvana,” “Some people deserve to be peed
         on,” “Never seen anything this sloppy lol,” and “I have no sympathy for whores.”[62]   The victim was ridiculed, blamed for the incident, and was referred to as Steubenville’s
         “train whore.”[63]  
      

      
      The rampant misogyny permeating the case, which can be characterized more broadly
         as “slut shaming,” makes it an easy fit for the ideological camp that believes “rape
         culture exists.”[64]   Steubenville also serves as a cautionary tale for a number of societal problems—some
         new and some long prevalent—including the careless teen use of social media, the lingering
         confusion around the definition of rape and consent, and the perils of online vigilantism.
      

      
      The boys’ social media posts were online for all to see. However, they had not been
         widely disseminated until former Steubenville resident and blogger Alexandria Goddard
         scoured social media accounts after the arrests and reposted screenshots of them.
         Goddard blogged about the incident out of concern that the crime might be minimized
         or ignored. She pointed out that the accused were Steubenville football players, and
         that football is highly revered in the town. She stated,
      

      
         I have been following the twitter accounts of many of the football players and students
            about the attack, and quite frankly am a bit shocked that some of them are supporting
            the boys. This was tweeted about the victim. “You supposevly [sic] get ‘raped and tweet happy shit #idontgetit #dumbbitch.”[65]  
         

      

      Goddard was outspoken in her condemnation of the boys’ behavior. She maintained that
         exposing rape culture was central to her understanding of and involvement in the case.
         Ariel Levy of the New Yorker quoted Goddard: “I don’t think I’ve really grasped how huge it is. Internationally,
         and opening that dialogue that we do have rape culture and violence against women.”[66]  
      

      
      In what was considered the first national exposure, the New York Times reported on the case in their article “Rape Case Unfolds on Web and Splits City” on
         December 16, 2012, citing Goddard’s involvement in the case. The article outlined
         how the local community responded in ways that both blamed the victim and called out
         the “hero-worshiping culture” of the football team that created an atmosphere of entitlement
         and immunity around the players. For example, one volunteer coach was quoted in the
         article:
      

      
         The rape was just an excuse, I think. . . . What else are you going to tell your parents
            when you come home drunk like that and after a night like that? . . . She had to make
            up something. Now people are trying to blow up our football program because of it.[67]  
         

      

      According to 20/20, the coach in charge of disciplining the players, Reno Saccoccia, learned of the
         incident before the police and questioned the team members. In a police interview
         broadcast on the program, Saccoccia stated that he asked the boys, “And I said, did
         you rape her? They said no. I said, did you ____ her. They said no. That was the end
         of our . . . that was it.”[68]   In fact, at trial, texts revealed that Mays was confident the coach would help
         him. According to Yahoo! News, Mays texted the following about Coach Saccoccia:
      

      
         “But I feel he took care of it for us,” Mays continued. “Like, he was joking about
            it, so I’m not worried.” . . . “I got Reno. He took care of it and ain’t [expletive]
            going to happen, even if they did take it to court.”[69]  
         

      

      Much of the discussion around the case centered on how Steubenville’s reverence for
         football enabled residents to excuse and justify the actions of the players. The New York Times outlined how culturally important the football games have become in a community that
         falls below the median national income and has experienced massive job losses over
         the past several decades. In January, CNN echoed the sentiment by stating that “controversy
         has shaken the city, with some residents accusing outsiders of trying to ruin the
         reputation of the town’s high school football team, one of the few bright spots in
         the economically depressed community of 18,000,” although deeper discussion of economic
         factors was, in general, relatively rare.[70]  
      

      
      The notion of entitlement and the permissive attitudes by authorities and other community
         members has been understood by sociologist Michael Kimmel as part of the cultural
         dynamics that justify the participation of and condoning of sexual violence. In his
         book, Guyland, Kimmel analyzed how young men negotiate their transition from adolescence to adulthood
         according to the “Guy Code”—that is a “collection of attitudes, values, and traits
         that together composes what it means to be a man.”[71]   Per that code, dominant notions of masculinity, such as toughness, being daring,
         aggressiveness, and the suppression of emotion, are part of what it means to be a
         man.
      

      
      While Kimmel was explicit that not every guy adheres to the types of masculinity required
         of the Guy Code, he did suggest that there are three cultural dynamics that allow,
         and at times encourage, harmful behavior such as sexual assault. First is the culture
         of entitlement, where young males feel superior and entitled to power. Since men (and
         women) are not always powerful in all situations, they feel threatened when their
         status is challenged. Kimmel described this as arising from an overconformity “to
         the hyperbolic expressions of masculinity that still inform American culture.”[72]   Second is the culture of silence, which allows sexual harassment and violence to
         go unchecked because of either the fear of being ridiculed or the fear of retaliatory
         violence. The effect of this culture of silence, according to Kimmel, is that it “gives
         the perpetrators and the victims the idea that everyone supports the Guy Code.” Third
         is the culture of protection, in which family, friends, and community members rally
         around boys and men, protecting them from having to take responsibility for their
         behavior.[73]   In the Steubenville case, there indeed appeared to be Guy Code dynamics at work.
         Journalist Juliet Macur described it while reporting on the case: “Many of the adults
         I spoke to in Steubenville feigned ignorance about the rape, including the high school’s
         principal and football coach, or blamed the victim for what happened.”[74]   Further, revelations of an earlier rape case allegedly committed by Steubenville
         sports team members also lent weight to the suggestion that school officials were
         less than forthcoming about the incidents. The “other” Steubenville case involved
         a fourteen-year-old girl who alleged she was raped in an incident that reportedly
         “took place at a team coach’s house.” However, no charges were filed against the alleged
         perpetrators in this case.[75]  
      

      
      While that earlier Steubenville case remained largely buried, social media’s ongoing
         documentation of the Jane Doe case held the public transfixed. The case gained further
         nationwide traction when KnightSec, a subgroup of the hacktivist collective Anonymous,
         became involved. KnightSec had obtained and released a twelve-minute video clip recorded
         on the night of the event. It showed Steubenville graduate Michael Nodianis, and others
         off camera, laughing, discussing the rape, and describing the unconscious victim as
         “deader than Caylee Anthony . . . deader than JFK . . . deader than Trayvon Martin,”
         “Her puss is about as dry as the sun right now,” and “They raped her quicker than
         Mike Tyson raped that one girl.”[76]  
      

      
      “Rape Has Gone Viral”

      
      In this case—and in an increasing number of similar cases—social media became the
         primary forum where the perpetrators publicized their actions. It also served as a
         forum for victim blaming and support for the perpetrators, even if pro-victim sentiment
         ultimately became the dominant mainstream media narrative.
      

      
      An exploratory examination of tweets (#Steubenville) between January 23 through March
         9, 2013, the time frame leading up to the trial of the boys, revealed how social media
         was used as a forum for misogyny and victim blaming.[77]   Several common themes emerged from the tweets, including placing the case in the
         larger context of sexual violence against women, entitlement in sports, and rape culture.
         Writing for Salon, Irin Carmon argued that more victims are willing to speak out on social media and
         that “in the crudest journalistic terms, rape is having a moment, from India to Ohio.”
         She quoted feminist Jaclyn Friedman’s take on how the Internet serves as both condemnation
         of and support for victims of sexual violence:
      

      
         “When you talk on the Internet about being a survivor of sexual violence, two things
            will invariably happen,” [Friedman] said. “You will be surrounded by support and you
            will be called hateful names and hear abusive things.”[78]  
         

      

      In the case of Jane Doe, Twitter was used in a variety of ways, including to circulate
         mainstream news articles, to pass on information about the case, and to call for direct
         action—that is, to ask users to post information regarding rallies or other local
         actions.[79]   Some on Twitter said the case pointed to perceived deficiencies in the criminal
         justice system that have enabled rape culture to flourish.
      

      
         In the #ohio #USA HUNDREDS+ Rape Kits sit on shelves, while rapists are Free to rape
            & abuse women??? That explains #steubenville
         

In wake of #Delhi & #Steubenville, @totn looks at why so many rape cases go unreported
            http://t.co/lX6kegXt
         

Why has #Steubenville attracted so much attention? Because world identifies with case.
            It’s not about Steubenville, it’s about rape culture.
         

My reportage from 2 Feb 13: Rally Decries “Rape Culture” in #Steubenville—WTRF 7 News
            http://t.co/N6fTWyhO[80]  
         

      

      Ultimately, rape culture became a prominent lens through which to view the case.[81]   Linking the Steubenville case to similar cases involving sexual violence and social
         media, Bustle declared, “Rape has gone viral in our country.”[82]   Journalist Ann Friedman weighed in by describing how with the increasing use of
         social media and the resulting exploitation, threats, and victim blaming, we are all
         complicit:
      

      
         Now that cases regularly crop up in which photos and videos of sexual assaults are
            circulated on social media, it’s becoming harder to argue that rape is anything but
            a public scourge. We are all bystanders. We all bear witness.[83]  
         

      

      In their video promoting a rally held at the Steubenville courthouse before the trial,
         Anonymous explicitly made the connection between the Steubenville rape case and the
         global epidemic of sexual assault against women. In their call to action, the narrator
         stated that the rally had two goals, which included “an end to all bullying, assault,
         violence and rape against all people” and to “show community pride for the great city
         of Steubenville.” The narrator stated,
      

      
         A global revolution is taking place before our very eyes. From the friendly street
            of Steubenville to the historic city of New Delhi, victims of assault and rape are
            realizing they do not need to live with this fear and oppression any longer.[84]  
         

      

      In addition to linking the case to broader issues of sexual violence, various tweets
         echoed confusion regarding the definition of rape and of consent. Under Ohio law,
         the definition of rape includes “digital penetration”—the use of fingers—and both
         boys were convicted of rape. Some members of the public were perplexed by the use
         of the term. For example, these tweets reflected the confusion:
      

      
         #Steubenville Speaking honestly, I’m 30+ years old and did not know that digital penetration
            was considered rape in Ohio. #NowIdo
         

#steubenville its pretty clear she was raped! Not just digitally either! The texts
            prove this!!
         

FBI def of rape yes #Steubenville victim was raped. Please stop saying digital penetration
            w/out consent isn’t rape! http://t.co/J0VsTDXipSa[85]  
         

      

      According to the victim’s testimony at trial, she, too, was unaware of the law. Connor
         Simpson reported on the trial for The Wire and stated that the day after the incident,
      

      
         she [the victim] sent a text message to one of the defendants, apparently Mays, insisting
            that she didn’t want to go to the cops: “We know you didn’t rape me,” it said. The
            girl went on to say that she had not been aware at the time that digital penetration
            was also considered rape.[86]  
         

      

      The perception that digital penetration is not “rape” is not surprising given that
         state statutes vary. Even though legal reforms instituting a more expansive definition
         of rape have been in place for years, our cultural understandings of it continue to
         evolve.[87]   The local prosecutor Jane Hanlin, who ultimately recused herself from the case,
         also discussed the confusion around rape and the role of social media. In an interview,
         Hanlin stated,
      

      
         It may also have helped that the teens seemed largely unaware that they’d been involved
            in a crime. They don’t think that what they’ve seen is a rape in the classic sense.
            And if you were to interview a thousand teen-agers before this case started and said,
            “Is it illegal to take a video of another teen-ager naked?,” I would be astonished
            if you could find even one who said yes.[88]  
         

      

      Since social media was so instrumental in piecing together what happened that night—including
         for the victim herself—it is unsurprising that the incident was primarily characterized
         as a “social media problem” instead of a sexual violence problem. This framing of
         the incident was dominant in the 20/20  broadcast titled “Steubenville: After the Party’s Over.”[89]   Although the episode featured an interview with Ma’lik Richmond, family members,
         and other attorneys involved in the case, the episode centered on the role of social
         media and featured the former editor-in-chief of Seventeen Ann Shoket as an expert on teen use of social media. The voice-over stated, “Many
         here are saying the real question is what’s going on everywhere with kids and cellphones and sex” (emphasis added).
         Trent Mays himself, as well as the judge presiding at the trial, recast the case as
         a problem of “teen use of social media” rather than a problem of sexual violence.
         When Mays addressed the court upon being adjudicated delinquent, his apology concentrated
         on the damage done by social media. He apologized by stating,
      

      
         I’d like to apologize to the family. . . . No pictures should have been sent around,
            let alone even taken. That’s all, sir, thank you.
         

      

      As for the judge, he cautioned that one of the lessons learned is for people to be
         aware of “how you record things on social media that are so prevalent today.”[90]  
      

      
      For the Steubenville case, social media became part of the landscape in which the
         reality of sexual violence merged with its representation.[91]   The boys validated their “real life” experience by way of conversations and dissemination
         of images on social media. This was then used against them as their incriminating
         evidence was collected and preserved by those outside their circle of friends, including
         by law enforcement. Further, the victim became aware of and experienced her “real
         life” victimization that was, in many ways, inseparable from her “virtual” victimization.
         Concurrently, social media was used as a forum for expressing public sentiment about
         the case, whether as a means of victim blaming or to demonstrate an allegiance to
         Jane Doe. This phenomenon is best illustrated by Dan Wetzel’s report for Yahoo! News where the victim’s real-life experience merged with the revelations of her experience
         with social media,
      

      
         The girl . . . became aware of the alleged assault when she was sent a gruesome picture
            of her that was circulating.
         

“If that is [semen] on you that is [expletive] crazy,” a friend texted her.

“I hate my life,” the girl texted the friend at a different point. “I don’t even know
            what the [expletive] happened to me.”
         

Later she texted a friend, “I swear to God I don’t remember doing anything with them.
            I remember hearing Trent’s voice telling me to do something, but I said no.”[92]  
         

      

      As criminologist Anastasia Powell pointed out in an article published in Theoretical Criminology, social media has been mobilized in a number of ways to shape the narrative on events
         surrounding sexual violence. This can include, for example, offenders disseminating
         images of their own criminal behavior for use as evidence in criminal trials, as a
         means of slut shaming and victim blaming, and as a means of achieving informal justice
         either by the victims themselves or by allies. The desire to shape the narrative via
         social media is particularly common in situations where the criminal justice system
         is viewed as inadequate or has previously failed the victim.[93]   As with Steubenville, there is often a reciprocal relationship between social media
         and mainstream media. Social media is initially the source for various details of
         the case. Then, mainstream media report on the significance of social media, and subsequently
         social media echoes the mainstream media coverage.[94]  
      

      
      In this context, both Goddard and Anonymous engaged in the case as a means of pushing
         law enforcement to investigate a potential cover-up. They hoped to seek informal justice
         through their dissemination of (sometimes inaccurate) information, and by calling
         out misogyny and other symptoms of rape culture. Here, social media was more than
         an adjunct to law enforcement but rather was used as an extralegal tool by the victim’s
         allies. For example, KnightSec, the offshoot of Anonymous, was instrumental in organizing
         protests, including at least three local rallies in support of Jane Doe and other
         survivors of sexual violence.[95]   Meanwhile, there was also a counter-rally held in defense of the accused boys and
         the community at large.
      

      
      As scholar Michael Salter pointed out, there are some limitations to using social
         media as a means of counter-hegemonic discourse, and not all victims are interested
         in going public in this way. Salter found that the outcomes vary according to the
         social position of the victim and her access to networks, resources, and activism.
         Social media may be used successfully to challenge victim blaming and slut shaming,
         particularly if the victim is “middle-class, well-educated, and articulate” and as
         long as the victim “presents a consistent coherent account of her experiences.”[96]   Salter highlighted a 2012 case eerily similar to Steubenville in which the victim,
         Savannah Dietrich, went public by tweeting about the case in defiance of a judge’s
         order, including naming the boys responsible and criticizing the juvenile justice
         process. Newsweek described the case:
      

      
         Her ordeal began when two 16-year-old boys stripped off her bra and underwear after
            she had passed out at a party. The boys took turns pushing their fingers into her
            vagina, documenting their actions with cellphone photos. When Dietrich pressed charges,
            the boys pleaded guilty in a deal offered by the prosecutor, but she faced a new and
            unexpected problem: the judge ordered her not to talk about what had happened to her—an
            apparent infringement of her right to free speech, according to legal experts and
            to Dietrich herself.[97]  
         

      

      The boys’ defense attorneys filed a motion that she be held in contempt of court,
         although they later withdrew the motion after media attention.[98]   Among public opinion, Dietrich was generally met with support.[99]   As a result of Dietrich’s actions, a bill was passed that would clarify allowing
         juvenile victims to speak after the conclusion of their case.[100]  
      

      
      Another case, in Houston, Texas, involved a sixteen-year-old girl who went to a house
         party and was allegedly drugged and raped. She only became aware of what happened
         after seeing photos of her unconscious and naked body posted on social media. In response,
         social media users began posting photos of themselves mockingly in a sprawled position
         similar to that in which she was photographed. This prompted the meme #JadaPose that
         trended on Twitter.[101]   Despite the overwhelming misogyny on display, the Houston Press reported that the reaction to #JadaPose was mostly that of support for the victim.
      

      
         Most of the tweets we found, though, tended to be speaking out against #jadapose,
            calling it “childish,” “pathetic” and further proof of the necessity of the #YesAllWomen
            hashtag, which spoke out against misogyny and violence against women and went viral
            in May 2014 after the Isla Vista, California, shootings.[102]  
         

      

      In a display of how social media may be used as resistance, counter hashtags such
         as #StandWithJada, #JusticeForJada, and #IAmJada arose as a result of the mocking
         and derision directed toward Jada.[103]   Meghan Daum, writing for the Los Angeles Times, noted, however,
      

      
         But for all the Take Back the Night-style rallying, there’s no taking back the fact
            that the initial trolling gathered considerable momentum before anyone questioned
            it. . . . There is no magic bullet, no one watershed event, that’s going to change
            “rape culture” overnight.[104]  
         

      

      Many connected Jada’s incident to the Steubenville case, pointing to a larger cultural
         problem of victim blaming, slut shaming, and the dehumanization and objectification
         of women—all of which are considered aspects of rape culture.[105]   In response to Jada’s experience, For Harriet, a blog devoted to dialogue about African ancestry and black womanhood, wrote about
         the intersection of rape culture and black women’s experiences:
      

      
         It is time we accept that we live in a rape culture. . . . Black Girls and Black Women
            have a history of being sexually brutalized in this country. We must remember the
            lies that have been told about our Black female bodies: they signal a sexuality that
            is both criminal and irresistible; and if we are raped or assaulted, it is our fault.
            We must remember that these lies are told to do one thing: make our bodies a commodity
            to be consumed, discarded, and ignored. We must remember that these lies help perpetuate
            a rape culture that denies us our right to be Black and Woman and human.[106]  
         

      

      According to The Root, Jada and her mother came forward to “counter rape culture in social media.”[107]   In an interview with KHOU News in Houston, Jada explained why she decided to speak
         publicly and why she refused to let the incident define her:
      

      
         “There’s no point in hiding,” she said. “Everybody has already seen my face and my
            body, but that’s not what I am and who I am.”[108]  
         

      

      In the Steubenville case, it was Goddard and Anonymous who most ferociously employed
         the Internet to defend and support Jane Doe. Though the police made arrests relatively
         quickly on the basis of their own investigations, many credited Goddard with bringing
         attention to the case. Others suggested Goddard was spreading misinformation; indeed,
         she would later be sued for defamation by one of the boys and his family, though the
         suit was eventually dismissed. Similarly, Deric Lostutter (@KYAnonymous) of KnightSec,
         who would later be raided by the FBI for hacking-related crimes, was deemed both a
         “hero” and a misguided vigilante. In an interview with the Brooklyn Rail, Lostutter said he became involved with the Steubenville case because he was concerned
         about victims who have been silenced and neglected by the system.[109]  
      

      
      In a clear effort to enact what criminologist Powell described as “informal justice,”
         Lostutter launched #OpRollRedRoll and published a video threatening to dox (i.e.,
         reveal personal information such as social security numbers, addresses, etc.) Steubenville
         football players if they did not come forward and apologize.[110]   In their profile of Lostutter, Mother Jones reported what became a common refrain among Jane Doe supporters when Lostutter’s alleged
         crimes were discussed in comparison to the rape itself (as of May 26, 2015, Lostutter
         has not been charged):
      

      
         If convicted of hacking-related crimes, Lostutter could face up to 10 years behind
            bars—far more than the one- and two-year sentences doled out to the Steubenville rapists. (emphasis added)[111]  
         

      

      While some viewed Lostutter’s actions regarding Steubenville as bold and courageous
         (or more pejoratively, that he acted as a “white knight”), Anonymous in general was
         frequently called out for their irresponsible treatment of the case. The group had
         unintentionally leaked the name of the victim and also used the site LocalLeaks, which
         basically served as a hub for leaked information about the case.[112]   Journalist Cathy Young wrote that LocalLeaks contained information and rumors that
         were “entirely unsupported, and sometimes directly rebutted, by evidence presented
         at the trial three months later” and called out Anonymous for alleging a conspiratorial
         cover-up.[113]  
      

      
      Other recent cases sharing similarities with Steubenville include one involving Rehtaeh
         Parsons, a fifteen-year-old in Canada. It also involved an allegation of sexual assault,
         teens consuming alcohol, and the dissemination of texts and a photo of the victim
         that circulated through social media. In Parsons’s case, no charges were filed, and
         she tragically committed suicide. According to the New York Times, “Her parents blamed, in part, the decision not to prosecute for her suicide.”[114]   Similarly, fifteen-year-old Audrie Pott took her own life following an incident
         at a house party in which she was unconscious and sexually assaulted by three boys
         who later shared photos.[115]   The Daisy Coleman case (fourteen years old, Maryville, Missouri) similarly involved
         teens, alcohol, allegations of sexual assault, and attempted suicide. The progressive
         website Think Progress described the case:
      

      
         The 14-year-old was raped by a high school football player and left semi-unconscious
            in her front yard in the middle of a January night—and despite the evidence surrounding
            the incident, including a cell phone video of the assault, the charges against the
            boy were dropped.[116]  
         

      

      Ultimately, Coleman told her own story in xoJane, including how she was harassed online, called a “skank and a liar,” and “encouraged
         to kill herself,” which she did twice attempt.[117]   In both cases, offshoots of Anonymous became involved and agitated law enforcement,
         either through publicizing the cases, threatening to dox the alleged offenders, or
         organizing protests. The structure of Anonymous is complicated and the motivations
         of its members are varied, and the ethical and legal issues surrounding this type
         of extra-legal justice, though well documented, continue to be debated.[118]   Here, what is important is that in the context of rape culture, these types of
         cases continue to be frequently referenced as examples of how the accounts of victims
         of sexual violence are frequently disbelieved; how victims are shamed, harassed, threatened,
         and neglected by the system; and, as a result, how such cases necessitate the intervention
         of allies.
      

      
      After the judge adjudicated Trent Mays and Ma’lik Richmond guilty on March 17, 2013,
         the aftereffects of the case continued to reverberate in discourse on rape culture,
         most notably around criticism of the media coverage itself.[119]   Reporting on the verdict was frequently criticized, particularly for its emphasis
         on how the case outcome would impact the lives of the boys. It often neglected to
         mention how the rape impacted the victim. As sociologist Lisa Wade noted,
      

      
      
         	
            
            CNN says the boys were “promising students”

         

         
         	
            ABC News makes excuses for the rapists

         

         
         	
            NBC News laments the boys’ “promising football careers”

         

         
         	
            USA Today stresses that the victim was drunk[120]  
            

         

      

      
      Media coverage of the verdict was described as “sympathetic” to the offenders, with
         one source declaring that “media outlets became active participants in furthering
         victim-blaming rape culture.”[121]   For example, one report in San Francisco’s SFGate compared Trent Mays to the television character Eddie Haskell, popularized on the
         late 1950s sitcom Leave It to Beaver. The article stated,
      

      
         Making mischief, getting his friends in trouble, sucking up to their parents as if
            he were the nicest boy who ever lived. If the writers had cast Eddie as the bad guy
            in a crime show instead of a sitcom, he might have resembled Trent Mays.[122]  
         

      

      After commenters expressed outrage at the comparison between Mays’s behavior and the
         high jinks of Eddie Haskell, the writer issued a disclaimer stating that people “misunderstood”
         the point of the piece.[123]   Most notable, however, was CNN’s coverage of the verdict. It was roundly criticized
         for being insensitive and promoting rape culture.[124]   A change.org petition calling for CNN to apologize reportedly gained almost three
         hundred thousand signatures. In a breaking news segment covering the verdict, CNN’s
         Candy Crowley stated to her colleague Poppy Harlow, who covered the event, “I cannot
         imagine . . . how emotional that must’ve been sitting in the courtroom.”
      

      
         Poppy Harlow: “I’ve never experienced anything like it Candy. It was incredibly emotional,
            incredibly difficult even for an outsider like me to watch what was happening as these
            two young men who had such promising futures, star football players, very good students,
            literally watched as they believed their life fell apart. One of the young men, Ma’lik
            Richmond, when that sentence came down, he collapsed. He collapsed in the arms of
            his attorney Walter Madison. He said to him, ‘My life is over. No one is going to
            want me now.’ . . . But I want to let the viewers listen because for the first time
            in this entire trial we have now heard from the two young men. Trent Mays stood up
            apologizing to the victim’s family in court. After him, Ma’lik Richmond. Listen .
            . .[125]  
         

      

      CNN then played the footage of Mays and Richmond in court offering their apologies.
         Harlow then discussed Richmond’s background, explaining that his father spoke in court
         about his history of alcoholism and how he felt responsible for his son’s actions.
         Going further, she stated that this was the first time that Richmond’s father had
         said “I love you” to his son. Crowley transitioned into her next discussion by querying,
         “What’s the lasting effect, though, on two young men being found guilty in juvenile
         court of rape, essentially?” The CNN legal contributor stated that we have witnessed
         a “courtroom drenched in tears and tragedy” and that Harlow’s description “sums it
         all up.” The remainder of the segment focused on the impact of sex offender registrations.[126]  
      

      
      The judge declared that both boys would be required to register as sex offenders—a
         policy that many have long argued imposes undue stigma and collateral punishment on
         offenders. However, news reports have indicated that the boys may petition to be removed
         pending their progress at rehabilitation.[127]   In fact, by 2015, both boys had been released from juvenile detention. Richmond
         was released in January 2014, and by August of that year he was back on the Steubenville
         high school football team. Mays was released one year later.
      

      
      In his announcement regarding the adults who were indicted in the Steubenville cases,
         Ohio attorney general Mike DeWine took the opportunity to emphasize that problems
         such as teen alcohol consumption, partying, bad decisions, and acts of violence are
         not exclusive to Steubenville; rather, they are nationwide problems.[128]   For DeWine, the case represented “blurred, stretched and distorted boundaries of
         right and wrong” in an “anything goes” culture in which social media makes it more
         difficult to hold individuals accountable. Ultimately, DeWine argued that adults have
         responsibility to intervene and must be held accountable.[129]   But in the public’s imagination, the so-called distorted boundaries around teen
         behavior, sports and entitlement, consent, and victim blaming were often considered
         not just symptomatic of an “anything goes culture” but the epitome of a “rape culture.”
      

      
      “I Know You Want It”

      
      In 2013, Google listed the Video Music Awards (VMAs) as one of three top trending
         events on Google during the year. Only the Boston Marathon bombing attack and the
         government shutdown trended higher. The most talked-about performance of the VMAs
         was Robin Thicke and Miley Cyrus’s controversial performance of Robin Thicke’s hit
         pop song “Blurred Lines” (ft. TI & Pharrell).

      
      On March 20, 2013, Robin Thicke released the video of “Blurred Lines,” a massive hit
         that Billboard declared the “Song of the Summer.” It earned numerous nominations at the American
         Music Awards, the MTV VMAs, and the Grammy Awards and an award for Billboard’s 2014 Top R&B and Top 100 song.[130]   The song reached notoriety for its catchy melody, cocksure delivery, and what many
         would characterize as misogyny. In fact, the song and accompanying video seem to embody
         all of the problematic popular-culture representations of women that feminist scholars
         have long railed against. Within seven days of the video’s release, the popular-culture
         website The Frisky posted the following pithy description,
      

      
         Nevertheless, this video has it all: barenaked models dancing poorly, T.I. pulling
            a lady’s hair, blatant references to the size of Robin Thicke’s penis, and the line
            “you’re a good girl, I know you want it,” which isn’t the slightest bit rape-y or
            anything.[131]  
         

      

      The release of the song and video, and the subsequent reactions, prompted renewed
         discussion about how women are presented in popular culture and how these images promote
         a rape culture. By April 2, 2013, feminist blogger “feministinLA” posted, “Has anyone
         heard Robin Thicke’s new rape song?”; by June 17, the Daily Beast headline read, “‘Blurred Lines,’ Robin Thicke’s Summer Anthem, Is Kind of Rapey”;
         the following day, UPI caught up with their headline, “Robin Thicke’s ‘Blurred Lines’
         Dubbed ‘Rapey’ by Critics”; and, on June 21, the Independent published “Robin Thicke’s Number One Single ‘Blurred Lines’ Accused of Reinforcing
         Rape Myths.”
      

      
      Thicke had released two versions of the video, one of which was deemed not safe for
         work (NSFW). Parodies of it quickly followed, many of which criticized the video’s
         objectification of women. The parodies themselves were also scrutinized for being
         racy, in some cases even more so than the original song. Most notably, Mod Carousel’s
         gender-swap parody was given an 18+ restriction, while Thicke’s original video remains
         unrestricted on YouTube. Another parody video made by New Zealand law students gained
         over four million hits but was briefly pulled from YouTube for being too inappropriate.[132]  
      

      
      The director of Thicke’s “Blurred Lines” video, Diane Martel, contended in an interview
         with Grantland that the video’s intention was meant to be subversive. She explained, “I wanted to
         deal with the misogynist, funny lyrics in a way where the girls were going to overpower
         the men.” She added that the performances by the women are “very, very funny and subtly
         ridiculing” and that the video is “meta and playful.”[133]   But, as Jezebel and others pointed out, the songwriter himself seemed unaware of the subversive nature
         of the video, and at one point he described the purpose of the video to be “derogatory
         towards women.”[134]   When Martel was asked about Thicke’s comments on the video, she responded, “That’s
         crazy. Maybe he wasn’t thinking when he said that.”[135]  
      

      
      In an interview with GQ magazine, Thicke explained the motivation for the song:
      

      
         We tried to do everything that was taboo. Bestiality, drug injections, and everything
            that is completely derogatory towards women. Because all three of us are happily married
            with children, we were like, “We’re the perfect guys to make fun of this. . . . so
            we just wanted to turn it over on its head and make people go, ‘Women and their bodies
            are beautiful. Men are always gonna want to follow them around.’”[136]  
         

      

      Jimmy Johnson, writing for Truthout, placed the song, and the public’s reaction to it, in the broader context of rape
         culture. He pointed to inconsistencies in Thicke’s explanation of the song compared
         to its lyrics and what is portrayed in the video. For example, the Hollywood Reporter quoted Thicke in a BBC Radio 1 interview claiming that the song is about the strength
         of women and about how men and women are really “the same” and the lines between a
         “good girl and a bad girl” are blurred.[137]   Johnson found Thicke’s explanation of the song so puzzling that he struggled to
         make sense of it:
      

      
         His hatred of the blurred lines means he greatly prefers clear gender lines and hates
            his wife’s strength and smarts. Alternately, Thicke wrote lyrics meaning the opposite
            of his intent and doesn’t know it. Alternately again, Thicke wrote lyrics that fairly
            represented his intent which he misrepresented to the BBC. One of these has to be
            true.[138]  
         

      

      On July 1, when VH1 announced that Thicke would participate in a Twitter chat (#AskThicke),
         the website BuzzFeed compiled the many queries that poured in, including “Why are you such a misogynist?”
         and “What does it feel like to be an icon for sexism, predatory behaviour and sexual
         assault?” Another simply commented, “This won’t end well.”[139]   Later in the year, controversy swirled again when Thicke performed the song on
         August 25, 2013, at the MTV VMAs with a scantily clad Miley Cyrus who gyrated against
         Thicke throughout the performance, or as Daniel D’Addario described in his review
         for Salon, Cyrus “twerked wildly all over the body of Robin Thicke, stroking his crotch with
         a foam finger.” Basically, D’Addario pointed out that the VMAs were actually much
         less “sex positive” than they intended to be. He wrote,
      

      
         “Blurred Lines,” the song and video, has been read by some as an ode to coercive sex—not
            an opinion I had shared until watching Cyrus thrust herself all over a tight-suited
            Thicke.[140]  
         

      

      Further, he stated that despite efforts to be gay friendly, the VMAs ultimately privileged
         heterosexual performers, while silencing queer performers.[141]   The negative reaction to the performance, however, was less directed toward Thicke
         and more frequently directed at Cyrus, revealing continuing gender double standards.
         Celebuzz called the performance “awkwardly inappropriate,” and Mika Brzezinski, a morning talk
         show host on MSNBC, stated that Cyrus was “obviously deeply troubled, deeply disturbed,
         clearly has confidence issues, and probably an eating disorder,” and “someone needs
         to take care of her.” Cohost Joe Scarborough concurred that Cyrus was “messed up.”[142]   Scarborough suggested that Cyrus’s behavior during the performance was indicative
         of behaviors of other teen girls that, in effect, sets bad examples for young boys.[143]  
      

      
      Perhaps one of the more provocative responses was penned by Richard Cohen of the Washington Post. He called Cyrus a “cheap act” and “tasteless twit.” But then he went further, suggesting
         that Cyrus perpetuates rape culture. He blamed her performance for contributing to
         a “teen culture” of “sexual exploitation”—the very things he saw in the Steubenville
         case. Cohen euphemistically described it as a case of “sexual mistreatment” in which
         “there weren’t many young men involved—just two.”[144]   Others suggested that the VMA performance itself was likely intended as a subversive
         take on female objectification, albeit in ways that appropriated black culture. It
         was described by one critic as “coded racial condescension.”[145]   Nolan Feeney, writing for The Atlantic, suggested that Cyrus’s embrace of her own sexuality, by “ramping it up” and “throwing
         it back” in Thicke’s face and lap, might actually have been intended as a critique
         of “Blurred Lines”’ female objectification. If so, Feeney acknowledged that the attempted
         critique was a failure, but further noted that Cyrus had taken the heat, and slut
         shaming, for the performance. Similarly, Soraya Chemaly, writing for Alternet, noted that Cyrus was only performing as men do regularly—using women as props and
         sexual objects. Chemaly wrote,
      

      
         Cyrus was cocky, she strutted around, she danced (really awkwardly), was brash and
            confident and made lewd gestures and creative use of her tongue. In addition, she,
            like her male peers, sexually and racially objectified other women who were onstage
            with her, almost all of whom were black—and she has come in for deserved criticism
            for this. . . . She acted like a man, objectified herself and other women, and appropriated
            several racial cultural signifiers when she did.[146]  
         

      

      Culture critic Alyssa Rosenberg placed the performance in the context of other young,
         white female pop performers who appropriate black culture and flirt with bisexuality
         as a means of appearing edgy and rebellious without having to deal with the day-to-day
         realities of marginalization.[147]   The gamble Cyrus took with such a performance is that it was less frequently read
         as transgressive and liberating, and more commonly as desperate and crazy.
      

      
      Given that pop music has long been criticized for its portrayal of women and, at times,
         rape-positive lyrics (e.g., Rick Ross’s “U.O.N.E.O.”), it is telling that this particular
         song, “Blurred Lines,” became so symbolic of the problematic depictions. The song’s
         lyrics, at times explicit and violent, certainly were legitimate fodder for criticism.
         For example, “I know you want it. . . . I’ll give you something big enough to tear
         your ass in two.”
      

      
      There is also a scene in the song’s video in which a literal “stop sign” rested on
         the ass of one of the naked models. Added to this was the perception that the VMA
         performance provided yet another example of slut shaming and condemnation of women
         who are sexually aggressive in ways that only men are culturally permitted to be.
         But it wasn’t simply the discourse about the song that made it culturally significant.
         It was that the public began to see the song as emblematic of everyday realities around
         sexual harassment and sexual violence. The collective experience of “Blurred Lines”
         (i.e., the song, video, performance, as well as reaction) struck a nerve with many
         survivors of sexual assault. In an effort to point out the ways in which the song
         actually contributed to the normalization of violence against women, the academic
         website The Society Pages juxtaposed the song lyrics with Project Unbreakable testimonials—a website that features photographs of women holding signs containing
         the written words spoken by their abusers. In these powerful images, we see how the
         words of the rapists eerily echo the song’s lyrics. Among the many examples, one woman
         holds a sign reading, “I know you want it”; another holds a sign reading, “We both
         know you don’t really mean it when you say no”; and another holds a sign reading,
         “Good girl.”[148]   In another effort to use the song to raise awareness, the Mirror reported that Robin Thicke’s song influenced the anti-rape campaign #NoBlurredLines
         that was launched during “Freshers Week,” with the aim of “changing attitudes to a
         ‘no rape’ culture.”[149]  
      

      
      Beyond Blurred Lines

      
      The gang rape case in India, the Steubenville case, and Thicke’s “Blurred Lines” were
         not the only events of significance that propelled the concept of rape culture into
         public conversation during 2013. They did, however, converge to illustrate the ways
         that rape culture became an anchor for understanding sexual violence in various contexts.
         In 2013, the Washington Examiner ran this headline, “Time to End the Rape Culture,” in reference to lyrics from award-winning
         hip-hop recording artist Rick Ross’s song “U.O.N.E.O.” that brags about drugging a
         woman and raping her unconscious body:
      

      
         Put Molly all in her champagne, she ain’t even know it

         
         I took her home and I enjoyed that, she ain’t even know it.[150]  
         

      

      That song’s controversy was linked to the Steubenville rape case by journalist Gregory
         Kane, who suggested that the sense of entitlement to women’s bodies is prevalent among
         “male rappers and athletes,” where “rape—date, forcible and statutory—isn’t seen as
         an aberration, but an obligation.”[151]  
      

      
      Like Thicke and Ross, various celebrities and personalities have been called out over
         the past few years for normalizing and condoning sexual violence. This includes renowned
         evolutionary biologist and best-selling author Richard Dawkins, who was criticized
         for “embracing” rape culture after a series of tweets dismissive of rape victims.[152]   In response to the tweets, the New Statesman ran an anonymous first-person account of rape, querying Dawkins directly with the
         headline: “I was raped when I was drunk. I was 14. Do you believe me, Richard Dawkins?”
         detailing the physical and psychological toll of rape trauma. Dawkins responded that
         he believed her account because she demonstrated “clear and convincing memories.”[153]   Similarly, Grammy-winning singer and self-described “Lady Killer” CeeLo Green was
         called out for a string of offensive tweets about rape.[154]  
      

      
      America’s Dad

      
      At this point, rape culture had moved from an isolated, academic term embraced by
         radical feminists to the mainstream public, where it had begun to provide a framework
         for understanding a range of behaviors, from slut shaming to street harassment to
         online victim blaming to rape. It was in this context that one of the most explosive
         celebrity rape accusations in the past several decades captured the public’s attention.
         In November 2014, during a stand-up show in Philadelphia, comedian Hannibal Buress
         made a remark about the perceived smugness of legendary comic Bill Cosby:
      

      
         Yeah, but you rape women, Bill Cosby, so turn the crazy down a couple notches. . .
            . I’ve done this bit on stage and people think I’m making it up . . . when you leave
            here, Google “Bill Cosby rape.” That sh** has more results than “Hannibal Buress.”[155]  
         

      

      Those comments sparked a reemergence of interest in Cosby’s past, including a lawsuit
         that Cosby settled in 2006 for an undisclosed amount. The case centered around an
         incident in which Cosby was accused of drugging and sexually assaulting a woman.[156]   The earlier lawsuit was covered in the media, but it wasn’t until Buress’s comments
         set off a firestorm of controversy that a number of women came forward, alleging that
         they, too, were victimized by Cosby. As of July 2016, nearly sixty have said they
         were victimized by Cosby in a similar fashion.[157]   Adding to the controversy was Cosby’s own rape joke from a 1969 album (It’s True! It’s True!) in which he riffed on taking a trip to Spain to score some Spanish fly, a substance
         believed to be an aphrodisiac.[158]  
      

      
      The allegations against Cosby easily fit into the framework of rape culture. This
         was noted in a CNN article: “While I cannot definitively say that Cosby is guilty
         of the crimes of which he is accused, the conversation about him epitomizes some of
         the most pernicious aspects of rape culture,” including victim-blaming and “shielding
         men from accountability.”[159]  
      

      
      When women came forward to recount their experiences with Cosby, reactions to their
         stories sadly reinforced the myth that rape can be prevented if the victim simply
         acted differently. When one of Cosby’s accusers, Joan Tarshis, told CNN host Don Lemon
         that Cosby forced her to give oral sex, Lemon instructed her, “You know, there are
         ways not to perform oral sex if you didn’t want to do it.”[160]   Further, the Cosby allegations highlighted ways that women’s voices are often silenced
         in regard to allegations of sexual violence. One of the women, aspiring actress Barbara
         Bowman, who did not testify in the civil suit against Cosby but who went public with
         her story a decade ago, pointed out in the Washington Post how disappointed she was that her story was validated only when a male comedian gave
         the narrative credence. She wrote, “Only after a man, Hannibal Buress, called Bill
         Cosby a rapist in a comedy act last month did the public outcry begin in earnest.”[161]  
      

      
      In fact, it was not until Cosby’s formerly sealed deposition was publicly released,
         wherein he admitted to obtaining “Quaaludes with the intent of giving them to young
         women he wanted to have sex with,” that a criminal investigation into one of the cases
         was reopened. Cosby continues to maintain his innocence.[162]   For some, Cosby’s status made it difficult to reconcile his public persona with
         the allegations that he was a dangerous serial predator. Writer Britney Cooper explained
         this dilemma for those who have viewed Cosby as a cultural icon and found inspiration
         in not only his fictional television character Cliff Huxtable, but also his personal
         philanthropic work.[163]   She wrote,
      

      
         Middle-class black folks love the Cosbys for the same reason that working-class black
            folks love Tyler Perry’s Madea stories. In them, we feel seen and heard—recognized.
            But if that recognition comes through the creative vision of men who really don’t
            value women, do those representations not deserve our deepest skepticism? . . . His
            own crimes demonstrate in black-and-white the diseased, misogynistic, violent thinking
            at the heart of patriarchy. And as much as I might love “The Cosby Show,” we should
            perhaps consider it “fruit of the poisonous tree.”[164]  
         

      

      Compared to media reports of the civil lawsuit in 2006, public reaction against Cosby
         this time was intense. Part of the venom directed toward Cosby was due to his reputation
         for delivering moral lectures that demand young black men take responsibility for
         their actions—sentiments that were popular among many conservatives. Such narratives,
         however,  struck many as wildly hypocritical. Cosby’s “Pound Cake Speech” delivered
         in 2004 at the NAACP Awards is among his most well known. Jenée Desmond-Harris described
         the speech as including
      

      
         a litany of things that poor black people were doing wrong: bad names, bad words,
            bad clothing, bad priorities, and bad parenting—basically all of the ways that younger
            black people, in his view, had failed the civil rights generation that came before
            them.[165]  
         

      

      In 2008, Ta-Nehisi Coates explained the appeal of Cosby’s moralizing and revealed
         his own unease with parts of it by stating, “I’d take my son to see Bill Cosby, to
         hear his message, to revel in its promise and optimism. But afterward, he and I would
         have a very long talk.” Notably, Coates took Cosby to task for his ahistorical approach
         to social problems among blacks in America, particularly those that involve the criminal
         justice system.[166]  
      

      
      The civil lawsuit was public knowledge, yet the allegations never really caught the
         public’s attention. Race was cited as an explanation for the previous lack of public
         outcry. The New Republic declared, “No One Wanted to Talk about Bill Cosby’s Alleged Crimes Because He Made
         White America Feel Good about Race.”[167]   In her interview with Vanity Fair, model and actress Beverly Johnson recounted her experience with Bill Cosby in which
         she alleged that he drugged her. She detailed her concerns about going public, specifically
         how she feared that doing so might impact the plight of black men in America. She
         wrote,
      

      
         Still I struggled with how to reveal my big secret, and more importantly, what would
            people think when and if I did? Would they dismiss me as an angry black woman intent
            on ruining the image of one of the most revered men in the African American community
            over the last 40 years? Or would they see my open and honest account of being betrayed
            by one of the country’s most powerful, influential, and beloved entertainers? As I
            wrestled with the idea of telling my story of the day Bill Cosby drugged me with the
            intention of doing God knows what, the faces of Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Eric
            Garner, and countless other brown and black men took residence in my mind.[168]  
         

      

      The specter of “black-man-as-rapist” has a long history.[169]   From using false allegations of rape to justify the lynching of innocent black
         men to the continuing invisibility of black female victims in the press, the lingering
         history of prejudices within the criminal justice system continues to influence the
         reporting and response of sexual violence today. In fact, in her study of media accounts
         of rape, Professor Helen Benedict found that “the press has tended to cover the rape
         of white women by blacks more than any other type of sex crime.”[170]   Benedict also showed that media coverage frequently pitted white women against
         black men in ways that were counterproductive to both the plight of black men who
         have suffered a history of false accusations as well as anti-rape feminists.[171]  
      

      
      Although Johnson specifically mentioned young black men killed by law enforcement
         officers (as well as, in the case of Trayvon Martin, a citizen-vigilante who was later
         acquitted), it was Coates who later linked Cosby’s situation directly to Black Lives
         Matter, the movement challenging unlawful police use of force and other injustices.
         He discussed how visible brutality can go unchecked in systems bolstered by fictive
         narratives that delegitimize victims. He stated,
      

      
         Much like it is impossible to understand the killing of Tamir Rice as murder without
            some study of racism, it is impossible to imagine Bill Cosby as a rapist without understanding
            the larger framework. (For instance, it took until 1993 for all 50 states to criminalize
            marital rape.) Rape is systemic. And like all systems of brutality it does not exist
            merely at the pleasure of its most direct actors. It depends on a healthy host-body
            of people willing to look away.[172]  
         

      

      Ultimately, the coverage of the allegations against Cosby may have resulted in a positive
         impact in terms of women coming forward to tell their stories. Rape, Abuse, and Incest
         National Network's (RAINN) vice president of communications, Katherine Hull Fliflet,
         claimed that the coverage “has already led to a significant increase in the number
         of survivors reaching out for help through the National Sexual Assault Hotline.”[173]   Additionally, when Jackie Fuchs, formerly known as Jackie Fox, of the all-female
         legendary rock band The Runaways, decided to go public with her allegation of being
         raped by music producer, and later band manager, Kim Fowley in 1975 after being given
         several Quaaludes, she specifically credited the women who came forward on the Cosby
         case as inspiration to tell her story.[174]  
      

      
      Fuchs alleged that the rape took place at a party where there were several bystanders,
         some of whom she described as “snickering,” none of whom intervened. One witness stated,
         “It was really weird. Everybody was sitting in there alone with themselves. It felt
         like everyone was detached or trying to pretend like nothing was going on.”[175]   Fuchs’s allegation prompted a barrage of commentary, particularly with regard to
         bystanders who remained silent.[176]  
      

      
      Although the reaction to Fuchs’s revelation could be read as indicative of how our
         perceptions of rape have shifted over time—from that of an “inconvenience” that women
         are expected to endure, to the increasing willingness to consider acquaintance rape
         as “real rape”—there is still a palpable undercurrent of persistent rape myths.[177]   Both the Cosby case and the Fuchs case demonstrate that there is still much reluctance
         to believe women who come forward with their accounts. Fuchs said that though she
         received much support, she was “shocked by some of the vitriol; more so by the fact
         that nearly all of it came from other women.”[178]  
      

      
      As the Cosby case illustrated, even a pattern of accusations (at least fifty similar
         accounts) can amount to insufficient evidence of wrongdoing in the court of public
         opinion.[179]   Actor and talk show host Whoopi Goldberg initially defended Cosby by stating, “The
         ’80s, they weren’t fun for everybody, clearly.”[180]   Similarly, one of Cosby’s staunchest supporters, R&B singer Jill Scott, demanded
         “proof” of the allegations. She tweeted, “u know Bill Cosby? I do child and this is
         insane. Proof. Period.”[181]   After the deposition was released, Gawker reported, “Scott reversed course Monday, saying what she needed to believe Cosby
         might be guilty was for Cosby to literally admit to it.”[182]  
      

      
      At the most basic level, the Cosby case demonstrates, in part, the power of (racial)
         representation in popular culture to shape our collective understanding of sexual
         violence. It uncovered our continuing discomfort of grappling with rape and race rooted
         in American history, revealed the persistence of rape myths, and brought to light
         our stubborn reluctance to come to terms with an overwhelming litany of personal testimonies.
      

      
      It is ironic that it was a rape joke itself that (re-)ignited interest in the Cosby
         case—especially considering that a few years prior, humor referencing sexual violence
         was the focus of numerous heated debates on the ethics of joke telling.[183]   In fact, 2012 had been declared by the Daily Beast as the “year of the rape joke.”[184]   However, a few years later, the ethical debate over rape jokes had largely subsided,
         most notably reframed by Jerry Seinfeld as overbearing political correctness, largely
         sustained by what he called ignorant college students who lack an understanding of
         racism and sexism.[185]   Of course, comedians continued to tell rape jokes in a variety of contexts, but
         it was Amy Schumer (Inside Amy Schumer) who most notably shattered the rape joke taboo and delivered a series of rape culture
         jokes so searing that she was deemed a feminist icon.[186]   One of Schumer’s skits put Bill Cosby on trial in the “Court of Public Opinion”
         and played on the tension of trying to reconcile Cosby as an inspiring cultural icon
         and father figure with the overwhelmingly troublesome public accusations. In the skit,
         Schumer plays a lawyer “defending” Cosby in the courtroom by playing clips from the
         Cosby Show and distributing pudding pops. After playing a clip, she quips,
      

      
         Did anyone feel raped by that? . . . What about drugged? . . . I felt comforted by
            a familiar father figure . . .
         

         
         This is a court of public opinion. If convicted, the next time you put on a rerun
            of the Cosby Show you may wince a little, might feel a little pang. None of us deserve
            to feel that pang. We deserve to dance like no one’s watching, and watch like no one’s
            raping.[187]  
         

      

      By the beginning of 2014, the term “rape culture” reached such popularity that BuzzFeed devoted a column titled “What Is Rape Culture?” to addressing, among other issues,
         slut shaming, street harassment, rape jokes, and pick-up artists.[188]   Musicians, entertainers, and public intellectuals became ensnared in debates around
         issues of consent, victim blaming, and rape myths. During the time period under study
         in which the concept emerged as a popular framework for understanding sexual violence
         (roughly late 2012–2015), popular culture itself became one of the primary sites through
         which rape culture was understood, negotiated, and contested.
      

      
      Notes
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      Chapter 3

      “Hey TV, Stop Raping Women”

      
         
         
      

      
      Game of Thrones remains HBO’s most popular series ever—and among its most brutal. To give a sense
         of how disturbing viewers found it, Salon reported that “sexual violence is so pervasive on the show that nearly every woman
         on the show has been raped or threatened with rape.”[1]   So when controversy ensued over the rape scene in the season 4 episode “Breaker
         of Chains” (aired April 20, 2014), outsiders who weren’t avidly watching the show
         were surprised. What made this rape different? Why the uproar over this particular
         episode? Jezebel writer Madeleine Davies attempted to explain why so many viewers found this particular
         incident shocking:
      

      
         As we unfortunately know all too well from real-life examples, being charming or admired
            and being a rapist are not mutually exclusive. And if anything, our trust in Jaime
            only made the horror, pain and hurt of what he did to Cersei (someone who trusts him
            more than anyone else) all the more relatable.[2]  
         

      

      Davies, like other television watchers, viewed that particular scene in the show as
         too close for comfort—as disturbingly relatable. Rather than perceiving popular culture
         as a distinct entity separate and apart from real life, this chapter considers the
         ways that our lived experiences reflect and influence it. Here, popular culture is
         viewed as part of our social fabric, as a cluster of images and representations that
         shape and influence our understandings of sexual violence. Moving away from a “media
         effects” type of analysis that would suggest there is a causal relationship between
         media violence and behavior, this chapter explores the social meanings of sexual violence.
         From this perspective, popular culture neither exerts an all-powerful force on its
         audience nor is it entirely insignificant. This chapter shows that in some ways, popular
         culture continues to be understood by some as a primary site for reproducing rape
         myths, objectifying women, celebrating male aggression, and conflating sexuality and
         violence. However, it also demonstrates that there is no monolithic understanding
         around the social meaning of sexual violence. Both our intellectual and affective
         engagement with popular culture inform our understanding and construction of “rape
         culture.”
      

      
      In early 2014, Entertainment Weekly issued an exasperated plea: “Hey TV: Stop Raping Women,” suggesting that lazy writers
         were overusing rape as a plot line. Rather than develop complex characters that are
         nuanced, with various shades of being flawed, scriptwriters were accused of injecting
         “sexual horror” to liven up the plot.[3]    Salon similarly declared that “starting around the turn of the decade [2010], rape on television
         morphed from a delicate topic to practically de rigueur.” The Los Angeles Times declared simply that there was a “rape glut” on television.[4]  
      

      
      Over the past few years, sexual violence in television and film has generated a barrage
         of commentary. While this attention to violence against women in entertainment media
         is not particularly new, these more recent reactions have been particularly passionate.
         Media scholar Henry Jenkins wrote that increasingly media “are more focused on social
         exchanges and personal interactions in which the creation of the texts is secondary
         to the cementing of social bonds.”[5]   This analysis acknowledges the increasing tendency to move beyond various interpretations
         of the text itself (i.e., the television show, film, etc.) toward the exchange of
         ideas and how those exchanges contribute to our collective understandings of sexual
         violence. There is no single reading or interpretation of any given text. There is,
         however, generally a preferred reading, and at some point there is usually some general
         consensus around “what just happened.” The focus of the remainder of this chapter
         is to explore responses to sexual violence in popular culture and offer an analysis
         of our construction, negotiation of, and collective understanding around “what just
         happened.”
      

      
      The debate surrounding violence in entertainment media is a long-standing one, with
         practically every generation decrying the nature and frequency of violence in popular
         culture. Historically, the debates have centered on whether violent content impacts
         behavior and/or attitudes and, consequently, on the limits of free speech and censorship.[6]   While studies are mixed, it is reasonable to conclude that media do not directly
         “cause violence”—although it does impact attitudes and perceptions about violence,
         crime, and justice. In fact, we tend to look back on the biggest efforts to crack
         down on violence and sexual content in entertainment, including instituting industry
         moral guidelines like the Motion Picture Production Code, the Comics Code Authority,
         and the Parents Music Resource Center, as moments of paternalistic overreach.[7]  
      

      
      Author Harold Schechter forcefully argued that our attraction to violence in popular
         culture is not a new phenomenon and that we have long been fascinated with aggression
         and cruelty. Counter to what many believe, Schechter found that popular culture in
         the new millennium is actually less brutal than ever.[8]   There are still those who argue that we are exposed to too much violence, particularly
         sexual violence. In her article titled “Maxing Out on Murder: Good Luck Finding a
         Decent TV Drama without Rape or Killing,” writer Margaret Lyons reported just how
         pervasive violence is in primetime and found that of the 125 scripted dramas airing
         in 2013, 109 included “in detail a rape or murder.”[9]   By April 2014, cultural critic Alyssa Rosenberg declared, “Almost every buzzworthy
         drama now on television features a female main character who has been raped.”[10]   Tiffany Jenkins, writing for the Independent asked, “Is there too much rape on stage and TV?” She answered in the affirmative,
         arguing that our disproportionate focus on sexual violence is presented under the
         guise of “awareness raising” that too often devalues victims and presents men as a
         continuous threat toward women. The problem for Jenkins is that such portrayals give
         the impression that “we live in a culture of misogyny, that abuse is endemic and that
         all relationships are toxic. But it’s not, it isn’t and they aren’t.”[11]  
      

      
      The depiction of sexual violence in entertainment is a catch-22. If it is minimized
         or ignored, the public complains that the plot does not reflect the reality of our
         lives. Invariably, when it is incorporated into the story line, people complain that
         the depictions themselves are problematic or too frequent. Inherent in these reactions
         is the idea that popular culture is consequential. For criminologists, there is no
         question of whether popular culture matters in our collective understandings of crime
         and justice—it does. However, how and to what extent it matters is unsettled. It is
         therefore important to explore how popular culture serves as a resource for working
         through our collective moral anxieties about sexual violence at both an intellectual
         and affective level.
      

      
      As Washington Post music critic Chris Richards stated, the larger popular-culture landscape has become
         central to our conversations about sexual violence. He wrote,
      

      
         In the social-media age, pop culture has become a safe place to talk about the most
            difficult subjects. We might flinch at reading about rape on our college campuses
            or in our military, but we’re eager to talk about it through the lens of Game of Thrones or a Lady Gaga video.[12]  
         

      

      Popular culture is so fully embedded in our contemporary daily existence that it is
         difficult to collectively process issues of sexual violence without influencing or
         reflecting on its messaging.
      

      
      While we do hear the common refrain that there is too much rape on television, it
         is rare to hear that sexual violence should never be portrayed. There is a sense that such portrayals are necessary because they reveal
         a larger truth about the human condition. Journalist Michael Deacon, writing for the
         Telegraph, argued that because sexual violence against women is a reality, television shows
         must reflect that reality even if they are “intensely stressful” to watch. He wrote,
         “And if it’s graphically disturbing—well, so it should be. There’s no way to make
         palatable the truth about what men do to women.”[13]   Or, as this Telegraph headline stated, “If rape scenes on stage and screen aren’t horrific then they aren’t
         doing their job.”[14]  
      

      
      The discourse dedicated to whether scenes of sexual violence are necessary encompasses
         several common themes. They include the questions of whether such depictions are merely
         prurient, whether they serve artistic purposes, and whether they hold educational
         value for teaching viewers about the realities of sexual violence. Conversations about
         portrayals of sexual violence rarely remain solely within the purview of popular culture.
         Instead, they tend to reverberate and clash against survivors’ recollections of their
         own real-life experiences. They also tap into our emotional and affective responses
         to crime and justice, and they may even reinforce and/or contradict academic research.
         Ultimately, our conversations about popular culture are never fully removed from our
         lived experiences. In fact, after Entertainment Weekly published the aforementioned “Hey TV: Stop Raping Women” piece, which called for
         more nuanced portrayals of sexual violence, reader comments quickly turned to the
         validity of rape statistics, the difficulties of defining rape, and disagreements
         about how consent should be legally defined.[15]  
      

      
      Critics of portrayals of sexual violence often contend that these depictions just
         do not “get it right.” Popular-culture portrayals of rape, much like its renderings
         of other crimes, do not necessarily reflect what we know empirically about sexual
         violence. All too often, they reinforce rape myths and perpetuate victim blaming.[16]   As a result, there is much discussion about what makes for a “good” rape scene.
         For example, Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network (RAINN) advised that shows should
         maintain a focus on the aftereffects of rape as a means of showing audiences what
         happens “in real life.”[17]   The online news site Huffington Post presented the following recipe for a good, responsible rape scene: the victim should
         be the focal point, rape as character development should be avoided, and victim blaming
         should be avoided.[18]   Similarly, following the portrayal of rape in the Netflix show Orange Is the New Black that was perceived as particularly sensitive in its depiction of the aftermath of
         rape, writer Jada Yuan proposed a “Pennsatucky test” (modeled after the Bechdel test).
         Yuan said a good rape scene would answer the following:
      

      
         Is the victim’s point-of-view shown? Does the scene have a purpose for existing for
            character, rather than plot, advancement? Is the emotional aftermath explored?[19]  
         

      

      Journalist Natasha Vargas-Cooper tapped into one of the most important aspects of
         our engagement with scenes of sexual violence—that of our affective response. For
         Vargas-Cooper, the scene, “should feel ugly and leave us cringing, disgusted, perhaps
         even a little violated ourselves for having witnessed such a thing.”[20]  
      

      
      Here, the concern is not so much with rape as representation, but rather with our
         encounter with the images. In the following sections, I will show how our engagement
         is varied and complex, involving our intellectual understandings of rape, as well
         as recognizing the intensity with which we connect to the images. Taken together,
         these elements inform our collective understandings of sexual violence.
      

      
      Powering through Trauma

      
      Over the years, pop-cultural portrayals of sexual violence have reflected our changing
         awareness of rape, rape myths, and legal reform. Scholar Lisa Cuklanz noted that rape
         portrayals on prime-time television during the late 1970s to mid-1980s predominantly
         consisted of the victim being assaulted by a stranger. This imagery adhered to the
         mythological concept of “real rape” (i.e., rape committed by a stranger, involving
         extreme violence, physical injury, and use of weapon).[21]   It was not until the mid-1980s through the 1990s that portrayals generally shifted
         to include acquaintance and date rapes. This coincided with research that consistently
         showed that rape is more likely to be committed by someone known to the victim. Cuklanz
         found that over time, rape portrayals transitioned toward more sophisticated and complicated
         depictions. However, overall, they continued to reinforce “hegemonic masculinity,”
         or the social hierarchy in which we privilege certain ways of “doing gender” over
         others. Doing gender encompasses the notion of gender not as a biological trait, but
         rather as an accomplishment—the product of daily social practices and behaviors that
         codify and manifest femininity or masculinity.[22]   From this perspective, viewers are concerned less about the frequency of the violence
         and more about the way in which the violence is depicted. This is particularly true
         when the portrayals reinforce privileged forms of masculinities that intersect with
         race and class.
      

      
      In her study of rape in prime-time television, Cuklanz found the portrayals problematic
         in that they virtually neglected the plight of the (almost always female) victim,
         preferring instead to focus on the heroic, male protagonist who seeks justice for
         the crime.[23]   Cuklanz wrote, “The primary function of rape on prime-time episodic television,
         from 1976 through 1990, was to provide material for the demonstration of ideal masculinity
         in terms that worked to contain feminist arguments.”[24]   In other words, the focus was primarily on men who rescued women rather than an
         exploration of the women’s experiences or any discussion of the causes of rape beyond
         extreme individual pathology. Cuklanz wrote, “Masculinity emerges as the solution
         to, rather than the cause of, the victimization of women through rape.”[25]  
      

      
      Cultural critics have more recently echoed Cuklanz’s findings. This includes television
         critic Sonia Saraiya’s observation that over the past few years, plots have continued
         to reproduce hegemonic masculinity by “focus[ing] on the feelings of the men in the
         story, at the expense of the victims’.”[26]   Moreover, Cuklanz noted that there were some glaring omissions in the treatment
         of rape in prime time during the years under study, including the neglect of “gang
         rape, marital rape, adjudication of consent, and the underlying causes of rape,” as
         well as the abysmal treatment of issues of race and rape.[27]  
      

      
      Currently, what remains missing from popular discourse is a robust discussion of the
         intersection of race, class, and rape, as well as an exploration of the ways that
         hegemonic masculinities serve to marginalize male victims of sexual violence.[28]   One example of a male victim can be found in Amazon’s Transparent, the first online show to win the Golden Globe Best Series Award for its sensitive
         portrayal of gender transition. Despite the show’s pioneering nature, there was no
         significant public discussion of the portrayal of statutory rape involving Josh, one
         of the main characters in the show. As one recap/review in the New York Observer pointed out, there is no language for us to speak about Josh’s experience.[29]   Carrie Nelson, writing for the Observer, said,
      

      
         Was Josh sexually abused? Undeniably, yes. He was a minor having sex with an adult;
            even if he verbally agreed to every sexual act, minors can’t consent, so we’re talking
            about statutory rape at the absolute minimum. And yet, the way Josh touched Rita during
            their love scene in the pilot was filled with raw desire. Today, they are both adults,
            capable of making their own choices, and Josh chooses Rita.[30]  
         

      

      In her book Watching Rape, Sarah Projansky examined post-1980s rape narratives in television and film and found
         that they were influenced by a postfeminist discourse that has shifted the cultural
         consciousness around rape. She suggested that although feminist activism had, among
         other achievements, raised awareness and ushered in rape reform that broadened the
         ways that rape is portrayed in popular culture (e.g., the portrayal of acquaintance
         rape, increased attention to the traumatic effects of rape, critique of the male gaze,
         and critique of the treatment of victims by the criminal justice system), postfeminist
         portrayals were quite limiting. She explained,
      

      
         postfeminism’s version of feminism assumes that antirape activism is no longer necessary,
            ultimately holds women responsible for responding to rape, often recenters white men
            in the name of feminist antirape activism, and perpetuates a long-standing tradition
            of excluding women of color, particularly black women, from rape scenarios in ways
            that negate rape’s complexity and frequency in their lives.[31]  
         

      

      The interplay between postfeminist discourse and rape narratives has resulted in portrayals
         that are more complex, but that can also be more confusing. For example, the shift
         from stranger rapes to acquaintance/date rapes may be more in line with statistical
         findings, but the portrayals themselves may be more confusing in terms of our cultural
         understandings of consent. In other words, rape narratives may present some feminist
         sensibilities and still be problematic for some viewers. Ultimately, according to
         Projansky, even rape narratives that are produced from a feminist perspective and
         are designed to challenge rape myths may also simultaneously serve to contribute to
         the “hatred for and violence against women.”[32]  
      

      
      Critic Emily Nussbaum touched on this phenomenon when she wrote about the rape of
         Charlotte (played by KaDee Strickland), the tough, “self-reliant, sharp-tongued Southerner”
         on Private Practice (2007–2013). The show was a spin-off of writer Shonda Rhimes’s first major breakthrough
         hit, Grey’s Anatomy. Charlotte was considered among Rhimes’s most intriguing, powerful, and independent
         characters. She was raped by a mentally ill patient at her office, was taken to the
         hospital, and stoically refused to report the crime to the police.
      

      
      In her review of the episode, Nussbaum pointed out that the assault echoed other contemporary
         shows’ portrayals of rape and the emerging “tough woman” trope,
      

      
         but it’s peculiar that each shares with Private Practice this motif of a tough woman who tries to power through her trauma, a notion by now
            as fetishized as any notion of fragility. It’s a plot twist with a prismatic ambiguity:
            You can view it as realistic (because it’s true that few women report their rapes),
            as perversely affirming (there’s a Wild West stoicism to these women, like cowboys
            who shrug off a beating), or as troubling—however great these series are, there’s
            something punitive about seeing a succession of strong women who are ravaged and then
            go silent.[33]  
         

      

      The “tough woman” construct has been deconstructed before, particularly in discussions
         that highlight how strong female characters are often broken down by threats of rape
         or other sexual violence, either as shock value or to advance the plot of the men.
         Such scenes could be read as either distressing or empowering, or both. These dynamics
         were put in stark relief by writer Leigh Alexander in her article about gaming, gender,
         and heroes. She stated, “It seems that when you want to make a woman into a hero,
         you hurt her first. When you want to make a man into a hero, you hurt . . . also a
         woman first.”[34]  
      

      
      Television critic Mary McNamara also alluded to the tough woman trope in entertainment,
         pointing out that the strong women characters who are broken down often survive to
         emerge stronger.[35]   Writer and cultural critic Chauncey DeVega made a similar point in his article
         criticizing the portrayal of the African-American character Michonne in the television
         show The Walking Dead. DeVega skewered the show for its underdeveloped treatment of African-American characters,
         particularly in comparison to the comic books on which the show is based. DeVega was
         particularly incensed when the rape of Michonne as depicted in the comic book did
         not appear in the television show. DeVega wrote,
      

      
         Michonne, who was brutally raped by The Governor in The Walking Dead comic book series, has to suffer in order to have her revenge and triumph over him.
            Michonne is made by pain; it tempers and refines her like an alloy or fine blade of steel.
         

         
         If you remove her personal challenges, tragedies, and triumphs, you remove Michonne’s
            power in The Walking Dead. This is disrespectful to the character. Considering that Michonne is one of the
            most compelling characters in any recent comic book, and who also happens to be a
            person of color (a group marginalized in graphic novels), the insult is very much
            magnified. . . .
         

         
         Michonne has to suffer at the hands of The Governor so that she can evolve and grow into an even more essential character who is (at least) as important and capable
            a leader as Rick. (emphasis added)[36]  
         

      

      By not subjecting Michonne to sexual violence in the television series, and instead choosing
         to threaten a fellow white female character with rape, DeVega suggested that the writers
         were perhaps fearful of the inevitable controversy that would likely arise. That is,
         by not depicting the rape, there was no opportunity to confront the historical treatment
         of black women at the hands of white men. As a result, the white, masculine postapocalyptic
         landscape remained uninterrogated.
      

      
      Culture critic Eliana Dockterman noted that rape portrayals on television are increasingly
         more likely to be revealed as a character’s backstory as opposed to a real-time occurrence.
         For Dockterman, the increased attention toward rape culture itself has prompted the
         plot device of revealing a character’s secret past as a path for healing the victim.
         Or, alternatively, as video game show host Jace Hall more bluntly remarked, female
         characters “absolutely must have endured some kind of sexual trauma to become the
         badass she is now.”[37]  
      

      
      In the second season of Netflix’s House of Cards, Claire Underwood (played by Robin Wright) revealed she was raped by a boyfriend
         in college. Her assailant later became a high-ranking military general who was awarded
         medals by her husband, the president of the United States. The show is about power
         and corruption in Washington, D.C., and Claire is a manipulative liar, bordering on
         psychopathy, who, in partnership with her husband, will go to any lengths to gain
         and maintain power. Claire was in the uncomfortable position of publicly discussing
         her three abortions (two of which she described as “reckless” behavior as a teenager,
         and one as a decision made in concert with her husband so as not to interfere with
         their campaigning). Rather than reveal the truth, in a televised interview she falsely
         attributed the latter pregnancy to the rape by her former boyfriend. Another victim
         subsequently came forward and revealed that she, too, had been raped by the same man,
         bolstering Claire’s credibility. Claire used her leverage to push for legislation
         to impose civilian oversight on cases of rape in the military. The bill is similar
         to New York senator Kirsten Gillibrand’s real-life attempts to remove the decision
         to prosecute serious crimes in the military from the chain of command and implement
         independent prosecutors.[38]  
      

      
      The Daily Beast reported that Robin Wright’s own activism in the fight against sexual violence in
         conflict zones was instrumental in bringing the plot to House of Cards.[39]   However, reactions to the story line were mixed.[40]   Some viewers were uncomfortable with the rape because they found it unnecessary
         for Claire’s cruelty to be forged from sexual violence. Entertainment Weekly wrote,
      

      
         It’s not that women like Claire don’t get raped. Or that stories of abuse and survival
            and the cost of resilience aren’t important ones. But on the flip side, can’t we enjoy
            standing aghast in the face of Claire’s ruthlessness without saddling her with such
            an excruciating foundation?[41]  
         

      

      As an example of how Claire fits the mold of the “tough woman” trope, Bustle praised her for powering through the incident and refusing to buckle to victimhood.
      

      
         She doesn’t crumble at the sight of the man who temporarily stole her power—though
            she does quiver. She hasn’t forgotten what happened to her or blocked it from her
            mind, but she also hasn’t taken her attacker down. Instead, her revenge is that she’s
            built a life of power and influence—however ruthless that life may be—and she’s unwilling
            to let this man keep her from realizing her goals. Her silence isn’t weakness, it’s
            strength.[42]  
         

      

      Ultimately, the show prompted a “rape culture critical analysis” by the Colorado Coalition
         against Sexual Assault. The organization concluded that while the show should be praised
         for “accurately reflect[ing] the lifelong healing process and re-emergence of triggers
         that many sexual trauma survivors experience,” it also conflated dishonesty (not about
         the rape, but about the abortion) in a way that likely contributes to questions of
         credibility around rape survivors.[43]  
      

      
      “Well, It Becomes Consensual by the End”

      
      Gross cruelty and indifference to human life are among the hallmarks of HBO’s Game of Thrones as various characters battle for power and control. The tone of the series is set in the first episode, which includes gruesome deaths
         and rape. On a show known for its willingness to shock viewers by brutally killing
         main characters, as well as its overuse of “sexposition”—“the art of outlining all
         that tedious plot against a background of no-holds-barred sex”—it is the sexual violence
         that fuels most of the controversy around the show, particularly as it intersects
         with portrayals of powerful women.[44]  
      

      
      The show premiered in 2011, and by 2012, author Laurie Penny wrote that “Game of Thrones is racist rape-culture Disneyland with Dragons.” Two years later, the New York Times dedicated front-page coverage to the show’s depictions of rape, with an article declaring
         that “the series’s sexual violence has spilled into the mainstream and grown vehement,”
         with sexual violence practically having evolved into “background noise.”[45]   Throughout its run, other headlines echoed similar sentiments:
      

      
         Jezebel: “Game of Thrones, Sex and HBO: Where Did TV’s Sexual Pioneer Go Wrong?”
         

Salon: “Game of Thrones glamorizes rape: That was not consent, and rape is not a narrative device”
         

Guardian: “Game of Thrones: too much racism and sexism—so I stopped watching”
         

Forbes: “Does Game of Thrones Have a Misogyny Problem?”[46]  
         

      

      Here is how Bitch magazine described how women were treated on the show in season 3:
      

      
         women used as numerous pawns in the titular game, treated like chattel, commanded
            to show men their “cunts,” threatened with rape at nearly every turn, stabbed viciously
            in the uterus, and, in one case, crucified by crossbow.[47]  
         

      

      The constant threat, and realization, of sexual violence on the show fit easily into
         the larger discourse around rape culture, as evidenced by these tweets:
      

      
         #RapeCultureIsWhen a director films a rape scene and doesn’t think they filmed a rape
            scene. #GameofThrones
         

#YesAllWomen because rape on TV and in movies shouldn’t be a “matter of perspective”
            or “only for shock value.” #GameOfThrones #rapeculture
         

Can’t wait to wake up to 40 Jesebel [sic], AV Club, Kotaku, and BadAssDigest articles about “rape culture” #GameOfThrones[48]  
         

      

      Although the show had long included scenes of sexposition and sexual violence, it
         was the episode titled “Breaker of Chains” in the show’s fourth season that unleashed
         a flurry of criticism surrounding the ethics and responsibility of portraying rape.
         In “Breaker of Chains,” Cersei and her brother/lover Jaime meet at the sept where
         their dead son’s body was on display. Here’s how the Hollywood Reporter described the scene:
      

      
         As Cersei (Lena Headey) is mourning her son, Jaime (Nikolaj Coster-Waldau) comes in
            to comfort her and pay his respects. Things get hot and heavy between the siblings/lovers,
            but when Cersei attempts to put a stop to it, Jaime rapes her. To add another layer
            to the already disturbing scene, their son’s dead body is just inches away.[49]  
         

      

      In the same article, the director Alex Graves described the scene as “rape” and “forced
         sex.”[50]   However, in another interview, Graves revealed that the scene was designed to be
         much more ambiguous. He stated, “Well, it becomes consensual by the end, because anything
         for them ultimately results in a turn-on, especially a power struggle.”[51]    Hitfix’s description of the scene also alluded to some of that ambiguity:
      

      
         It’s an intense scene, and beautifully shot (just look at the glow surrounding Cersei
            after she’s left alone in the sept with Jaime), and rekindles the sick, complex relationship
            between these two—an unholy union in the holiest of places.[52]  
         

      

      The revelation that the director perceived the scene as both “rape” and as “becoming
         consensual” contributed to the controversy and ultimately revealed larger confusion
         among the public about the issue of consent. Further, the actors involved in the scene,
         Lena Headey (Cersei) and Nikolaj Coster-Waldau (Jaime), both told Entertainment Weekly that the scene was “not rape” and “was never intended to be.”[53]   In an interview with the Daily Beast, Coster-Waldau provided more context:
      

      
         It took me awhile to wrap my head around it, because I think that, for some people, it’s just going to look like rape. The intention is that it’s not just that; it’s about two people who’ve had this
            connection for so many years, and much of it is physical, and much of it has had to
            be kept secret, and this is almost the last thing left now. (emphasis added)[54]  
         

      

      The problem was that so many viewers disagreed—and perceived it as rape. A sample
         of headlines included,
      

      
         Wired: That Game of Thrones Scene Wasn’t a ‘Turn-On,’ It Was Rape
         

Vulture: Yes, Of Course That Was Rape on Last Night’s Game of Thrones
         

Salon: Game of Thrones glamorizes rape: That was not consent, and rape is not a narrative device
         

New Republic: Yes, That Scene in ‘Game of Thrones’ Was Rape. No, the Show Isn’t Ruined.
         

AV Club: Rape of Thrones
         

Daily Beast: Why We Should Pretend the ‘Game of Thrones’ Rape Scene Never Happened
         

Jezebel: The Game of Thrones Rape Scene Was Unnecessary and Despicable[55]  
         

      

      Many viewed the rape as problematic because it was considered by some as “out of character”
         for Jaime, reasoning that although he might have acted malevolently in the past, he
         was no rapist, and this incident was perceived as having irrevocably changed his character
         arc in an irredeemable way. Others felt that, as with many rape portrayals on TV,
         the rape was simply unnecessary and failed to offer insight into the aftereffects
         and trauma that would continue to impact Cersei throughout her life.[56]  
      

      
      Notably, one of the main problems—for those who had read the books by George R. R.
         Martin—was that the scene in the book was overwhelmingly interpreted as consensual
         sex, while the scene on the show was overwhelmingly interpreted as rape.[57]   This intertextual shift provoked discussions about whether the show was simply
         sensationalizing and exploiting sexual violence for shock value. The scene in the
         book has Cersei initially protest, but eventually she states,
      

      
         “Hurry . . . quickly, quickly, now, do it now, do me now. Jaime Jaime Jaime.” Her
            hands helped guide him. “Yes,” Cersei said as he thrust.[58]  
         

      

      In contrast, here’s how feminist writer Roxane Gay described the scene from the show:

      
         There was no ambiguity to the scene. Cersei repeatedly said no. She said, “Stop.”
            She said, “Not here.” She said, “This is not right.” She resisted Jaime’s efforts,
            to no avail. The scene was unequivocally a rape scene and it was not merely shocking.
            It was thoroughly senseless.[59]  
         

      

      The reaction to the difference in how the book and film portrayed the event demonstrated
         just how unsettled the idea of consent remains among viewers.[60]   Laura Hudson, writing for Wired, expressed frustration over the inability of some viewers to interpret the TV scene
         as rape. She wrote,
      

      
         I’ve already seen multiple comments, both on my recap of the episode and others, that
            said she wasn’t fighting hard enough for it to be rape, that it seemed like deep down
            she was really into it. Seeing men write comments like that about a scene where a
            woman is forced into sex—particularly since I know multiple women who have heard the
            same sorts of comments about their real-life rapes—is absolutely terrifying.[61]  
         

      

      These contradictory views reflect our lack of understanding about consent that has
         long been part of the history of rape and rape legislation. Scholar Nicola Gavey wrote
         that historically our ideas of rape have been informed by “not only general sexism
         and ideas of women as male property, but also a set of contradictory ideas about women’s
         sexuality.”[62]   In this context, only certain types of rapes are considered “legitimate,” while
         in other cases, women are perceived as “asking for it” or as secretly desiring to
         be raped. Gavey wrote,
      

      
         These views of women’s masochism and the inherent untrustworthiness of a woman’s allegation
            of rape have been recycled in public debate against legislative changes, as well as
            in the courtroom. . . . From this point of view, women’s consent is always up for
            question.[63]  
         

      

      Situations in which consent is considered more ambiguous include rapes committed by
         acquaintances and intimate partners. Such assaults have often been treated less seriously
         than those committed by strangers. This is largely as a result of our understanding
         and interpretation of consent. Historically, rape was defined in such a way that many
         women “lacked the right to withhold” consent (e.g., rape of African-American women
         during slavery, marital rape).[64]   Further, women were expected to demonstrate their lack of consent through utmost
         physical resistance. It was not until the efforts of the anti-rape movement of the
         1970–1980s that laws were reformed. Despite those efforts, however, as scholar Rose
         Corrigan noted, legal reforms “did not resolve deep conflicts over the line between
         coerced and consensual sexual contact.”[65]   Stephen Schulhofer, in his book arguing for a form of affirmative consent that
         is essentially freedom from unwanted sex, noted that this stems from the law’s failure
         to recognize the sexual autonomy of both parties.
      

      
         In effect, the law permits men to assume that a woman is always willing to have sex,
            even with a stranger, even with substantial physical force, unless the evidence shows
            unambiguously that she was unwilling.[66]  
         

      

      As it stands, the laws on sexual assault vary by state, and there is as yet no single
         definition of consent. The New York Times pointed out,
      

      
         Some states, like New York, ask whether a reasonable person would believe that intercourse
            was consensual, considering all the surrounding circumstances. Meanwhile, some states
            follow the “no means no” rule, while others—including New Jersey—have adopted standards
            requiring affirmative, freely given permission by each person.[67]  
         

      

      The lack of consensus on “what just happened” on Game of Thrones is not simply a reflection of inconsistent laws. It is also due to the ways in which
         viewers experience and relate to sexual coercion and sexual violence itself. Even
         the preferred reading of the scene expressed by the creators and actors clashed with
         the majority of viewers’ interpretations. That the Jaime/Cersei scene prompted so
         much indignation indicated that we have come a long way from demanding that a victim
         must demonstrate “utmost physical resistance” as proof of rape. It also indicated
         that viewers were willing to make a determination of rape regardless of Cersei’s reaction
         to the situation. This is not surprising given research that has demonstrated that
         when women who were assaulted were asked about whether or not they had experienced
         sexual violence, many detailed experiences of forced sex consistent with the legal
         definition of rape, but which they themselves did not interpret or characterize as
         rape.[68]   Such findings include those of the National College Women Sexual Victimization
         survey, which revealed that only about half (46.5 percent) of “completed rape incidents
         were acknowledged as rape,” while only 2.8 percent of attempted rape incidents were
         acknowledged as rape.[69]  
      

      
      The point here is that there is fluidity among interpretations even as they pertain
         to one’s own experiences, and these interpretations are part of our broader cultural
         understanding of what is considered normative heterosexual behavior. In this context,
         dominant discourse around what is expected of men and women during “normal heterosex”
         (e.g., the persistent idea that women are passive recipients of men’s sexual desire)
         influences what is considered rape.[70]   Many women describe experiences that are neither consensual nor rape but rest somewhere
         on a continuum of coercive sexual activity.[71]   Here, the dominant script of “no means yes” and the belief that women fantasize
         about rape provided cultural space for viewers to interpret Cersei’s protests of “no”
         as consent, as well as for the belief that “deep down she was really into it.”[72]   As Gavey observed, when the “sense of obligation and pressure is too strong,” women
         may feel that they do not have a choice but to acquiesce.
      

      
      “Choreographed Like a Ballet”

      
      In an article on sexual harassment at San Diego Comic-Con, writer Rebecca Keegan of
         the Los Angeles Times reported an anecdote from the 2011 Game of Thrones panel featuring actors from the show. She wrote,
      

      
         A mix of cheers and groans rose up in the audience when actor Jason Momoa said his
            favorite part of his role on the HBO show is that he gets to “rape beautiful women
            and have them fall in love with me.”[73]  
         

      

      Most likely, Momoa was referring to the marital rape scene in season 1 of the show
         in which a female character, Daenerys Targaryen (aka the “Mother of Dragons” played
         by Emilia Clarke), was sold into marriage to Momoa’s character (warrior Khal Drago),
         who promptly raped her, only for her to later fall in love with him. While the scene
         generated a fair amount of controversy, it would pale in comparison to the outcry
         over the marital rape scene in the later episode, “Unbowed, Unbent, Unbroken.” Here,
         Sansa Stark (Sophie Turner) was forced to marry the sadist Ramsey Bolton (Iwan Rheon)
         and was raped on her wedding night as her childhood friend, Theon (aka Reek, played
         by Alfie Allen), was forced to watch. The scene was heavily criticized as unnecessary
         and as simply a means of furthering the character development of Theon.[74]  
      

      
      The viewer reaction to the scene was fierce and included Senator Claire McCaskill,
         who tweeted,
      

      
         Ok, I’m done Game of Thrones.Water Garden, stupid.Gratuitous rape scene disgusting
            and unacceptable.It was a rocky ride that just ended.[75]  
         

      

      In a high-profile protest move, feminist-oriented popular-culture website The Mary Sue published an article declaring that they will no longer promote the show.[76]   Editor-in-chief Jill Pantozzi wrote about the scene, “After the episode ended,
         I was gutted. I felt sick to my stomach. And then I was angry.” And of the show, “There’s
         only so many times you can be disgusted with something you love before you literally
         can’t bring yourself to look at it anymore.”
      

      
      However, others were less shocked. Actress Sophie Turner (Sansa) described her impression
         of the marital rape scene:
      

      
         When I read that scene, I kinda loved it. . . . It was all so messed up. It’s also
            so daunting for me to do it. I’ve been making [producer Bryan Cogman] feel so bad
            for writing that scene: “I can’t believe you’re doing this to me!” But I secretly
            loved it.[77]  
         

      

      In an earlier interview, the Telegraph reported that with regard to the filming of a rape scene, Turner was “assured by the
         director that the scene would be ‘choreographed like a ballet’ and would be ‘beautiful.’”[78]  
      

      
      In The Federalist, Leslie Loftis wrote of her reaction to the scene, “It was inevitable and, as expected,
         it was awful, although not particularly violent. . . . I certainly had a restless
         night on Sunday.”[79]   Loftis defended the scene and struck out against those who were offended. She did
         this not by distancing the show from real life, but instead by suggesting that the
         show is based on real life.[80]   Loftis stated that the show is “basically a crossover between historical fiction
         and myth”—a frequent defense of sexual violence in the show—and pointed out to critics
         that sometimes life is unfair.[81]   She suggested that “shrinking-violet fans” want only “happy” stories. Similarly,
         Robby Soave, writing for Reason, was dismissive of the criticism of the show because he saw it simply as part of
         the broader culture wars fought by those who insist on “politicizing” rape. But Soave,
         like Loftis, misinterpreted viewer complaints about Sansa’s rape as a criticism against
         all rape portrayals and consequently overstated the objections. Soave said,
      

      
         I find this implication—that rape is bad, and therefore, should not be depicted—troubling,
            to say the least. . . . Many of the people who are up in arms about Sansa’s rapes
            were silent (or at least quieter) for the myriad scenes of graphic violence throughout
            the previous 45 episodes of Game of Thrones.[82]  
         

      

      Yet critics had not remained silent, nor was there a chorus from viewers calling for
         an end to rape depiction altogether. In truth, for years, there was fairly consistent
         criticism against the show for its treatment of women, overuse of sexposition, and
         incessant sexual violence—even as viewers continued to enjoy the show. The reaction
         to Sansa’s rape was only louder because it was perceived as the latest in an ongoing
         pattern of how the show portrays sexual violence. The reactions along the way were
         far more varied and complex than simply “don’t show rape.”
      

      
      Even those viewers who criticized the show for certain scenes of sexual violence that
         seem “out of character” and “unnecessary” at times viewed the show as empowering.
         As feminist scholar Barbara Winslow said, there is no single feminism, but feminisms,
         which are commonly expressed in public discourse around sexual violence.[83]   As with many other shows and their portrayals of sexual violence, Game of Thrones presents a fairly complex version of feminism, and this is reflected by the viewer
         response.[84]   For example, writer Caroline Siede parsed how her reaction to the show is complicated:
      

      
         But to simply write off the show as sexist bullshit would be to throw out the naked
            lady with the bathwater. Game Of Thrones remains one of the only prestige dramas to feature a large female ensemble—only Orange Is The New Black can rival it for sheer number of well-developed female characters.[85]  
         

      

      Similarly, in a rundown of powerful female characters on the show, BuzzFeed pointed out “9 Ways Game Of Thrones Is Actually Feminist,” and Entertainment Weekly queried in their headline, “Game of Thrones: Feminist or Not?” and answered in the affirmative.[86]   One Mic.com headline in reference to season 5 declared, “Game of Thrones Is Back—And
         More Feminist Than Ever Before.” The accompanying article detailed how female characters
         in the show are “running, ruling and ruining the world,” and relayed one of the more
         poignant exchanges of dialogue in which two characters ponder who would eventually
         gain the throne. The eunuch and former member of the king’s small council, Varys,
         declared of the potential ruler, “A monarch who can intimidate the high lords and
         inspire the people, a ruler loved by millions with a powerful army and the right family
         name.”
      

      
      “Good luck finding him,” the listener responds.

      
      “Who,” asks Varys, “said anything about him?”[87]  
      

      
      “It’s the Most Tasteful Rape Scene Imaginable”

      
      What is important to explore beyond teasing out the meanings of sexual violence is
         assessing how we are affected by the portrayal. Voyeurism and the ethics of witnessing
         are at the heart of much of the discussion surrounding portrayals of sexual violence.
         Most often, this ethical dilemma is addressed by questioning whether the violence
         is “necessary” for the story. According to criminologist Alison Young, what is often
         ignored in this discussion of whether or not to include scenes of sexual violence
         is the affective impact of the scenes—the ways in which the viewer corporeally experiences
         the images and remembers and recalls the experience.
      

      
      In her study of rape revenge films, Young wrote that the focus on criminological aesthetics
         is less about the representation itself and more about recognition of the mental and
         bodily connections made by the spectator. For Young, cinema is experienced as haptic,
         as sensation, and as engagement with crime images as a “sign that is felt, rather
         than recognized or perceived through cognition.”[88]   As cultural critic Steven Shaviro further explained, this engagement of affect
         is “not what something is, but how it is—or, more precisely, how it affects, and how it is affected by, other things.”[89]   Here, Shaviro is recognizing that films employ cinematic techniques (e.g., sound,
         close-ups, edits, etc.) specifically designed to both repulse and attract viewers.
         In her work, Young connected this haptic experience to larger ethical issues inherent
         in the consumption of images of sexual violence. She stated,
      

      
         The inclusion of a rape scene in a film should always be questioned, since it is not
            possible for the spectatorial relation to the crime-image of sexual assault to involve
            a kind of just looking—a looking that is interested only in the possibilities of justice in the aftermath
            of injury.[90]  
         

      

      The viewer is implicated because “looking at and doing violence thus become conjoined
         in and on the body of the injured woman.”[91]   Scholar Patricia Pisters described how the affective encounter works. She stated,
      

      
         It does not work on our sensory-motor schema that leads to action, and it does not
            work in the first instance on our cognitive or mental ability. Rather, it works directly
            on the affective nervous system that has sensors everywhere in the flesh.[92]  
         

      

      This phenomenon is illustrated by one survivor’s recount after viewing the American
         version of the film The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo directed by David Fincher, a rape-revenge fantasy set against the backdrop of a serial
         killer thriller and based on the best-selling book trilogy by Swedish author Stieg
         Larsson.[93]   She stated the following of the rape scene,
      

      
         It’s a funny thing about trauma, the way the body remembers. I went through several
            stages of feeling when I saw that rape scene, and even writing about it now I can
            feel my body responding: my heart rate is up and my legs are shaky. In the theater,
            when it was happening, I started to feel so panicky. My muscles got tense and it was
            hard to breathe. Tears filled my eyes. I kept squeezing my toes together and reminding
            myself to breathe. I found it hard to focus on the rest of the film. I tried, but
            I kept hearing her screams and then I’d have to squeeze my fists and toes and breathe.
            As soon as the credits came up, I fled to the bathroom. I was overwhelmed with nausea
            but didn’t throw up. It was hard to pee because I was starting to dissociate and leave
            my body. I felt so angry too. I sent some really evil text messages to a friend who’d
            texted something benign. I was furious. I wanted to tear down the stalls and kill
            people. It was such a fierce anger.[94]  
         

      

      This extreme response to the film might be understandable considering that Fincher
         was at ease with viewers’ uncomfortable reactions. Violence against women is a major
         theme in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, in both the books and the films (both the Swedish film trilogy and the American
         film). Much of the discussion of sexual violence in the film centered around the scenes
         in which the female heroine, Lisbeth Salander, is raped by her state-appointed guardian.
         Her rape revenge culminates in a gruesome scene in which Salander tasers her rapist,
         rapes him, and tattoos his flesh, permanently labeling him a rapist. In an interview
         describing the rape-revenge scene, Fincher noted the reaction to the film. He described
         the audience as “literally start[ing] to squirm” as Salander returns to her rapist’s
         apartment to seek revenge.[95]   One feminist blogger described how the rape of Salander both repelled and simultaneously
         evoked pleasure:
      

      
         It certainly was the most thrilling scene in a very dull, joyless movie. The rape was done with glee, that
            verve on screen was impossible to ignore, so instead of looking away while an emotionally
            disturbed, malnourished woman is being forcibly sodomized, my animal parts started
            wriggling. Instead of cringing, I leered. . . . The rape scene in Girl with the Dragon Tattoo was so lovingly done, it was downright arousing. (emphasis in original)[96]  
         

      

      Despite the fulfillment of rape-revenge fantasy—a plot device that transforms the
         androgynous Salander into a feminist heroine—viewers have criticized the rape scenes
         in the Fincher film for being highly stylized in ways that sexualize the violence.[97]   In fact, Fincher pointed out the following:
      

      
         I showed the rape scene to someone who said, “It’s the most tasteful rape scene imaginable.” But still, it’s effective. (emphasis added)[98]  
         

      

      It is this transgressive experience—finding the film simultaneously repulsive and
         pleasurable—that is key to understanding rape images as encounters.[99]   Swedish actress Noomi Rapace (Lisbeth Salander) indicated how intensely she experienced
         the rape and rape-revenge scenes in the Swedish version of the film:
      

      
         But of course it was really heavy and hard, and I dreamt a lot of nightmares and it
            really went deep into me . . . when I came back to rape him and to torture him, I really felt that I enjoyed it,
               actually, and it kind of scared me, because I didn’t expect those feelings from myself. (emphasis added)[100]  
         

      

      This transgressive experience of pleasure coupled with repulsion informs many of the
         conversations around portrayals of sexual violence both in films and television. It
         also intersects with viewers’ personal experiences in ways that do not always correspond
         to the creator’s intended preferred reading of the material.
      

      
      “The Most Repulsive Drama Ever Broadcast on British TV”

      
      It is not surprising that The Fall, a BBC2 television show set in Belfast, Ireland, about a serial killer who murders
         his victims, washes their bodies, paints their fingernails, and collects locks of
         hair and other trophies, raised questions about the portrayal of sexual violence on
         television. It is surprising, however, that after the second season was released on
         Netflix in the United States, the series was declared “the most feminist show on television”
         by The Atlantic.[101]  
      

      
      Much like The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the show evoked both disgust and pleasure, with the Sunday Times declaring it “Terrifyingly superb, morally dubious.”[102]   It sparked passionate commentary from two divergent viewpoints—those who declared
         that the show glamorized sexual violence and those who found a feminist sensibility
         in the show that they described as a revelation. In one scene, Detective Gibson obtained
         a video of the serial killer, Spector, torturing a female victim held in captivity.
         As she watched the tape at the precinct, in a move that implicated Gibson—as well
         as the audience—Spector halted the torture, turned the camera on himself, and stated,
         “Why the fuck are you watching this? You sick shit! What the fuck is wrong with you?!”
         Indeed.
      

      
      The aesthetics of The Fall were problematic for some viewers who suggested that the show was exploitative. The
         Daily Mail headline referencing the first season read simply, “Why does the BBC think violence
         against women is sexy?” and called the show “the most repulsive drama ever broadcast
         on British TV” due to the “graphic depictions of sexual murder, violent abuse, necrophilia,
         stalking, pornography and masturbation.”[103]   Similarly, the Independent wrote of The Fall, “It was a well-crafted series, but there were rather too many shots of desirable
         girls before, after and during their abuse and murder.”[104]   The following tweets illustrate how the show was perceived by some as a typical
         misogynist fantasy of sexual violence against women—an interpretation far from writer
         Allan Cubitt’s intent.
      

      
         I think there’s some weird sexualisation of rape/serial killing in #TheFall. They’re
            definitely trying to make it sexy
         

#TheFall BBC’s flagship #rape fantasy titillates the masses—male gaze froth presented
            as gritty realism. #Misogyny
         

I wish all the really good BBC dramas people tell me to watch weren’t about rape.
            Can’t I see a dude victimized? #HappyValley‬‬‬‬
         

This one was rape-murder styled like a GQ shoot. #Thefall‬[105]  
         

      

      On Twitter, criminologist David Wilson referred to the show as “male rape fantasy”
         and “torture porn.”[106]   He then penned an article for the Daily Mail in which he said that The Fall “is the sickest show on tv,” that it is “brutal misogyny turned into entertainment,
         murderous cruelty elevated into pleasurable viewing. . . . It is no exaggeration to
         describe The Fall as extended rape fantasy.”[107]  
      

      
      Others, such as Amanda Rodriguez, writing for Bitch Flicks, a website devoted to reviewing films and television through a feminist lens, took
         a more nuanced view. She strongly praised the show for its feminist sensibility, but
         also found the show exploitative in the way that it films the female victims. She
         wrote,
      

      
         The camera lovingly caresses and lingers upon these women’s terror, their struggles,
            their bound limbs, their exposed flesh, and finally their corpses. The excuse can
            be given that it’s all in the name of “getting into the killer’s head,” but the camera’s
            gaze goes too far into the realm of prurience, ultimately becoming gratuitous and
            indulging in fantasies of rendering women helpless and objectified.[108]  
         

      

      As for his perspective, actor Jamie Dornan, who plays Spector, addressed the “uncomfortable
         viewing experience”—the tension between experiencing repulsion and pleasure—and revealed
         that he is decidedly empathetic: “I hope the killer gets away with it.”[109]  
      

      
      The Fall’s writer, Allan Cubitt, defended the show and its focus on violence against women
         in an article for the Guardian. He maintained that he took a decidedly feminist approach to the series in writing
         a female lead detective who is strong, independent, competent, and owns her own sexuality
         even as she navigates her way through a patriarchal society. Cubitt did acknowledge
         that too many crime shows deal with sexual violence in problematic ways, including
         failing to fully humanize the victims. He said he was therefore determined to explore
         the psychology of the serial killer—who eroticizes and sexualizes the victims—while
         still granting full humanity to the victims.[110]  
      

      
      In addition to highlighting what he considers the careful portrayal of victims in
         the show, Cubitt wrote that he felt it important that the killer’s motivations and
         behaviors be understood from the perspective of the lead detective Stella Gibson (Gillian
         Anderson). Cubitt described Gibson’s approach to the serial killer, Spector:
      

      
         She sees nothing mysterious about what the killer is doing. It’s just misogyny—age-old
            male violence against women. She sees such violence as endemic in patriarchal societies.[111]  
         

      

      In fact, those who found the show to be feminist pointed less to the portrayal of
         the victims than to the portrayal of the detective.[112]   They found Detective Gibson’s obsession with the killer less about sexual tension
         or personal vulnerability and more as evidencing a professional tension between a
         determined crime fighter and a psychopathic killer. In her quest, Gibson does not
         have to sacrifice her personal life to have a successful career, and she owns her
         sexuality by way of unashamed, no-strings-attached sexual hookups. However, the latter
         occurs in ways that some viewers find discomforting. Here, similar to the discussions
         of Game of Thrones, portrayals of sexual violence are framed within the broader context of norms around
         female sexuality. Criminologist David Wilson suggested that Gibson’s casual hookups
         are signs of false empowerment, reflecting aspects of the more broad-based debates
         around feminism, agency, and empowerment.[113]  
      

      
      “The Year of the Trigger Warning”

      
      On November 18, 2013, in her conversation with a Twitter follower, writer, director,
         show runner, producer, and all-around television powerhouse Shonda Rhimes tweeted
         the following: “I agree that a trigger warning would have been a very good and responsible
         thing. It’s not something I control, not my area but.”[114]   A trigger warning is basically a statement at the start of the episode that alerts
         viewers to the fact that it contains potentially disturbing material.   Rhimes is
         responsible for shows such as Grey’s Anatomy, Private Practice, Scandal, and How to Get Away with Murder. She has been credited with shaping prime-time television dramas, particularly in
         her willingness to showcase diversity in race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation among
         cast members. The above-mentioned tweet involved the Scandal episode “Everything’s Coming Up Mellie.”
      

      
      The show’s plot centers around the president of the United States’ on-again, off-again
         relationship with his mistress, Olivia Pope. Throughout the series, the president’s
         wife, Mellie, struggles with her knowledge of her husband’s extramarital relationship,
         her political loyalty to her husband, what she had to sacrifice for his political
         ambitions, and her own drive for independence. In this episode, the show flashed back
         several years to a scene involving Mellie and the president’s father, Big Jerry, a
         relationship long fraught with difficulties. The Wall Street Journal described the scene in their TV recap:
      

      
         And instead of being able to reason with Big Jerry, he rapes her. That scene was both
            disturbing and disgusting. Most shows will give viewers a warning, either at the beginning
            of the show or even right after the commercial break, that there will be strong sexual
            content. I—along with lots of viewers on Twitter—was not prepared. Mellie fought with
            Big Jerry and tried to push him off, but he pinned her down, raped her and may have
            fathered Fitz’s first child . . . named Jerry.[115]  
         

      

      While some fans embraced the plot as an attempt to make Mellie more “real” or sympathetic,
         others criticized it for being a “lazy plot device” or an attempt to “soften” her.[116]   Most of all, there was criticism of the episode for not presenting a “trigger warning,”
         particularly given that other scenes in the show that included murder and torture
         had been prefaced with warnings.[117]   It was this onslaught of attention, and Rhimes’s tweet, that led Slate’s Amanda Marcotte to declare 2013 the year that the trigger warning went mainstream.[118]  
      

      
      It is now commonly recognized that people suffering from posttraumatic stress disorder
         (PTSD) who are exposed to traumatic events, including sexual violence, can be “triggered”
         by any number of stimuli, including smells, sounds, certain dates that relate to the
         original event, locations, images and other media, and news reports.[119]   PTSD may occur after exposure, either directly or indirectly, to a traumatic event
         such as war, interpersonal violence, sexual violence, or natural disaster.[120]   According to the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, PTSD survivors may experience intrusive symptoms such as nightmares and flashbacks
         and, as a result, may behaviorally avoid anything that might be distressing that is
         related to the trauma. Additionally, symptoms may include, but are not limited to,
         increased negative feelings and emotions, hypervigilance, self-destructive behaviors,
         difficulty sleeping, and a sense of alienation.[121]  
      

      
      The debate over trigger warnings is a relatively recent one and is largely centered
         on the expanding usage of the concept. Reporter Alison Vingiano traced trigger warnings
         from early PTSD recognition to Ms. magazine bulletin boards to fan fiction posted on LiveJournal to its use on Tumblr, Twitter, and Facebook. She found evidence of its first usage
         on a website linked to Feministe.[122]  
      

      
      Trigger warnings originated in feminist discourse as a way of alerting readers, or
         discussant participants, that the material presented might be upsetting or trigger
         a previous traumatic event. Given that many survivors of sexual violence reported
         that they felt retraumatized as a result of viewing or being exposed to materials
         that included representations of sexual violence, trigger warnings were designed with
         sensitivity in mind.[123]   Since then, the scope of trigger warnings has expanded beyond warnings of sexual
         violence to include virtually any topic whatsoever that could potentially evoke the slightest bit of discomfort, such as “sex, pregnancy,
         addiction, bullying, suicide, sizeism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, slut shaming,
         victim blaming, alcohol, blood, insects, small holes, and animals in wigs.”[124]   There is no shortage of articles debating whether trigger warnings are a well-intentioned,
         good sense tactic or a silly, if not absurd, effort that has gone too far.[125]  
      

      
      Many who oppose trigger warnings argue simply that words or discussions do not equate
         to real-life experiences. That point, however, is largely irrelevant because trigger
         warnings are not about the portrayals themselves, but rather about our affective response. Nonetheless, as feminist Jessica Valenti
         said, there is so much variability in what might serve as a trigger that it is impossible
         to warn of them all. She wrote,
      

      
         But as someone who has had PTSD, I know that a triggering event can be so individual,
            so specific, that there is no anticipating it. Last year, a position in yoga class
            gave me a panic attack because it so closely resembled the position I was in when
            I had an emergency C-section.[126]  
         

      

      In addition to the expanding scope of trigger warnings, their use has migrated from
         rather informal usage on blogs, Tumblr, and other social media to more formalized
         uses, such as their inclusion on college course syllabi to warn students of potentially
         upsetting materials. Many professors have balked at this, countering that being offended
         by ideas is part of the college experience itself, and indeed part of maturing into
         an adult. Some argue further that the use of trigger warnings will result in a chilling
         effect and possibly threaten academic freedom.[127]  
      

      
      Journalist Judith Shulevitz warned that student requests for “safe spaces,” or what
         she called the “live-action version” of trigger warnings, are “self-infantilizing.”
         She detailed an event in which students at Brown University were so threatened by
         a scheduled debate about sexual assault on campus, including the airing of contested
         perspectives on rape culture, that they created a “safe space” for students to retreat.
         Shulevitz described the space as a room
      

      
         equipped with cookies, coloring books, bubbles, Play-Doh, calming music, pillows,
            blankets and a video of frolicking puppies, as well as students and staff members
            trained to deal with trauma.[128]  
         

      

      Shulevitz contended that campus administrators are in a “double bind”: colleges are
         ostensibly bastions of free speech, while simultaneously charged with adhering to
         civil rights statutes designed to ensure that students are not subjected to a hostile
         environment. Creating a “safe space” such as that described above opens up criticism
         that victim advocacy has morphed into a strange and dangerous inability for students
         to be confronted with ideas that do not conform to their worldview. Shulevitz argued
         that the demand for trigger warnings and safe spaces is no longer about behavior itself,
         but rather speech about behavior—a trend she found alarming. The inability to distinguish “real” threats from illusory
         ones (or “virtual” ones), debates over trigger warnings and free speech/censorship,
         and anti-harassment campaigns are echoes of earlier discourse around feminism and
         anti-rape activism and remain central elements in the current construction of rape
         culture.
      

      
      “Good” Rape Representations

      
      Our engagement with sexual violence in television and films is not necessarily distinct
         from our real-life experiences. Instead, one informs the other. A post on the blog
         Brilliant at Breakfast illustrated how engagement with portrayals of sexual violence, along with our personal
         experiences, folds back into our understandings of sexual violence. The blog contributor
         cites, among other cultural references, Elliot Rodger, who videotaped himself describing
         his plans for murder before taking the lives of six people in a misogynist rant:
      

      
         I’m not much of one for throwing around terms like “rape culture” and “trigger warning,”
            . . . I didn’t get all up in arms about Jaime Lannister raping Cersei on Game of Thrones because I felt it was in the service of the story. . . . Some might call me a tool
            of the patriarchy, but as someone who did have something bad happen to me in college and went on to live a perfectly functional
            life including a marriage of 27 years cut short only by my husband’s death last fall,
            I feel qualified to say that. But it’s impossible to watch Elliot Rodger’s horrifying
            video attempting to justify his actions or even skim his 141-page manifesto/autobiography
            without wondering if perhaps those bandying about the term “rape culture” aren’t on
            to something.[129]  
         

      

      As with the aforementioned Scandal episode, when the PBS series Downton Abbey depicted a rape of one of the show’s most beloved and virtuous characters, Anna Bates
         (JoAnne Froggatt), the show received more than four hundred complaints.[130]   Some PBS viewers felt “betrayed,” “angered,” and “troubled” by the episode.[131]   However, it was the actress JoAnne Froggatt’s Golden Globe acceptance speech that
         illustrated another way in which these portrayals of sexual violence touched the viewers.
         She stated,
      

      
         After this storyline aired, I received a small number of letters from survivors of
            rape, and one woman summed up the thoughts of many by saying she wasn’t sure why she’d written but she’d just felt in some ways she wanted to be heard. And I’d just like to say,
            I heard you, and I hope saying this so publicly means in some way you feel the world
            hears you. (emphasis added)[132]  
         

      

      Such reactions from viewers reveal that scenes of sexual violence in popular culture
         are processed at both an intellectual and affective level. Engaging with the scenes
         as representation permits analysis of whether the portrayals accurately map onto real-life
         experiences. This includes recognition that our more complex and sophisticated portrayals
         of rape allow for interpretations that suggest a reinforcing of rape culture while
         also allowing for readings of feminist empowerment. However, to stop here—at the question
         of whether a scene is a “good” rape representation—is to miss the intensity with which
         viewers engage with the material. Our responses are not solely intellectual, and viewers
         are most passionate when they discuss how the scenes made them feel rather than how they made them think. In this regard, we are compelled to acknowledge that we are simultaneously repulsed
         by and attracted to images of sexual violence. It is here that we once again must
         come to terms with serial killer Spector’s (The Fall) admonition, “Why the fuck are you watching this? You sick shit! What the fuck is
         wrong with you?!”
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      Chapter 4

      Geek Spaces: “Pretty Girls Pretending to Be Geeks”

      
         
         
      

      
      When the action-adventure video game Assassin’s Creed Unity was about to be released in November 2014, the game, which is part of a series that
         has thus far sold over seventy-six million copies, was eagerly anticipated.[1]   That climate soon changed, however, when fans learned that the Ubisoft game, which
         includes a co-op feature that allows other assassins to play simultaneously along
         with the main character on the mission, would not feature an option for a female assassin.
         Ubisoft’s game developer, James Therien, tried to explain the rationale for this when
         the game premiered at the Electronic Entertainment Expo:
      

      
         It was on our feature list until not too long ago, but it’s a question of focus and
            production. . . . A female character means that you have to redo a lot of animation,
            a lot of costumes [inaudible]. It would have doubled the work on those things. And
            I mean it’s something the team really wanted, but we had to make a decision. . . .
            It’s unfortunate, but it’s a reality of game development.[2]  
         

      

      The reaction to the notion that creating a female character would have “doubled the
         work” was swift on social media, inspiring a #WomenAreTooHardToAnimate hashtag and
         a tweet from a former Ubisoft animator, who stated, “In my educated opinion, I would
         estimate this to be a day or two’s work. Not a replacement of 8000 animations.”[3]   Various outlets, including The Verge, the Associated Press, and the Daily Beast, reported on the backlash.[4]  
      

      
      Others, however, weighed in to support Ubisoft’s rationale, suggesting that there
         were technical, as opposed to sexist, reasons for omitting the female avatar. Gary
         Cutlack, writing for TechRadar, opined that the Internet commentators who were upset about the lack of female characters
         took things “too far” for “dramatic effect.”[5]   Ubisoft responded to the criticism, pointing to its multicultural team of developers.
         The game creator said it intends that diversity to also be reflected in the company’s
         games and characters.[6]  
      

      
      Some pop-culture journalists sought to provide context for the controversy, including
         Tauriq Moosa of the Daily Beast. Moosa, who saw the Ubisoft flap as indicative of a much larger problem, wrote that
         “it speaks to this wider culture, as we’ve seen constantly in ‘geek’ spaces: videogames,
         comics, films, sci-fi/fantasy novels, and so on.”[7]   Moosa’s point was that these largely white, male-dominated industries produce content
         that too often woefully underrepresents minority characters. In particular, when they
         represent female characters, regardless of their race or ethnicity, the characters
         are often hypersexualized and portrayed as victims as opposed to heroes, warriors,
         or crime fighters. One tweet summarized the frustration of many gamers:
      

      
         Unless you are killing her, buying her or selling her, @Ubisoft can’t animate a woman
            you can actually play #womenaretoohardtoanimate[8]  
         

      

      That comment wasn’t made in isolation. Over the past few years, as geek spaces—specifically
         gaming and comic book communities—have transitioned from relatively insular subcultures
         to dominant institutions in popular culture, they have become contested sites for
         debate involving issues of gender, misogyny, and sexual harassment. This chapter shows
         that conversations once relegated to insiders are now part of the larger public discourse
         around women in popular culture, sexual harassment, political correctness, and rape
         culture.[9]  
      

      
      In December 2012, the news website The   Daily Dot provided a year-end summary of the many instances of “sexism, misogyny, and attacks
         on women” within geek spaces.[10]   Such instances included the high-profile experience of a New York Comic Con attendee
         who dressed as Marvel’s Black Cat comic book character and subsequently reported that
         she was sexually harassed while being filmed for an interview. Her Tumblr account
         of the incident gained international attention.[11]   She explained that dressing up in costumes, even flattering ones, does not warrant
         harassment. She wrote,
      

      
         But that does not mean we have to put up with s*** that crosses the line, it does
            not mean we owe them a fantasy, it does not mean we dress up to have guys drooling
            over us and letting us know that we turn them on.[12]  
         

      

      That same year, Joe Peacock, writing for CNN, described what he saw as frustration
         in the geek community around “pretty girls pretending to be geeks for attention.”[13]   Peacock described these perceived posers as an affront to the “real” geeks, who
         are, presumably, men. Similarly, tech writer Tara Tiger Brown pleaded for “fake geek
         girls” to just go away. She described them as invaders of geek spaces who attempt
         to “get attention,” “to maximize their klout,” or to simply serve as “exhibitionists.”
         Brown said she was distressed that the term “geek” is defined so broadly. She contended
         that only those who “understand [their hobby or interest] deeply” or are “extremely
         skillful” should be considered true geeks.[14]   It is this assumption—that geek spaces are considered as naturally (white) male environments that are susceptible to infiltration by others—that has
         driven much of the hostility toward minority participants. Such assumptions also promote
         the idea that being a geek is something so socially desirable that legions of women
         find it necessary to “fake it” in order to participate.
      

      
      “Not in the Kitchen Anymore”

      
      Understanding how sexism became a dominant narrative in discussions around gaming
         culture requires a deeper look into it as a community and a hugely successful industry.
         In a way, it’s a misnomer to refer to gaming as a subculture. The industry is a huge
         part of the global entertainment complex and is by no means marginal—both in terms
         of revenue and in terms of audience/participant reach. Total revenues for the video-gaming
         industry in the United States hit $23.5 billion in 2015—a 5 percent jump over the
         previous year—according to the Entertainment Software Association (ESA).[15]   Further, according to ESA’s “Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game
         Industry” report, 42 percent of Americans play video games regularly. The demographics
         of the players may surprise those who consider gaming an immature pastime of young
         males—in fact, in 2015, the average age of game players was thirty-five, 44 percent
         of all players are female, and there are more women eighteen and older playing video
         games than boys age eighteen or younger.[16]   A report by SuperData research shows that while females are more likely to play
         role-playing games, males are more likely to play first-person shooter games and massively
         multiplayer online games.[17]   Research also shows that not all people who play identify themselves as “gamers.”
         The very notion of a so-called gamer identity has been at the heart of popular (and
         academic) discussion over the years.[18]  
      

      
      Not only does gaming continue to surge in popularity, but so does watching gamers game. Described on their website as the “world’s leading video platform and
         community for gamers,” the website Twitch streams gamers playing games and broadcasts
         competitions, industry events, and online video shows.[19]   The site is massively popular, with the New York Times reporting viewership rivaling those of CNN, MSNBC, and MTV.[20]    Business Insider reported that Twitch comprises 40 percent of all live-streamed Internet content. In
         comparison, Major League baseball and ESPN combined reach only 13 percent.[21]  
      

      
      While there is a great diversity of game offerings, when broken down by genre, over
         50 percent of the best-selling video games consist of action and shooter games, with
         Grand Theft Auto V and Call of Duty topping out the top twenty best-selling video games of 2015.[22]   It is this focus on action and shooters that in part leads to the traditional perception
         that gaming is a primarily male-dominated space. As in other forms of popular entertainment,
         women and other minorities are often marginalized as characters. Many scholars have
         examined the intersection of gender and gaming, investigating the significance of
         problematic representations and underrepresentation of minorities in popular games.[23]   For example, scholar Adrienne Shaw found that for many gamers, representation (or
         lack thereof) was not particularly problematic for them as individuals, but they did
         feel that it was socially important for minorities to be represented.[24]  
      

      
      There have been many instances in which gamers have cried foul about games they believe
         poorly represent woman or minority characters. Take, for example, the trailer for
         Hitman: Absolution, which premiered in 2012. It featured a male assassin violently slaughtering eight
         nuns who were wielding machine guns and shoulder-launch rockets. If that weren’t enough,
         the nuns had peeled off their habits to reveal stiletto heels, bustiers, garter belts,
         and thigh-high fishnet stockings. The trailer elicited much criticism, including this
         incredulous headline published on IGN, “What the hell is with that Hitman trailer?”
         and this from the UK’s Mirror, “Why the Hitman Video Game Trailer Is a Shameless Piece of Sexist Tat.”[25]   Keza MacDonald, writing for IGN, described why the trailer provoked such ire from
         fans:
      

      
         Let’s be clear here: the problem is not that Agent 47 is graphically murdering a group
            of women, though that’s pretty nasty. It’s that it fetishizes the violence and sexualises
            the women, drawing a clear line between sex and graphic violence that makes the trailer
            really distressing to watch, and leaves you questioning who the hell it’s designed
            to appeal to.[26]  
         

      

      Rob Fahey, writing for Games Industry, went further:
      

      
         The issue here, then, is the sexualisation of violence against women. It’s an issue
            rooted in a whole morass of problems that our society struggles with. The video makes
            it seem as if it’s “okay” for Agent 47 to kill these women not because they’re assassins,
            but because they turn out to be dressed like prostitutes under their nuns’ robes.
            It creates shots which emphasise the sexiness of the women even as they’re being killed,
            and even highlights the sexiness of their corpses.[27]  
         

      

      Many believe that such representations of sexualized violence help foment rape culture.[28]   Feminists determined to eliminate it and its root causes had long been concerned
         with hypersexualized portrayals. By linking sexuality to violence and objectifying
         women, gaming became a flashpoint for debate around the normalization of sexual violence.
      

      
      Occasionally, such controversies extend beyond the insular walls of the gaming community
         and its niche media, in turn influencing mainstream perceptions of the industry as
         an all-boys club where women and other minorities are not welcome. While there may
         be diversity of race, gender, and sexual orientation among players, according to the
         Gamasutra Salary Survey of 2014, minorities remain woefully underrepresented as game
         programmers and engineers (5 percent), artists and animators (9 percent), and designers
         (13 percent).[29]   Further, the self-selected survey from the International Game Developers Association
         also showed that women remain underrepresented in the industry. As of 2015, 75 percent
         of the games industry is male, and 76 percent of its members are white; women comprised
         22 percent of respondents, an increase from 11 percent in 2005. Only 9 percent of
         the survey’s respondents were East Asian, 7 percent were Latino, and 3 percent were
         black.[30]  
      

      
      The conversations around gender in gaming reached the general public when gamers began
         publicizing their experiences and the mainstream media covered the issue. When websites
         such as Not in the Kitchen Anymore and Fat, Ugly or Slutty provided evidence of the all-too-common misogynist comments faced by female gamers
         and other minorities, the mainstream media began to take note. In 2012, journalist
         James Fletcher, writing for BBC News, detailed the harassment and misogyny experienced
         by female gamers such as Jenny Haviner, who created the website Not in the Kitchen Anymore that included audio clips that she recorded while gaming online. She described the
         recordings as “the dated, hostile, and downright weird reactions men (and the occasional
         woman) display upon meeting women in-game.” The audio transcripts she posted variously
         reveal that she was referred to as a “fuckin’ slut,” “stupid freakin’ skunk,” “a dumb
         c**t,” and a “whore.” Her site is currently on hiatus and has not been updated since
         May 2014.[31]   Similarly, the website Fat, Ugly or Slutty, launched in 2011, posted submissions from those who have received “creepy, disturbing,
         insulting, degrading and/or just plain rude messages” from other online players.[32]   Rather than attribute these comments to “young boys,” who are too immature to understand
         the consequences of their comments, it is important to note that in 2012, the average
         age of gamers was thirty. The audio recordings revealed that the bulk of these comments
         were not coming from adolescent boys but from adult males. This point was emphasized
         in May 2012 in the video game podcast Extra Credits, which detailed gaming harassment, as did a panel that same year at PAX East titled
         “N00dz or GTFO! Harassment in Online Gaming.”[33]  
      

      
      One notable instance of sexual harassment that reached mainstream media attention
         was the so-called Cross Assault. In February 2012, the Street Fighter X Tekken tournament streamed live online. During the competition, Miranda Pakozdi, a female
         competitor, was mercilessly harassed during game play by a team coach, Aris Bakhtanians,
         who later famously proclaimed that sexual harassment was so inherent in gaming culture
         that “if you remove that from the fighting game community, it’s not the fighting game
         community.”[34]   The story was covered on the pop-culture website Kotaku, with a headline declaring, “This Is What a Gamer’s Sexual Harassment Looks Like,”
         as well as in the New York Times.[35]    Kotaku further reported on Bakhtanians’s defense of his comments:
      

      
         When asked about whether shouting “Rape that bitch!” at a match is acceptable behavior,
            Bakhtanians replied, “Look, man. What is unacceptable about that? There’s nothing
            unacceptable about that. These are people, we’re in America, man, this isn’t North
            Korea. We can say what we want. People get emotional.”[36]  
         

      

      During the incident, the video of which is available on YouTube, Bakhtanians taunted
         Pakozdi with comments such as “How does Miranda smell?” and he attempted to guess
         her bra size. She laughed at first, and then said, “That’s so creepy.” When she left
         to go to the bathroom, Bakhtanians told her,
      

      
         We got cameras in there too, right? I’m gonna hang a Mona Lisa in the bathroom with
            the eyes cut out. Whooooa. . . . There’s already people who have names registered
            as parts of your body. Hahaha. . . . How are your thighs? . . . I warmed that seat
            up for you. Smell that seat. . . . Take off your shirt. . . . The next time you make
            a mistake like that, I’m going to smell you.
         

      

      The following day of competition, he suggested she wear a skirt. On day 6 of the tournament,
         Pakozdi forfeited and withdrew from competition—including her chances at the grand
         prize of $25,000. In an interview posted on YouTube after she withdrew, Pakozdi said
         that ultimately she had a lot of fun, but “things were kind of hard for me.”[37]  
      

      
      The mainstream press overwhelmingly expressed disapproval of Bakhtanians’s actions.
         However, one video-gaming forum, The Escapist, illustrated how within the gaming community there is more of a debate. In that forum, some contended that
         Bakhtanians was immature and his behavior inappropriate and unacceptable. Others,
         however, said they accept such trash talk as part of the gaming culture itself.[38]   One commenter posted that trash talk is “supposed to put you ill at ease and hurt your feelings. . . . If it doesn’t, then you aren’t
         doing it right . . . chances are good that this Miranda took it way too personally.”[39]   Another commented that naughty language is part of the culture and is not problematic,
         “unless he did it in private, away from the game.”[40]  
      

      
      Scholar Kishonna Gray, founder of the Critical Gaming Lab, a research laboratory dedicated
         to anti-racist, feminist research in contemporary gaming culture, echoed these findings
         with regard to Xbox Live, contending that sexist and racist remarks are pervasive
         during game play and are not necessarily considered deviant.[41]   Despite the attention toward sexual harassment within the gaming community and
         mainstream media, gaming website Polygon noted in a 2014 headline that virtually nothing has changed: “Game dev harassment
         remains as bad as it was a year ago.”[42]  
      

      
      “Bitches Are Gonna Bitch”

      
      One afternoon, reporter Adi Robertson posted an article on the website The Verge, criticizing videos games such as Watch Dogs and Grand Theft Auto V for their oversexualization of women and their tendency to treat women as victims
         in ways that only serve to further the male protagonist’s character development. Just
         three hours later, Robertson updated the post, telling readers that the comments section
         would likely be shut down due to “sockpuppet accounts . . . spamming the comments
         here with porn, rape threats, etc.”[43]   What is remarkable about the vitriol and sexual assault threats directed at Robertson
         that day is how unremarkable such actions had become. At this point, gendered harassment was the order
         of the day. Badass Digest’s Andrew Todd puts it this way:
      

      
         Layfolk who don’t frequent gaming websites may not be aware (but certainly won’t be
            surprised) that there are rampant issues with sexism, homophobia, and racism within
            the gaming industry.[44]  
         

      

      In fact, some suggest that sexism is to be expected if one has a noticeable profile
         in the gaming community. Brianna Wu, writing for Polygon, stated the problem: “If you are a woman working in the games industry, especially
         in a public way, you’re going to experience harassment.”[45]   One Xbox Live gamer, Elisa Meléndez, reported that when her avatar was spotlighted
         on Xbox Live, she received over one thousand e-mails. She explained,
      

      
         The majority were congratulatory. The next most frequent type of message I eventually
            categorized as “Come-Ons or Denigration,” including slurs, rape fantasies, and two
            pictures of male genitalia. Adult male genitalia, for anyone who might be tempted to dismiss such harassment as the
            work of a group of immature 12-year-old boys.[46]  
         

      

      One of the most notorious cases that illustrated the pervasiveness of misogyny and
         sexual harassment in the gaming community involved popular-culture critic Anita Sarkeesian.
         In May 2012, Sarkeesian, founder of the website Feminist Frequency, launched a Kickstarter
         campaign titled “Tropes vs. Women in Video Games” for the purposes of creating a web
         series that deconstructs and critiques representations of females in video games.
         By the end of the funding period, Sarkeesian had raised over $158,000 from nearly
         seven thousand contributors.[47]  
      

      
      However, the Kickstarter project sparked a firestorm of fury directed toward Sarkeesian
         by those who were angered by her intent to critique. She carefully documented much
         of the harassment and posted it on her Feminist Frequency website. Some comments posted
         to her YouTube page included, “Fucking downvoted and flagged for terrorism. Dumb ass
         nazi cunt,” “show me your tits,” “Tits or gtfo,” “bitches are gonna bitch,” and “what
         a stuck up bitch. I hope all them people who gave her money get raped and die of cancer.”[48]   In one post, Sarkeesian documented what she calls “image based harassment and visual
         misogyny” that was directed toward her. Here, photo-altering software was used to
         add degrading and sexist comments to her photos. For example, in one photo, Sarkeesian
         holds a sign stating, “I want female characters to be full & complete human beings.”
         The sign was altered to say, “I want females to . . . suck my dick” and “I lick pussy
         for money $$$$$$$.” Other photos were altered to show images of semen on her face.
      

      
      The harassment was so frequent and extreme that she devoted her 2012 TEDxWomen talk
         exclusively to the experience of being targeted by “a massive online hate campaign.”[49]   In it, she explained that harassment against her included online threats of “rape,
         violence, sexual assault, and death”; hijacking of her Wikipedia page with “sexism,
         racism, and pornographic images”; a campaign to suspend her social media accounts;
         attempts to bring down her website by hackers; hacking into her e-mail and personal
         information; “pornographic images” made in her likeness that were used to portray
         her being raped by video game characters, and in one of the more disturbing examples,
         a “beat up Anita Sarkeesian” game where an image of Sarkeesian’s face could be “punched”
         by players to transform her face into a bloody, swollen mess with black eyes.[50]  
      

      
      It should be noted that at this point, Sarkeesian had yet to make a video with her
         Kickstarter funding, though she had posted videos exploring more generally “representations
         of women in pop culture narratives.” On August 25, 2014, Sarkeesian released one video
         in the series in which she showed how women are used as props in many video games
         to be sexually threatened or assaulted. For Sarkeesian, these nonplayable female characters
         provided no contribution to the plot but rather served as hypersexualized objects
         who endure violence for the purposes of defining the depravity and cruelty of the
         bad guy. Using examples from games such as Red Dead Redemption, Grand Theft Auto V, Assassin’s Creed: Brotherhood, and No More Heroes II, among others, Sarkeesian presented a barrage of scenes depicting slaps, kicks, attempted
         rapes, slashed throats, and dismemberment. Rather than suggest that sexual violence
         should be prohibited from inclusion in video games, Sarkeesian suggested that the
         problem with the predominant portrayals is that they
      

      
         reinforce a popular misconception about gendered violence by framing it as something
            abnormal. As a cruelty only committed by the most transparently evil strangers. In
            reality however violence against women, and sexual violence in particular, is a common
            everyday occurrence often perpetrated by “normal men” known and trusted by those targeted.[51]  
         

      

      The release of this video sparked another round of threats against Sarkeesian, upon
         which she notified authorities and fled her house. Despite posting screenshots of
         threats against her, Sarkeesian was frequently accused of faking the threats.[52]   Further, Kotaku reported in September 2014 that Sarkeesian’s appearance at a Game Developer’s Choice
         award ceremony was nearly derailed by a bomb threat, though after a sweep, no bomb
         was found.[53]  
      

      
      The rage against Sarkeesian spawned various Twitter accounts whose only purpose is
         to degrade her and others who would speak out against sexual harassment. For example,
         one account boasts a homepage photo of a brain impaled by a dildo linked to the YouTube
         video “It’s Misogyny—/v/ the musical” with the following description:
      

      
         This video contains rape! If you don’t like rape, or wish to not be affiliated with rape at the level of not
            even seeing the word rape, then, uh . . . don’t read this sentence and watch the video.
            Sexist game dev pigs gonna sexism.[54]  
         

      

      The video contains no rape, only a Tim Burton–style musical parody of Sarkeesian and
         others who have called out video games for their misogynistic content. Another spoof
         account tweeted, “Everybody’s a rapist, unless they ask ‘would you like to engage
         in sexual activity with me?’ which would totally kill the mood. #Yesmeansyes.” and
         “On college campuses across the tri-state area, one in every 5 young men have become
         cruel, hateful lifelong gamers. #GamerGate.”[55]  
      

      
      Though Sarkeesian had publicly discussed her experiences in 2012, it was not until
         a few years later that her story gained national and international attention in publications
         such as the Washington Post, New Statesman, Business Insider, Regina Leader, Portland Mercury, Sydney Morning Herald, and Daily Beast. Generally, the articles were sympathetic to Sarkeesian.[56]   For example, the New Statesman wrote,
      

      
         Yet for pointing out obvious, incontrovertible evidence of sexist and misogynist parts
            of popular games, Sarkeesian gets vitriol. To be clear, this is still going on, two years later, every time a new video is released.[57]  
         

      

      Although Sarkeesian is an outlier—most people are not forced out of their homes as
         a result of gaming harassment—in the mass media, Sarkeesian’s experiences, along with
         that of fellow game developers Zoe Quinn and Brianna Wu, became symbolic of what became
         known as the problem of misogyny in gaming.
      

      
      Leigh Alexander, writing for Gamasutra (initially the online version of Game Developer magazine), explained that, “like it or not,” the gaming community is mostly known
         among outsiders for its antifeminist harassment of women gamers and for misogynist
         content. Echoing Sarkeesian’s proclamation that “we are witnessing a very slow and
         painful cultural shift,” Alexander explained that the gaming community was shifting
         from being largely monolithic and hypermasculine into an array of creative communities
         that are not solely interested in the traditional fare of the past several decades.[58]   It was Alexander’s stinging statement that the singular image of the quintessential
         male white gamer was fading that created a stir.[59]   She wrote,
      

      
         Traditional “gaming” is sloughing off, culturally and economically, like the carapace
            of a bug. . . . “Gamer” isn’t just a dated demographic label that most people increasingly
            prefer not to use. Gamers are over. That’s why they’re so mad.[60]  
         

      

      Others expressed similar sentiments, for example, scholar and journalist Dan Golding,
         who characterized the reaction against women players and game developers as a desperate
         attempt to maintain the white, heteronormative status quo. This disruption essentially
         eliminates a stable “gamer” identity that has historically been that of a straight,
         white male.[61]  
      

      
      Some contend that these hostile reactions to diversity, and paranoia of the so-called
         social justice warrior (SJW) agenda, are a result of the perception that men are losing
         status in geek spaces. That anxiety is part of a broader pattern of what sociologist
         Michael Kimmel calls “aggrieved entitlement.”[62]   From school shootings to workplace violence to violence against women, Kimmel found
         common links where rage, fueled by aggrieved entitlement, was misdirected toward minorities
         rather than toward economic policies that foster inequalities. Kimmel noted that increasing
         gender and racial equality, coupled with decreased economic stability, has led to
         “a sense that those benefits to which you believed yourself entitled have been snatched
         away from you by unseen forces larger and more powerful.”[63]   This was expressed most powerfully in what became known as #GamerGate.
      

      
      #GamerGate

      
      During the week of August 28, 2014, Polygon ran a story with the headline, “An awful week to care about video games.” The awful
         week refers to the fallout from the so-called #GamerGate[64]   incident that highlighted ongoing harassment—much of it directed toward women gamers
         and game journalists—within the gaming community. Complaints about online harassment
         reached a fever pitch when deeply personal details about game developer Zoe Quinn
         were made public. Quinn is an indie developer who created the video game Depression Quest, which is described as “an interactive fiction game where you play as someone living
         with depression. You are given a series of everyday life events and have to attempt
         to manage your illness, relationships, job, and possible treatment.”[65]   She was caught in a firestorm of controversy when her ex-boyfriend, Eron Gjoni,
         created a blog detailing her alleged infidelities. He specified that she had cheated
         with a gamer journalist, with the implication that she did so to garner positive reviews
         for her Depression Quest game.
      

      
      By all accounts, Gjoni’s website is harsh.[66]   The implication that Quinn exchanged sexual favors to garner positive reviews from
         gamer journalists sparked a larger debate about whether the relationship between gamers
         and gamer journalists has become too cozy. However, the journalist Quinn was accused
         of having a sexual relationship with apparently never wrote about her game. Gjoni
         amended his original post to clarify that the timeline of Quinn’s relationship with
         the journalist could not have influenced any reporting on her game.[67]   Nevertheless, the damage to Quinn’s reputation was done.
      

      
      As a result of the incident, the hashtag #GamerGate was unleashed. Quinn was flooded
         with rape and death threats by people who united and aligned themselves under the
         hashtag. #GamerGate soon came to be harnessed as an admonition and threat to those
         so-called “social justice warriors” who would seek to voice concern over sexism and
         misogyny in gaming.[68]   Given the documented harassment of other female gamers and developers over the
         past few years, Quinn reported that she was not particularly surprised by the reaction.
         In her interview with NPR, she stated, “I don’t think I’ve ever released a game without
         getting some sort of rape threat.”[69]  
      

      
      Quinn captured screenshots of some of the harassment and threats and shared them with
         readers. For example, chat logs from 4chan, an anonymous image-based website, included
         “she gonna get raped” and
      

      
         I feel like I would probably f*** Zoe. But not out of a loving sense of sexual attraction.
            More of that “hate f***” sense where you just want to assert your dominance as a male
            on her, a primal savagery. Then I’d probably have to sterilize myself to prevent the
            genome from spreading.[70]  
         

      

      Additionally, she reported edits on her Wikipedia page that altered her “date of death
         to coincide with planned public appearances (or, in one case, simply ‘soon’).” Further,
         she reported that her father received harassing phone calls including men screaming,
         “Your daughter’s a whore.”[71]  
      

      
      Quinn’s experience was largely considered illustrative of the larger, ongoing problem
         of sexual harassment within gaming culture and the tech community at large.[72]   The video-gaming website The Escapist ran an article featuring essays by female game developers expressing their reaction
         to #GamerGate. The essays were published anonymously out of fear of reprisals for
         simply speaking out on the issue. All but one of the narratives expressed concern
         about the rampant misogyny in gaming. The one outlier viewed the situation more optimistically:
      

      
         I think if the games industry were a cesspit filled with misogyny and hate, then I
            would understand the heavy focus on misogyny in games and the industry itself, but
            the truth is, it isn’t. I really don’t think that the games industry is any more sexist
            than any other industry.[73]  
         

      

      Others in the industry found the abuse too much to take. In fact, the fallout from
         ongoing harassment has led some women gamers and developers to abandon the industry
         altogether.[74]   On September 1, 2014, Jenn Frank wrote an article in the Guardian titled “How to Attack a Woman Who Works in Video Gaming.” As a result, she was accused
         of being an unethical journalist because she did not reveal her “relationship” with
         Sarkeesian and Quinn in the text of the article. In fact, she did include this information,
         but the editors at the Guardian had the paragraph removed because her relationships “did not fulfill the criteria
         for a ‘significant connection’ in line with the Guardian’s editorial guidelines.”[75]   As a result of the campaign against her and other female gamers and gamer journalists,
         Frank decided it was time to leave. She wrote,
      

      
         And really, my God, I don’t have to do this. I’ve been given permission to move on
            to another audience. I have faith in my abilities to do something, anything else,
            without feeling inhibited or limited by my hobby. . . . I can finally understand and
            appreciate why I’ve watched so many games journalists walk away from all this—and,
            bless them, you usually never have to hear about it.[76]  
         

      

      Similarly, in a series of tweets, game designer and critic Mattie Brice announced
         in September that she would leave the industry. She stated, “I decided I’m not spending
         time and energy on things that don’t reciprocate. The games industry never budged
         to make room for me.”[77]   In response to women leaving the industry, one #GamerGate supporter tweeted with
         glee, “SJWs dropping like flies before the might of #GamerGate.”[78]  
      

      
      While it may be true that the majority of gamers do not sexually harass or revel in
         the exodus of women from gaming or game journalism, it is also true that gaming culture
         can be a hostile experience for women and other minorities. Quinn documented how #GamerGate
         was manufactured for the purposes of harassing women, providing conversations in 4chan
         detailing that the objective of GamerGate was to “cause infighting and doubt within
         SJW ranks.”[79]   According to reports, it also appears that at least a portion of those who harassed
         Quinn were part of a calculated campaign. For example, the #NotYourShield hashtag
         appeared in response to GamerGate. Initially, many mistakenly believed that women
         and other people of color who supported GamerGate had started this hashtag. The popular-culture
         website Cinemablend initially described #NotYourShield as being harnessed by “eclectically diverse and
         uniquely individual human beings” as a means of “express[ing] kinship and camaraderie”
         by tweeting in support of GamerGate, with many declaring that they would not be used
         as shields by “social justice warriors.”[80]   However, according to Casey Johnston, culture editor at Ars Technica, rather than an outgrowth of grassroots multicultural support for GamerGate, internet
         relay chat (IRC) logs revealed that it was users of 4chan who manufactured the hashtag
         and created false accounts posing as women and minorities for the purposes of supporting
         GamerGate and raging against Quinn and others.[81]  
      

      
      In another strange twist, Vice reported that many 4chan users had rallied behind the feminist organization The Fine
         Young Capitalists (TFYC) to support their effort to provide means for women to design
         and create games. According to Vice, 4chan’s odd interest in TFYC began after they learned that the group had a falling-out
         with Quinn and became involved as a means of opposing her. 4chan users offered financial
         support for the TFYC project and also developed a modestly dressed female character
         named Vivian James who wears jeans and “a striped [green and purple] hoodie and drinks
         Mountain Dew Throwback.” GamerGate supporters used Vivian James as evidence that those
         who support GamerGate are women friendly.[82]   However, others quickly pointed out that the character was likely a “coded rape
         joke.”[83]   The green and purple colors represent a GIF of anal rape that went viral a few
         years ago in the 4chan video games board and became known as “daily dose.”[84]    Know Your Meme explained the significance of the colors,
      

      
         Images related to the gif are often not aimed at representing the GIF, but instead
            just contain the colors green and purple. The idea of this is to make the combination
            of the two colors evolve as a trigger in a person’s subconscious that results in him
            being reminded of the gif each time he sees those colors.[85]  
         

      

      Further, Vice reported that “Gamers on Reddit (and plenty on 4chan) are already weighing in on whether
         they would have sex with this cartoon woman.”[86]  
      

      
      Other hashtags in response to GamerGate included #NotAllGamers (a not-so-subtle nod
         to #NotAllMen), which circulated as a means of emphasizing that “not all gamers” sexually
         harass and threaten others within the gaming community. In a blistering critique of
         the attacks on the so-called SJWs, Andrew Todd, writing for Badass Digest, pointed out that the efforts to deflect attention by promoting #NotAllGamers ultimately
         ignored the larger cultural context that is permissive of abuse and harassment. Todd
         stated,
      

      
         The inevitable #NotAllGamers hashtag has sprung up on Twitter in the past few days,
            and I get where that comes from. I play video games too, and I’m not a total dick!
            Hooray for me. But I also think the hashtag misses the point in the same self-serving
            way that #Not
AllMen did. This is a problem endemic to gaming, and everyone is part of that problem.
            There is a culture of harassment, abuse, and bigotry in the rotten core of multiplayer
            gaming; it has been allowed or even encouraged to fester by developers; and it has
            created some of the most toxic individuals on the Internet.[87]  
         

      

      The claim that the problem was pervasive was echoed by many and ultimately became
         the dominant narrative.
      

      
      “I Really Hope This Is Not the New Normal for My Life”

      
      In response to a barrage of tweets directed at her, including, “I am going to murder
         you both and f**k your dead corpses,” game developer Brianna Wu tweeted, “I really
         hope this is not the new normal for my life.”[88]   In October 2014, she became the third high-profile female game developer to acknowledge
         that she had fled her home as a result of online threats. Kotaku posted screenshots of Wu’s Twitter timeline showing threats that initially revealed
         her home address along with comments such as “I’m sick of you f**king feminist asshats”
         and “I’m going to rape your filthy ass until you bleed, then choke you to death with
         your husband’s tiny Asian penis.”[89]  
      

      
      Wu, who had recently attended New York Comic Con and spoke on a panel addressing representations
         of gender in video games, said that users of anonymous image board 8chan (which she
         described as users “too extreme” for 4chan) had posted rape and death threats, as
         well as revealed personal information about her and her family. The threats were in
         response to an “Oppressed Gamergater” meme she tweeted mocking GamerGate.[90]   Though she had long been aware of the harassment that women in gaming have endured
         and discussed the topic in writing and on podcasts, she said she was nonetheless surprised
         at how quickly reaction to her turned toward victim blaming and accusations of lying.[91]  
      

      
      Invoking “gender wars,” in an MSNBC video interview, she stated that there is a “literal
         war on women” in the gaming industry with clear messages sent that women do not belong.[92]   She linked the targeted harassment faced by women gamers and developers to years
         of sexualized representation of women within the games themselves:
      

      
         You cannot have 30 years of portraying women as bimbos, sex objects, second bananas,
            damsels in distress, cleavage-y eye candy . . . eventually it normalizes this treatment
            of women.[93]  
         

      

      Although much of the media coverage involving harassment in the gaming community focused
         on women, men who are allies, the so-called white knights, have also been targeted.
         According to GameSpot, after sending several supportive tweets about Zoe Quinn, game developer Phil Fish
         was hacked. His “social security information, passwords, Polytron’s PayPal account,
         and other sensitive data” were compromised.[94]   Outraged by the onslaught, he tweeted “i’m sick of all these motherf**king death
         threats from these anti-feminist f**ks.”[95]   As a result of the harassment, he reportedly canceled games that he had in development
         and put up for sale rights to his game and company.[96]  
      

      
      Some reporters have also documented that writing about the issue made them a target.
         In an article suggesting that critiquing video games for sexist content is a valid
         endeavor, a reporter for the Regina Leader-Post stated, “I occasionally say things on this blog and on Twitter that make people angry,
         but the most hate I ever got was for a post I did on the representation of women in
         games.”[97]   Game designer and founder of Double Fine, an independent game development studio,
         Tim Schafer, was reportedly put on an “anti-SJW list” by GamerGate supporters for
         simply linking to a Sarkeesian video.[98]   Similarly, at the 2014 New York Comic Con panel on gender, race, and ethnic representations
         in gaming, one audience member commented on the hesitancy of staff at her geek website
         to write any reviews of games—even positive—because the backlash can be so severe.[99]  
      

      
      Although the mainstream media had published articles on the harassment and misogyny
         around Sarkeesian’s Kickstarter launch and Cross Assault, both of which occurred in
         2012, coverage about the problem subsequently waned. To outsiders, those incidences
         must have appeared as isolated rather than as a pattern of ongoing marginalization
         within the gaming industry. However, when Sarkeesian canceled her talk at Utah State
         University due to inadequate security measures after a shooting threat, the New York Times took note, making GamerGate a front-page news story. The reporter described threats
         against Sarkeesian as “routine” at that point.[100]  
      

      
      Gamers, developers, journalists, and bloggers had already provided a context for these
         incidences of harassment and threats by writing about their own daily experiences
         in the industry. However, it was the experiences of Sarkeesian, Quinn, and Wu echoing
         through social media that grabbed the attention of a mainstream audience and what
         became symbolic of the problem of gendered harassment in gaming.[101]   By October 2014, sexual harassment in gaming gained national attention. Articles
         covering harassment in gaming appeared in the New York Times, San Jose Mercury News, New York Magazine, the Washington Post, the Daily Beast, Huffington Post, Vice, Forbes, PBS NewsHour, Time, BBC News, Rolling Stone, and others.[102]   By this time, the hashtag #GamerGate was tweeted over 1.2 million times and the
         #StopGamerGate2014 hashtag had amassed over 50,000 tweets in a twenty-four-hour period.[103]  
      

      
      Correspondingly, there were ongoing claims by GamerGate supporters that the so-called
         SJW agenda had overtaken gaming journalism. They contended that feminist-inspired
         concerns with reducing misogyny were putting too much focus on issues of gender. To
         address whether these claims were true, author, entrepreneur, and self-described celebrity
         interviewer Morgan Ramsay conducted an analysis of 130,524 full-text articles collected
         from major video game outlets from July 11, 2013 to July 11, 2014. He found that only
         0.41 percent of the total articles mentioned the keywords feminism, feminist, sexism, sexist, misogyny, and misogynist.[104]   The attention toward harassment of women in gaming may have dominated how outsiders
         viewed the industry, but it did not fundamentally transform gaming journalism into
         a hub of gender studies.
      

      
      While many of the mainstream articles on #GamerGate portrayed the issue as primarily
         about online harassment against women, it was also frequently framed in terms of a
         culture war.[105]   Christina Hoff Sommers of the American Enterprise Institute weighed in by suggesting
         that it is the fault of the feminists themselves who impose “puritanical gender politics”
         to which GamerGate supporters merely respond. She further stated, “Today, at least
         in certain feminist circles, it’s open season on the sexual preferences of straight
         males.”[106]   This framing of the issue in terms of a polarizing movement echoed Kyle Wagner’s
         take on GamerGate as “a fascinating glimpse of the future of grievance politics as
         they will be carried out by people who grew up online.”[107]   Writing for Deadspin, Wagner pointed out similarities between the tactics of GamerGate and the “ever-present
         aggrieved reactionaries whose most recent manifestation is the Tea Party,” where a
         relatively small group of people can create significant social change by agitating
         loudly and engaging the press in narratives that perpetuate false equivalencies.[108]   Ultimately, Wagner framed GamerGate as a culture war issue that is driven by fear
         of losing a privileged status.
      

      
      In his article for Forbes, Erik Kain similarly characterized the controversy as a culture war. Unlike Wagner,
         Kain suggested that both sides were engaged in name-calling, but Kain ultimately confirmed
         what many suggested about the fear of a changing male-dominated status quo. Kain wrote,
      

      
         One reader emailed to say that he has no problem with women, but video games were
            a nice boys club of sorts, a refuge from women where the boys could play for a while
            undisturbed.[109]  
         

      

      Similarly, Aris Bakhtanians, most notable for his involvement in the Cross Assault
         incident, admitted to feeling that the status quo among gaming culture is threatened.
         Responding on Twitter to the controversy around his statements about sexual harassment
         being intrinsic to fighting gaming, he apologized for his comments and stated, “When
         I made these statements, I was very heated as I felt that the culture of a scene I
         have been a part of for over 15 years was being threatened.”[110]  
      

      
      Imitation Game

      
      By 2015, GamerGate and the broader issue of harassment had been ripped from the headlines
         and condensed into the “Imitation Game” episode of Law & Order: SVU (airdate: February 11, 2015). The episode did not directly invoke the hashtag #GamerGate
         but rather included an amalgamation of incidents addressing the way women are treated
         in gaming. This included misogyny at gaming conventions, online harassment, doxing
         (the online leaking of personal, identifying information), and the accusation that
         female game developers rise in the ranks due to sexual improprieties rather than merit.
         The episode, which earnestly attempted to shed light on harassment, did not go over
         well in the gaming community. Comments were overwhelmingly negative, with most finding
         it “tonally weird,” “ludicrous,” “corny,” “cheesy,” “horrific . . . embarrassing,”
         “laughable,” and “the worst hour of cop drama I’ve ever watched.”[111]   More generously, Entertainment Weekly described the show as both “cartoonishly ham-fisted” and “surprisingly accurate,”
         stating that “barring the more outrageous plot points (the kidnapping, the rape)—this crap really happens.”[112]  
      

      
      In short, the plot centered on a female game developer, Raina Punjabi, who became
         the victim of online harassment, doxing, swatting (a hoax by an anonymous caller to
         911 reporting an emergency and resulting in the deployment of a SWAT team), kidnapping,
         and rape threats on the eve of her game’s release. The perpetrators were portrayed
         as young men who had difficulty distinguishing “real life” from gaming.
      

      
      Despite the efforts of the show to condemn misogyny and harassment of women, the episode
         instead contributed to the notion that women are somehow alien to gaming culture.
         In one scene at a gamer convention, Detective Fin Tutuola (Ice-T) educated a clueless
         fellow detective Amanda Rollins (Kelli Giddish) on the culture of gaming. Similarly,
         throughout the episode, Sergeant Olivia Benson is equally baffled. Back at the office,
         when talk of the case ensues, she said, “I’m not going to understand a word anyone
         is saying.”
      

      
      Many took the show to task for its use of overwrought images, including scenes of
         “an abduction inspired by a violent game, a captor wearing a ski mask, [and] a mysterious
         hacker-y broadcast.” One review cited its cultural significance, saying that it contributed
         to public ideas about crime and justice while pointing out the ongoing difficulties
         of how the criminal justice system operates in the face of evolving technologies against
         a backdrop of misogyny.[113]   Scholar Jeff Thompson similarly suggested that the episode shed light on “how the
         average American is likely to see issues like these.” He stated,
      

      
         So, when Wednesday night’s Gamergate-themed show airs, it won’t necessarily say much
            about Gamergate, as such. But it will speak volumes about how Americans are grappling
            with issues, such as online threats, female harassment, doxing and the Dark Web.[114]  
         

      

      The show failed, however, to present these threats within the context of aggrieved
         entitlement. In stark contrast to the show’s likely intention, it prompted remarks
         that served to discredit complaints of misogyny, something that Caitlin Dewey, writing
         for the Washington Post, pointed out by offering this comment taken from YouTube. She wrote,
      

      
         “You know,” wrote a fairly typical YouTube commenter, “I think they are marketing
            this as an episode that shows these professional victims what it is like if they really
            were attacked for being a female gamer or game dev, which, of course, they [were] not.”[115]  
         

      

      Those who contend that the threats against women in gaming are regularly fabricated
         and/or exaggerated have often accused Brianna Wu and others of being “professional
         victims.” Many are quick to point out that no one has actually been murdered or violently
         attacked as a result of GamerGate-related threats. For example, one commenter took
         issue with the title of Wu’s article (“I’m Brianna Wu, and I’m Risking My Life Standing
         Up to Gamergate”) that appeared in Bustle (later republished in Huffington Post) the same week “Imitation Game” aired: “And how many people have lost their lives
         due to GamerGate at this point? This blog title is the definition of hyperbole.”[116]   The implication here is that unless the threats are carried through to fruition,
         they are inconsequential.
      

      
      Beyond Gaming

      
      Over the past several years, what was once considered the relatively insular subculture
         of gaming exploded into a dominant mainstream force in popular culture. Part of this
         ongoing transition involves a shift in demographics among both consumers and producers
         of gaming content. As a result, there have been increasing calls for content to more
         broadly reflect the diversity of consumers in ways that disrupt the priority of white,
         male hegemonic masculinities that have long dominated the industry. By linking the
         changing status quo from a white male-dominated industry to that of increasing diversity
         (among gamers and developers) and, in turn, linking those changing dynamics to pervasive
         sexual harassment, the dominant narrative of “misogyny in gaming” fit the framework
         of rape culture outlined by earlier feminists. Most importantly, though, it was Sarkeesian’s
         feminist-inspired criticisms that became the dominant narrative around sexual harassment
         to which others responded. That, along with Quinn’s unapologetic response to accusations
         around her sexual behavior and Wu’s outspokenness about sexism in the industry, converged
         to create the perfect storm for illustrating resistance to rape culture.
      

      
      However, presenting GamerGate as a “gender war” might be counterproductive in that
         it may be interpreted as implying that the issue is race neutral. In her book documenting
         the experiences of marginalized gamers that participate in Xbox Live, scholar Kishonna
         Gray found that far from being condemned, harassment against minorities was an accepted,
         if not rewarded, activity among gamers. In response, women and other minorities have
         developed various strategies to cope and continue to thrive in the community.[117]   Gray, and others, work to make women of color more visible, but most media accounts,
         both mainstream and gamer focused, present a gender dichotomy effectively ignoring
         the intersection of race/ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, and gender. Indeed,
         in the media accounts reviewed for this chapter, few discussed how the specific experiences
         of men and women of color in gaming intersect with gender.[118]  
      

      
      The ongoing controversies illustrate that gaming remains a contested site for our
         social understandings of sexual harassment and threats of sexual violence. For some,
         the significance of these dynamics may be found situated within the larger context
         of online harassment.[119]   It is unclear, however, whether overall women are subjected to quantitatively more
         online harassment than men, though qualitatively there appear to be differences.[120]   One report conducted by researchers investigating misogyny on Twitter in the UK
         noted in the affirmative, stating that “research has consistently found that women
         are subjected to more bullying, abuse, hateful language and threats than men when
         on-line.”[121]   A Pew Research Center Survey found that one in four online users had experienced
         some form of harassment, with women more likely to be stalked and sexually harassed,
         while men were more likely to be called names.[122]   Another study found that celebrity male figures were more likely to receive online
         abuse than their female counterparts, although in contrast, female journalists were
         subject to about three times as much abuse as male journalists.[123]   Although more research is needed on the prevalence and variability of online harassment,
         there are increasing efforts to understand the gendered dynamics of harassment that
         occur in social space that is understood as neither “online” nor “offline” but rather
         transcends the digital divide in ways that ultimately reproduce gender hierarchies
         and result in unique harms.[124]  
      

      
      Beyond the most prominent issues relevant to geek spaces in media accounts (e.g.,
         demands for increased diversity in content and pervasive online harassment), GamerGate
         has come to represent a self-described full-fledged attack on so-called SJWs. It has
         extended beyond gaming to controversies around anti–sexual harassment panels at the
         music, film, and tech festival SXSW and ballots cast for the prestigious Hugo Awards
         for science fiction and fantasy works. Anger toward SJWs spread into other areas of
         social life, basically serving as a means to undercut critiques of restrictions on
         reproductive rights, issues of campus rape, police abuse of power, due process, and
         a plethora of other issues.[125]   For example, here is how Mytheos Holt, writing for The Federalist, described GamerGate:
      

      
         GamerGate can be heralded as a movement that mounted the first serious resistance to the pervasive social justice ideology that has crept into seemingly every area of culture and politics. (emphasis added)[126]  
         

      

      Here, the changing social, economic, and cultural dynamics must be understood as contributing
         to the sense of aggrieved entitlement on display among GamerGate supporters and others
         who participate in misogynistic online harassment. Part of the fallout from GamerGate
         is that academics have come under fire for simply studying gender and gaming and have
         been subsequently deemed a social and political threat. For example, writer Sheena
         Goodyear reported that the Canadian Games Studies conference attendees were instructed
         to avoid using GamerGate in any tweets during the conference. Doctoral candidate Natalie
         Walschots, who incidentally was deemed a “witch” by trolls in reaction to her scholarly
         interest in GamerGate, reported that after she appeared at a conference to discuss
         her work on GamerGate, Reddit users organized a campaign against her to sabotage her
         work. She stated to The Mary Sue,
      

      
         There have been calls to attend future conference panels that I am presenting on,
            to contact the dean of graduate studies at Concordia in an attempt to get me expelled,
            to buy up all the domain names associated with my name and handle to ruin my SEO for
            future employers.[127]  
         

      

      Additionally, scholars Shira Chess and Adrienne Shaw documented how their efforts
         to engage in a discussion around the issues of women and gaming at a Digital Games
         Research Association (DiGRA) conference resulted in many GamerGate supporters positing
         a conspiracy around their work by describing the DiGRA—which the authors report is
         not particularly feminist oriented—as an “SJW cult, a ‘thinktank,’ a government shell
         corporation, an institute, a pyramid scheme, and an ‘enemy spawning ground.’’’[128]  
      

      
      While the mainstream media coverage was generally supportive of the notion that there
         is evidence of a gendered problem within gaming and online harassment in general,
         one legacy of GamerGate may be how its supporters have been successful at reframing
         sensitivity to sexual violence itself as a social problem—that is, as a form of political
         correctness that is a threat to the broader culture at large and to free speech—issues
         that continue to resonate in broader discussions of rape culture.
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      Chapter 5

      Geek Spaces

      
         
         
         Feminist Interventions and SJW Drama Queens

         
      

      
      As with the video-gaming community, comic book culture resides in a contradictory
         space. It features a growing number of progressive-minded creators and fans who are
         multiculturally inclusive, yet the industry is frequently criticized for falling short
         on the diversity of characters that the changing consumer demographics demand. In
         this chapter, I focus on a series of events that have arisen in recent years in comic
         book culture that illustrate how it is a vibrant space in which issues of gender,
         sexual harassment, and sexual violence are contested.
      

      
      Fans of comics have long complained about the quality and quantity of the portrayals
         of women in the books. I will show how the perception of demographics within the industry,
         and among readership, is important for understanding the vitriolic backlash that has
         emerged against criticisms regarding content. I will highlight that women in the comic
         book community, much like women in gaming, are increasingly more likely to call out
         instances of harassment, create anti-harassment policies, and publicly condemn offensive
         images and narratives even if these discussions are messy and uncomfortable. I will
         also illuminate how these conversations converge with broader pop-cultural discourse
         in ways that both reinforce and resist assumptions about rape culture.
      

      
       The fact that women have historically felt excluded from geek spaces such as that
         of comic books is well known. English professor Suzanne Scott wrote in her analysis
         of comic book culture that women have long been rendered invisible and marginalized
         by the industry, by male fans, and by the history documenting the medium itself—a
         history penned largely by men. As a result, women often feel the comic book culture
         too “inaccessible or inhospitable.”[1]  
      

      
      Although women in the industry, both as consumers and producers of content, have historically
         been treated as interlopers, there has been a great deal of what sociologist Paul
         Lopes described as “gender interventions”—alternate paths women have traveled within
         the culture to create space for them to succeed. Throughout the past several decades,
         women have found underground and independent comics to be viable outlets for their
         writing and illustration. They have also produced autobiographical work with female-driven
         narratives, and fans have created fanzines that promote fellow female creators’ work.
         Inherent in these efforts is a challenge to stereotypical portrayals of women and
         attempts to attract more female creators and readers.[2]   Additionally, Suzanne Scott identified a more recent “transformative moment” in
         which there is “increased attention to the place and perception of women within comic
         book culture.”[3]  
      

      
      This transitional period has not been without growing pains. In a panel at the 2015
         Conference on World Affairs addressing discrimination in science and geek culture,
         comic writer G. Willow Wilson recounted her participation in a 2014 Marvel writer’s
         workshop that was particularly hostile. The group had convened, ostensibly, to discuss
         representation of minorities in comic books. Wilson recalled that even conversations about racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities created an “immediate backlash” from
         traditional fans, which she described as men aged thirty to forty-five. She said that
         as soon as the discussion ensued, there was a sense that “something secret was under
         attack”—that is, there was the realization that one of the last places where these
         men could objectify women was soon to fade. They were not happy with the new social
         reality, she said.[4]  
      

      
      “This Is Not She-Thor. This Is Not Lady Thor. . . . This Is Thor”

      
      Such resistance to enlarging the circle to include diverse characters has led to a
         palpable dearth of quality portrayals of women in books, film, and television. This
         point was put into stark relief at the San Diego Comic-Con of 2013, which hosted a
         “Women Who Kick Ass” panel, featuring actors Nicole Beharie, Natalie Dormer, Tatiana
         Maslany, Sarah Paulson, Katey Sagal, and Maisie Williams. All are known for their
         complex portrayal of powerful women in a variety of films and television shows. When
         asked which superhero or villain they would like to play if given the opportunity,
         their responses included Batman and Spider-Man, among others. None of the panel participants,
         however, named a female character. The omission, as Natalie Zutter writing for Tor pointed out, likely reflects “the profound lack of universally inspiring or realistic
         female heroes.”[5]  
      

      
      Criticism of the portrayals of women in comic books, and how they are treated in the
         industry, are not particularly new. However, the last few years have seen a marked
         increase in attention to these issues in the mainstream media. Much of that coverage
         is devoted to how the white, male-dominated industry continues to marginalize women
         and other minorities. So much so that one common refrain that has emerged is that
         either the comic book industry must embrace diversity—as well as diversity among fans—or
         the industry itself will be destined to become irrelevant.[6]  
      

      
      More than seventy-five years since the founding of the “big two” publishers, DC and
         Marvel,[7]   women and other minorities continue to be abysmally underrepresented both as creators
         and as characters in mainstream superhero books. That lack of diversity simply fails
         to reflect the diversity of overall comic book readership. Although one survey of
         DC’s New 52, a major relaunching of the publisher’s superhero titles in 2011, revealed
         that the vast majority of readers are male (93 percent), those numbers only tell part
         of the story.[8]   Comic scholars are quick to point out that comic books encompass a range of genres
         besides superheroes, and that the readership dynamics are currently shifting. Surveys
         that include titles from independent publishers have found a larger fan base of women,
         and even the superhero genre appears to be expanding its readership among women.[9]   According to Publisher’s Weekly, women ages “17 to 33 were the fastest-growing group at comic book retailers nationally.”[10]   The digital comics reader Comixology offered more evidence of an expanding readership among women, reporting that although
         their core customer is male, twenty-seven to thirty-six years old, their newest emerging
         set of customers are women, seventeen to twenty-six years old, comprising about 20
         percent of the readership.[11]   Further, when we expand beyond “comic book readers” to a broader look at comic
         book culture that includes participation in comics-inspired fandom, from television
         shows to films to comic cons, women reach parity. In one study of self-identified
         comic fans based on market research on Facebook, Bret Schenker found that, “of the
         24 million [comic fans], women account for 46.67%.”[12]  
      

      
      Beyond the demographics of readership, the quantity and quality of diverse representations
         in mainstream comic books matter in terms of our cultural imagination—that is, do
         we see ourselves reflected in the books? What types of persons are represented as
         heroic?[13]   Representation is the first step to imagining ourselves as a leading hero (or villain)
         and being able to fully immerse ourselves in a story. In Comic Book Crime, Staci Strobl and I discussed the many ways that these imaginations influence our
         cultural scripts about what kind of person may be perceived as heroic, what paths
         to justice may be pursued, and how justice may be achieved.[14]   Comic fans and scholars have long echoed the sentiment that being able to “see
         yourself” in popular-culture representations is immensely important in shaping identities
         and understandings of empowerment—something that white privilege constantly obscures.[15]  
      

      
      Over the past few years, the San Diego and New York comic cons have held numerous
         panels devoted to gender and diversity in comics.[16]   For fans who are not straight white males, discussion frequently centers on how
         rare it is to see characters on the page that “look like us” and ways to improve diversity.
         Often just seeing a character that is similar to one’s gender, race, ethnicity, or
         sexual orientation is enough to feel empowered—even if that character is overtly sexualized,
         a villain, or otherwise morally compromised. In an interview discussing the cultural
         importance of female superheroes, Kathleen Hanna, the musician who is most associated
         with the Riot Grrrl movement of the 1990s, summarized this sentiment by stating,
      

      
         There are so few images of powerful women that women get desperate and they’re like
            “that’s powerful,” and we’ll just take any kind of garbage or crumb off the table
            that we can find and claim that as something that’s powerful even when it’s kind of
            not.[17]  
         

      

      In the case of mainstream American comic books, sales continue to be dominated by
         the superhero genre, the vast majority of which features male superheroes.[18]   This lack of diverse representations has led to the mistaken notion that female-led
         books and superhero-inspired films do not sell. In fact, it is difficult to substantiate
         this argument. Since so few titles feature females as leads, how would we measure
         their failure or success? And, further, of the titles that do feature women, many
         are quite successful. In July 2014, female comic cover images comprised only about
         25 to 31 percent of the total covers for Marvel and DC respectively, and female-led
         books made up only 12 to 16 percent of the total books published.[19]   G. Willow Wilson, the writer and cocreator of the most recent incarnation of the
         highly popular title Ms. Marvel, expressed astonishment that her series made it to eight issues and counting.[20]   The book is notable in that the lead, Ms. Marvel, was reimagined as Kamala Khan,
         a teenage Muslim, Pakistani-American. The reaction to the introduction of Kamala reverberated
         around the globe, ultimately trending on Twitter.[21]  
      

      
      In addition to the coverage of Kamala Khan among comic book–centric websites, the
         character was covered in such mainstream outlets as The Atlantic, Wired, Washington Post, Slate, Daily News, and Islamic Monthly. It also received mention from Stephen Colbert on the Colbert Report, who satirically charged that the move was further evidence of “Sharia creep” and
         would eventually lead to cries of “death to Captain America!” Interviews with Pakistani
         women published by UPI highlighted the powerful impact of Kamala Khan and the attention
         she garnered. Their comments reflected support, such as, “Kamala Khan will help mothers
         to have faith that their daughters can play an important role, as do their sons, in
         building the future.”[22]   Others were more reticent, worried that the character might “hurt” their values:
         “We don’t want our girls so open to the world, because it is against our religion
         and values.”[23]  
      

      
      Overall, the overwhelming response to the introduction of Kamala as Ms. Marvel illustrated
         how such characters are an exception to the rule in that there are so few female superheroes
         of color, and fewer still that are household names.[24]  
      

      
      The introduction of minority characters such as Kamala, and others that embody diversity
         in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation, often stirs controversy,
         revealing how representations hold cultural importance. In July 2014, hosts on the
         daytime television show The View announced the introduction of Marvel’s new female hero, Thor. The announcement elicited
         enthusiasm among many fans, while backlash erupted from those resistant to a change
         in the status quo (a male Thor was originally introduced decades ago as a Norse god).[25]   Echoing a familiar refrain, Milo Yiannopoulos, contributor to the conservative
         website Breitbart, lashed out at so-called social justice warriors and claimed that by introducing
         a female Thor, the comic book art form has been “ruined” because of “misandry.” He
         was similarly offended by the introduction of Miles Morales, a biracial Spider-Man
         in the Ultimate universe, as well as of a black Captain America, declaring that whiteness
         is “intrinsic” to the characters.[26]   The website PopSugar’s headline, “Surprise, Surprise: People Are Pissed That Thor Is a Lady,” summed up
         the reactions and provided tweets such as the following to illustrate the resistance
         to the move,
      

      
         Oh HELL no . . .

You can’t just turn Thor into a girl wtf is wrong with you Marvel?? I give up. I’m
            done
         

A black Captain America? Not a big deal at all, soldiers of all colours fought for
            red, white & blue. But I’m still livid over female Thor
         

. . . new superpowers include being judgmental, temperamental, and unreasonable[27]  
         

      

      The negative responses caught the attention of writers and executives at Marvel, who
         defended the introduction of the character.[28]   In a statement on Marvel.com, writer Jason Aaron sought to ease the fears of fans
         who worried that the character would not be a fully fleshed-out hero in her own right.
         Aaron emphasized that this new Thor is not a peripheral character or “lady” version.
         He stated,
      

      
         This is not She-Thor. This is not Lady Thor. This is not Thorita. This is THOR. This
            is the THOR of the Marvel Universe. But it’s unlike any Thor we’ve ever seen before.[29]  
         

      

      The underrepresentation of female heroes in comic books extends to their film adaptations.
         The most iconic characters, Batman and Superman, have collectively been featured in
         at least fourteen films since the 1970s.[30]   Additionally, over the past several decades, a slew of lesser-known characters
         have served as protagonists in films such as Jonah Hex, Ghost Rider, Hellboy, and Guardians of the Galaxy, none of which feature lead female heroes.[31]   Even women who are established characters in their own right, such as Wonder Woman,
         Storm, and Black Widow, are typically relegated to supporting roles in film. Of the
         eighteen superheroes films DC and Marvel have announced that will premiere into 2020,
         only two feature women as leads—the highly anticipated Wonder Woman film and Captain Marvel, featuring Carol Danvers. In another nod toward diverse characters, one DC film is
         slated to star African-American actor Ray Fisher as Cyborg.[32]  
      

      
      Broke Back and Passive

      
      Superhero comic books have the capacity to inspire readers and contribute to our cultural
         understandings of heroism and justice. Yet they can also serve to limit our collective
         imaginations, including, for example, when they portray women in hypersexualized ways.
         In this context, simply increasing the quantity of female characters is insufficient
         if the quality of those representations is still lacking. Scholars have documented
         the portrayals of women in comic books, ranging from the powerful Amazon warrior Wonder
         Woman of the 1940s to the hypersexualized “bad girls” of the 1990s, showing how these
         portrayals reflect the changing cultural norms around femininity and masculinity.[33]  
      

      
      Although there are notable female characters in mainstream superhero comic books that
         are strong, powerful, and heroic, women are too often portrayed as peripheral to the
         male characters. They also often find themselves in need of saving or, in some cases,
         stereotyped as emotionally needy.[34]   What is even more concerning is the fact that women in comics are frequently subject
         to violence—oftentimes brutally and sadistically victimized—in ways that only serve
         to advance the plots of the male characters. This well-known phenomenon, known as
         “fridging,” was documented by comic book writer Gail Simone in 1999 and published
         on her website Women in Refrigerators.[35]   The website, named after the incident in which Green Lantern’s girlfriend was murdered
         and her body stuffed into a refrigerator, is essentially a list of women in comics
         that have met an untimely end. They have been variously “killed, raped, depowered,
         crippled, turned evil, maimed, tortured, contracted a disease or had other life-derailing
         tragedies.”[36]  
      

      
      The idea that women are to be portrayed as simply sidekicks, victims, or peripheral
         characters that only serve the plots of male heroes may seem like a relic—a throwback
         to the Comics Code of the 1950s that regulated the portrayal of characters and their
         behavior in comics.[37]   After all, we have come a long way from the fashion-conscious Wonder Woman of the
         late 1960s, who ultimately surrendered her uniform and superpowers and ran a mod clothing
         boutique. Yet readers continue to call for improvement in the quality of women characters,
         particularly in the best-selling mainstream comics produced by DC and Marvel.
      

      
      To measure the quantity and quality of female representations, Walt Hickey, writing
         for FiveThirtyEight, used Marvel and DC Wikia databases to compile a list of characters and traits.[38]   The research confirmed what even casual readers might have noticed. The vast majority
         of frequently appearing characters among the titles they sampled (those that appear
         at least ten times) is male (about 70 percent), and the few female characters that
         do appear are “more passive than men on the page.”[39]  
      

      
      The significance of the quality of the portrayals is not lost on the fan base. In
         writing about her personal experience as a comic book fan, pop-culture writer Katie
         Schenkel stated that as a young girl, the hypersexualized female characters made her
         feel ill at ease, particularly when she was looking at comic book images while around
         a group of schoolboys. She wrote,
      

      
         I didn’t know the term “male gaze” yet. I wouldn’t learn that there was a name for
            it until many years later, when it would be in the back of my mind while watching
            so many movies and TV shows and, yes, even reading comics. But looking back, that
            was what I saw in that boy’s scrapbook—some of my favorite characters stripped of
            their agency and their personality for the sake of the all-consuming male gaze. They
            weren’t there to be characters. Merely objects.[40]  
         

      

      The issue that comic book portrayals of women tend to be hypersexualized and objectifying
         is not necessarily a new complaint, but it is an ongoing popular one. In addition
         to problematic narratives, fans have also heavily criticized art styles featuring
         exaggerated female anatomy, a trend that seemed to peak in the 1990s. The phenomenon,
         known as “broke back,” has been described by scholar Carolyn Cocca: “A female character’s
         back is drawn unnaturally twisted as well as arched, displaying all of her curves
         in front and back simultaneously.” In her study of the broke-back phenomenon, Cocca
         noted that “almost every issue” in her sample of comic books (24 titles/144 issues)
         contained “sexually objectifying” portrayals. Though she found fewer objectifications
         among books published in the 2000s than in the 1990s, there seemed to be increased
         commentary among readers, confirming that women in recent years have been more vocal
         about their observations and criticisms of the art and content than before. Websites
         such as Hawkeye Initiative, for example, ridicule absurd poses and distorted anatomy
         by gender-swapping and juxtaposing images. Likewise, the Escher Girls Tumblr has showcased
         how characters are sexualized, while also pointing out that these are not necessarily
         problems with individual artists so much as a problem with the industry as a whole.[41]  
      

      
      Controversies over broke-back images reveal that fan reactions are varied; while some
         fans express that they are offended, others are quick to strike back against the criticisms.
         When Guillem March’s illustration for issue #0 of DC’s New 52 Catwoman was released, the cover was described as “back-breaking,” “brokeback,” “ridiculous,”
         “racy,” and “offensive,” among other comments.[42]    Gammasquad’s headline summed up the negative sentiment: “The Internet Fittingly Lambasts the
         Ridiculous ‘Catwoman #0’ Cover.”[43]   DC ultimately edited the image as a result of the controversy. Nonetheless, those
         who complained were often described as overreacting or being on a “witch hunt.”[44]  
      

      
      A few years after releasing the controversial Catwoman cover, Marvel released an image
         of the variant cover for Spider-Woman #1 (August 2014) that received similar criticism. The cover depicted Spider-Woman
         in a crouched position, crawling on the top of a building with her backside tilted
         to the sky. The positioning was so contorted that The Mary Sue interviewed three gymnasts who confirmed that it is anatomically impossible to achieve.[45]   The following headlines and comments were indicative of the intense reaction to
         the cover:
      

      
         io9: “Check Out Spider-Woman #1, Starring Spider-Woman’s Ass.”
         

Huffington Post: “Spider-Woman’s New Cover Sums Up the Problematic Way Female Superheroes Are Treated.”
         

Vox called it a “misstep” by Marvel
         

Slate: “It looks more like a colonoscopy than a costume.”
         

      

      Bustle summed up the reaction by stating, “If this is the kind of visibility those female
         characters are going to get, maybe they are better off not being featured at all.”[46]   Nonetheless, the Italian artist, Milo Manera, known for his erotic imagery, shrugged
         off the complaints, stating, “It seems to me that both the United States and around
         the world there are things much more important and serious to worry about.”[47]  
      

      
      When asked by a reader if this type of criticism had “gone too far” and indicated
         a desire to “remove sexual thematics [sic] from comics,” Marvel’s senior vice president of publishing, Tom Brevoort, acknowledged
         the importance of the issue, stating that discussions of women in comics “seems to
         be bubbling up from the zeitgeist.”[48]  
      

      
      Some, like writer Joseph Darowski, have cautioned against too readily criticizing
         material as offensive and misogynist. Darowski, author of X-Men and the Mutant Metaphor: Race and Gender in the Comic Books, wrote that one comic book creator, in a run of The Uncanny X-Men, responded to reader criticisms of his portrayals of women, and also religion, as
         coming from the “minority” of fans who are “generally unhinged.”[49]   Darowski noted that simply not liking a story does not mean that it is misogynist.
         He stated,
      

      
         It is clear that his women in these stories [The Uncanny X-Men] are portrayed as emotionally needy, completely dependent on heterosexual pairings
            for meaning in their lives, and anything but independent. But that could just be poor,
            stereotypical writing and not misogyny.[50]  
         

      

      “This Comic Is Ridiculously Rapey”

      
      Though mainstream comics have been criticized for portraying women as passive, hypersexualized,
         and perpetual victims of violence, there is little agreement as to the cultural significance
         of those representations. While it is reductionist to flatly claim that comic books
         “promote rape culture,” it is instructive to explore how the range of reactions, from
         what some might view as benign, unintentional sexist imagery, to what others perceive
         as graphic rape narratives, reveals how our cultural understandings around sexual
         violence remain deeply unsettled.
      

      
      There is a dearth of research focused specifically on trends of sexual violence in
         comic books, making it difficult to isolate whether there has been more of a presence
         of it over the years. However, fans have long discussed the merits of the portrayals
         of rape in comics. Such discourse often veers into age-old territory: whether it is
         necessary for art to depict sexual violence within the panels, whether a more diverse
         set of creators might have produced a more thoughtful comic, and whether there is
         a “right” way to depict sexual violence.[51]   Like similar criticisms of the portrayals of rape on television, the problem is
         not necessarily that rape is represented at all. Rather, it is the way in which it
         is depicted that is perceived as problematic.
      

      
      For some, the comic book adaptation of the film Mad Max: Fury Road, included such problematic depictions of rape. The movie, which was released in 2015
         to wide critical and commercial acclaim, featured Imperator Furiosa, a female warrior
         who rescued and led five enslaved women called the “Five Wives” to freedom in a postapocalyptic
         wasteland. It was deemed a “feminist masterpiece” by Bustle; other outlets declared Furiosa “the hero for our age” and “the hero we deserve,”
         among other accolades.[52]   Furiosa was so inspirational that many comic artists flooded Twitter with their
         interpretation of the character. In June 2015, the DC imprint Vertigo released the
         much-anticipated comic book Mad Max: Fury Road—Furiosa #1, by an all-male creative team.[53]   In it, a group of enslaved women are raped and forced to bear the heirs of their
         captor, warlord Immortan Joe. Some contended that this adaptation departed from the
         film by including graphic rape and other sexualized images. The backlash was fast
         and fierce. Within days, the feminist website The Mary Sue declared, “We Need to Talk about the Furiosa Comic,” and eviscerated the comic for
         its story arc of enslaved “wives,” vaginal exams, rape, and overall disrespect for
         women. Ana Mardoll wrote,
      

      
         First of all, this comic is ridiculously rapey, especially given that the movie attained
            a lot of feminist acclaim precisely because it wasn’t rapey. It was a movie about sexual victimization without showing any rape on-screen.
            . . . Indeed, by showing the rape and sexual assault over and over again in this book,
            that will likely overwhelm the wives’ valid complaints about freedom and reproductive
            freedom.[54]  
         

      

      Many took to social media to criticize the book, but it was the statements by one
         of the cowriters, Mark Sexton, that provoked much of the outrage.[55]   A commenter on Twitter queried, “A few people are saying that you are exploiting
         rape in the first issue, what would you say to that?” Sexton responded in a series
         of tweets:
      

      
         Interesting. Could answer this any number of ways . . .

Best answer is that the use of institutionalised rape by Immortan Joe is not only
            central to the story—
         

but without it, the story could be viewed merely as a bunch of young spoilt girls
            whining about being kept in relative—
         

luxury by an older man who’s concerned with their safety. Not really much room for
            dramatic tension there . . . ![56]  
         

      

      Sexton was basically implying that rape is necessary to set up dramatic tension among
         the characters, even in this case, where the women were already powerless and in literal
         enslavement. But he is not alone in his tactic of using rape as a way to ratchet up
         the depravity of a villain. Prolific comic writer Mark Millar echoed the same sentiment
         in response to a question about sexual violence in his popular creator-owned comics:
         “It’s the same as, like, a decapitation. It’s just a horrible act to show that somebody’s
         a bad guy.”[57]   For many, however, the perception is that all too often for the victims, “being
         raped becomes their defining characteristic.”[58]  
      

      
      Writer and editor Teresa Jusino pressed further, questioning whether the rapes should
         have been depicted in the Mad Max comic:
      

      
         I wonder if he genuinely thinks people wouldn’t understand the concept of women wanting freedom from a pustule-ridden, old dictator who rapes them whenever
            they’re ovulating without seeing the rape happen. Because as is seemingly usually the case, both in fiction and IRL,
            a woman saying she’s suffering isn’t enough. It has to be seen to be believed.[59]  
         

      

      Although many criticized the Furiosa comic as being exploitative, it would be a mistake
         to assume that most representations of sexual violence in contemporary comic books
         are uniformly gratuitous. While some narratives reinforce rape myths—for example,
         those that portray rape as excessively brutal while rejecting other forms of nonviolent
         coercion—other narratives challenge our perceptions of sexual violence. In their study
         of the perpetuation of rape myths in mainstream comic books, scholars Tammy Garland,
         Kathryn Branch, and MacKenzie Grimes found that most rapes in comic books avoided
         the stereotype of stranger danger and in contrast found that rapes most commonly occurred
         between acquaintances or intimates. Further, they found a relatively high proportion
         of male rape victims (43 percent of their sample). However, in the instances in which
         females were portrayed as perpetrators, the study found that any physical or psychological
         trauma experienced by the male victims was minimized in ways that challenged interpretation
         of the act as rape.[60]  
      

      
      #ChangeTheCover

      
      At times, debates over sexual violence have less to do with what is on the page than
         with how the narratives and images intersect with everyday, real-life experiences.
         As in gaming, public discourse around sexual violence in comic culture arises within
         the context of challenges to the white, male-dominated status quo. These changing
         dynamics may be interpreted as contributing to a sense of aggrieved entitlement—the
         sense that something deserved has been taken away. This feeling is also accompanied
         by a misdirected anger toward scapegoats (e.g., minorities), bolstered by righteous
         anger that serves as a motivator to get it back.[61]   This is most explicitly observed in instances in which complaints of offensive
         imagery intersect with those who feel the status quo is challenged.
      

      
      The reverberations of aggrieved entitlement were on full display when the variant
         cover image for Batgirl #41 (2015) by artist Rafael Albuquerque was released online. The hashtag #ChangeTheCover
         was launched in protest, sparking a heated debate.[62]   The image was an homage to the immensely popular graphic novel The Killing Joke (1988). It featured the Joker, with one gun-toting arm around the teary-eyed and frightened
         Batgirl, while his other hand scrawled a bloody smiley face across her cheeks. The
         image would likely not register much of a reaction from non–comic book aficionados.
         However, fans would recognize it as a reference to one of the most acclaimed, and
         sadistic, Joker stories ever told. In it, the Joker shot Barbara Gordon and in doing
         so paralyzed her. During the assault, he removed her clothes and photographed her
         naked body in a brutal display of sexualized violence.
      

      
      While some may have found Albuquerque’s cover image empowering—after all, Gordon eventually
         became Oracle/Batgirl—others objected primarily because the image leaves Batgirl in
         a state of pure terror as opposed to a position of strength. Moreover, critics said,
         the image was far afield from the tone of the current ongoing series that is a lighter,
         more progressive relaunch.[63]   Nonetheless, the controversy resulted in a spate of online threats of violence
         directed toward those advocating #ChangeTheCover. Ultimately, DC both pulled the image
         and denounced the harassment and threats.[64]  
      

      
      In response, a dueling hashtag, #SaveTheCover, quickly populated Twitter, warning
         of the dangers of censorship. Some attempted to equate the incident with the silencing
         of artistic freedom vis-à-vis “Je Suis Charlie” (i.e., “Je Suis Batgirl”). “Je Suis
         Charlie” was the rallying cry used by those who were outraged by the mass shooting
         at the satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo in Paris, France, in which twelve people including cartoonists, editors, and police
         officers were killed.[65]   Others charged that so-called SJWs were leading comics “back to the Comics Code”:
      

      
         @DCComics don’t give in to stupid tumblr “feminists.” That’s Marvel’s job. Keep the
            Killing Joke homage cover for Batgirl 41. #SaveTheCover
         

There’s nothing wrong with this cover you SJW drama queens #SaveTheCover[66]  
         

      

      As with GamerGate, detractors claimed that the online threats were faked by SJWs in
         an attempt to censor the content. For example, “‘Hey SJW, if you’re offended, claim
         or fake death threats and we’ll censor anything!’ #SaveTheCover.”[67]   One tweet portrayed a modified version of the Joker/Batgirl image with Anita Sarkeesian’s
         face superimposed on Batgirl.[68]   As in gaming culture, angry fans linked so-called SJWs to the scourge of political
         correctness and condemned feminists for their perceived overreach on offensive speech.[69]  
      

      
      #FireRickRemender

      
      Another flashpoint for the old and new guard in comic book culture was the release
         of Captain America (#22, September 2014). This particular event unfolded when a confusing narrative in
         the comic book led to the perception that the story contained statutory rape. Further,
         when a fan contested the narrative and sought to hold the writer accountable, she
         herself received rape threats. The Captain America book at issue portrayed a sex scene between a female, Jet Black (aka Jet Zola), and
         the male superhero Falcon. Jet Black tempted Falcon with wine and they ultimately
         had a night of drunken sex. Believing the female character to be underage, Jackie,
         a female fan, wrote a blog entry expressing “distaste” for writer Rick Remender’s
         work on the series and encouraged others to tweet the hashtag #FireRickRemender. As
         a result, fans obliged.
      

      
      Comic Book Resources described the confusion:
      

      
         Introduced as a child in the series’ opening arc, readers have seen Jet age more than
            a dozen years over the past twenty-odd issues, and she states she’s at least 23 in
            this issue, but a lot of readers felt that the age declaration coming so close to
            the time that writer Rick Remender decided to have her become sexually active felt—icky
            is an incredible understatement. This led to fans thinking that Falcon had been turned
            into a statutory rapist, and a viral campaign against the writer (#FireRickRemender)
            started.[70]  
         

      

      Gloria Miller, writing for examiner.com, argued that the character had quickly and
         confusingly aged nine years and that the scene is fraught with consent issues—for
         both parties.[71]   Although the issue could have prompted deeper conversations about the role of consent
         and alcohol, instead, those supporting the hashtag were vilified. Some suggested that
         Jackie, who started the hashtag, did so out of a vendetta against Remender.[72]   The controversy sparked podcast discussions from iFanboy and TalkingComics that defended the story line and contended that the reader simply misunderstood the
         story.
      

      
      Responses to the criticism of Remender ranged from condescension to rage and threats
         of physical violence. Some on Twitter were simply dismissive of it or suggested that
         complaints such as these undermine legitimate reasons for outrage. For example,
      

      
         Seriously, the #firerickremender thing proves that tumblr activists are ready to jump
            on the slightest hint of “rape” without doing research
         

This #firerickremender noise is the 2nd time in two weeks critics have forced a “rape”
            reading of a book they just didn’t like.
         

      

       The incident gained so much attention that it prompted responses from industry insiders
         determined to clarify that the character was, in fact, of age and that the scene was
         not one of sexual violence. Dan Slott, one of the more well known Marvel comics writers,
         tweeted a link to a Tumblr page that painstakingly detailed issue-by-issue the age
         transformation of the female character, Jet Black.[73]   Others, such as acclaimed Marvel writer Kieron Gillen, spoke out in support of
         Remender and cautioned others against joining the criticism of the book. He stated
         of Jackie,
      

      
         But—as a general rule—when a campaign was born of such clearly malicious grounds,
            I would be uncomfortable with marching under its banner, not least because it undermines
            any actual grievances or points you may have.[74]  
         

      

      Others, such as comic book writer Ed Brubaker, implied that readers are simply too
         heavily invested in the stories. He tweeted,
      

      
         Seriously, people need to stop acting like fictional stories are how-to manuals showing
            the exact right way to be. Oh and #firerickremender.[75]  
         

      

      On his blog, former Marvel editor Tom Brennan framed the controversy as one of censorship,
         taking issue with the hashtag because of the gravity of calling for the firing of
         a writer simply based on material that made someone uncomfortable. He explained that
         any single story at Marvel is a collaborative process involving multiple creators
         and editors and that the actual firing of someone from their job is a very serious
         call to action.[76]  
      

      
      Meanwhile, Jackie, the initiator of #FireRickRemender, reported that as a result of
         voicing her criticisms, she has “endured rape threats, slurs, name-calling, unwanted
         sexual advances, and threats to my personal safety.”[77]   She ultimately apologized for encouraging others to tweet the sentiment (#FireRickRemender)
         but provided context for her initial reading that squarely placed it in the broader
         context of rape culture. Jackie explained,
      

      
         As a survivor of sexual assault, I see it everywhere. I see it everywhere because
            I’ve been conditioned to. Because, as a person who identifies as female, I have spent
            my entire life being told how to act, dress, hold myself, and interact with others
            in order to keep myself safe. Because I live in a culture where nearly all types of
            media traffic in stories that excuse, glorify, or erase sexual assault. . . . I’m
            not sorry, because as a female fan, I’ve always had to be three times as loud to get
            my voice heard. I’m not sorry, because in the past few days, I’ve endured rape threats,
            slurs, name-calling, unwanted sexual advances, and threats to my personal safety for
            speaking out.[78]  
         

      

      What made the #FireRickRemender incident culturally significant is that it occurred
         on the heels of another incident that shows how misogyny, sexual harassment, and public
         discourse around sexual violence feed into the larger discourse around rape culture.
         A few months prior to #FireRickRemender, in April 2014, Janelle Asselin wrote an article
         for xoJane: “It Happened to Me: I Received Rape Threats after Criticizing a Comic Book.” Asselin
         had reviewed Teen Titans, pointing out that the book is written for a teen readership (or young adults), is
         marketed toward teens, and includes teen characters. She noted that despite this,
         the cover depicted a young Wonder Girl wearing a strapless outfit and sporting what
         appeared to be breast implants.[79]   Though Asselin criticized the art, unlike Jackie, she did not call for the firing
         of any individuals. As a result of her critical review, Asselin said she was inundated
         with misogynistic comments, received rape threats, and was accused of being a “disgruntled
         former employee,” a “feminazi,” and of having a “secret agenda.” Other threats included
         “let’s see how feminist you are when you’re begging me for more,” “I already ***up
         your bitch friends and i hope you cry like they did,” and simply “can’t wait to rape
         you.” Asselin noted that ironically, some of those threats were sent to her through
         her online survey designed to measure the extent of sexual harassment in comics.[80]  
      

      
      While many in the industry were supportive of Asselin, other fans claimed that she
         was faking the threats to gain attention.[81]   In one Twitter exchange, Asselin was accused by a fellow DC artist of being biased
         and unprofessional, as well as that she and her supporters were trying to “make it
         about sexism.”[82]   Yet Asselin, like many others, had simply expressed frustration with a comic book
         community that, while growing in gender diversity among its readership, is still contending
         with an undercurrent of misogyny that may rear up when a woman expresses her opinion.[83]   She wrote,
      

      
         Many, many people are fed up with the fact that women can’t state an opinion without
            getting threatened with rape. If you’re not threatened with rape, you’re told you’re
            not qualified, you’re not good enough, you’re not welcome here.[84]  
         

      

      Increasingly, women like Asselin are framing these singular incidents as part of a
         larger problem within geeks spaces that, while comprised of many individual progressives
         and feminists, can be implicitly, and at times explicitly, tolerant of the mistreatment
         of women. Ultimately, the larger issue around these incidents is less about how people
         initially interpret the narratives and images and more about how the caustic reactions
         reveal a sense that the status quo had been challenged.
      

      
      “For Every Story You’re Hearing, There Are Ten That You’re Not”

      
      As previously discussed, although readership demographics are shifting, many contend
         that the lack of diversity among the creators and editors of comic books is a contributing
         factor to the homogeneity of the images on the pages. Consequently, it may be one
         of the reasons that some women and other minorities do not feel fully welcome in comic
         book culture. Over the past few years, comic book historian Tim Hanley has been “gendercrunching”
         the numbers on the breakdown of gender among comic book creators and editors at DC
         and Marvel, confirming the white male dominance that has long plagued the industry.
         He found that from 1996 to 2011, the gender gap at DC has remained relatively stagnant
         overall, with women comprising about 11 percent of creators and editors in 2011, up
         from 10.8 percent in 1996. There has been some increase in women in editorial roles,
         with 22.5 percent as editors compared to 16.1 percent in 2006.[85]   Similarly, Marvel shows an uptick among editors but overall remains relatively
         unchanged, with women comprising a total of 8.7 percent of creators and editors. As
         of June 2014, over 90 percent of creators were male, and 78.9 percent were white.[86]   The only other publisher that comes close to DC and Marvel in terms of market share
         is Image comics, and it has also been criticized for its lack of diversity among creators.[87]  
      

      
      The dominance of white men in the industry has historically made it difficult for
         minorities to break in as creators. One particular incident in late 2013, involving
         artist Tess Fowler, brought to light how difficult it can be for women to break in,
         and as a by-product, how the industry continues to foster misogyny and sexual harassment.
         Fowler had tweeted and blogged about her experience at the San Diego Comic-Con a few
         years earlier, recalling that a well-known male comic book writer had feigned interest
         in her art and invited her to his hotel room. She declined and alleged that he retaliated
         against her by trashing her art on social media. Initially, Fowler did not reveal
         the name of the writer. It was only later, after she stated that her inbox became
         “filled with accounts from other women who had found themselves in my same position”
         with the same guy, that she identified him. Fowler explained of her decision to reveal
         his name that it was no longer in her mind an issue involving just her. She contended
         it was a “symptom of a much bigger disease,” where women feel compelled to stay silent
         in order to get along and advance in the industry, while other men are complicit in
         overlooking the harm.[88]   The writer she had identified responded to her accusations on his own blog, stating
         that although he did make a pass at her, that was the end of it, and “there was never
         a promise of quid pro quo, no exertion of power, no threats, and no revenge.”[89]  
      

      
      The story was covered by various comic blogs, websites, and mentions on Twitter. The
         following headlines illustrate how the incident became a touchstone for the larger
         issue of sexual harassment within the industry:
      

      
         Comics Alliance: “Sexual Harassment in Comics: The Tipping Point”
         

Bleeding Cool: “Tess Fowler and Modern Day Misogyny in the Comics Industry”
         

The Atlantic: “How to Dismantle the Comic-Books Boys’ Club”
         

      

      The geek-focused website Dr. Nerdlove contextualized the incident as a “casting couch” scenario under the headline “Nerds
         and Male Privilege.” Collectively, the articles pointed out that women are too often
         pressured and socialized to remain silent in the face of sexism and sexual harassment.[90]   Yet this incident itself revealed that women are speaking out, providing further evidence of feminist interventions in comic culture.[91]   Rich Johnston at Bleeding Cool stated,
      

      
         People are talking about this. Really talking, at length from message board to thread
            to blog, there’s a feeling that not only is this no longer acceptable—if it ever was—but
            now, with social media, that the cones of silence may be lifting and people are more
            willing to talk about their experiences.[92]  
         

      

      Yet, as with other allegations of sexual violence in society, the complainant is often
         at risk of being accused of lying, of attention-seeking behavior, and of being blamed
         for the bad behavior.[93]   In this case, questioning the validity of the allegations was part of the conversation,
         but what was interesting here was the reliance on other men in the industry to validate
         the complaints of sexism. A commenter on Reddit cited one of the more pervasive problems
         facing women who come forward with a complaint—the idea that in order to be believed,
         a man must independently verify her assertions. The commenter stated,
      

      
         For the past few days I’ve been trying to be objective and looking at the situation
            as even-handed to every party possible . . . but having [a male comic artist] go out
            and say “I saw this happen clearly as an observer,” confirms the previous statements
            that [the guy] has been sleazy in the past, if not currently.[94]  
         

      

      This point was echoed by Laura Hudson, writing for Comics Alliance, when she noted how fans turned to critically acclaimed writer Greg Rucka “to confirm
         the truth about what was happening to women, instead of asking . . . women.”[95]   When asked on his blog whether the allegations of how the comic book industry treats
         women reveal how bad it really is or whether it is simply a matter of a few isolated
         incidents, Rucka responded,
      

      
         No, it’s not that bad. It’s worse. It’s endemic. For every story you’re hearing, there
            are ten that you’re not. For every instance of poor behavior you’ve heard of from
            and [sic] editor or a creator, there’s another twenty stories about convention trips to strip
            clubs for “meetings” and the like.[96]  
         

      

      The lack of diverse creators within the industry has indeed at times fostered a climate
         conducive to gendered harassment. Yet those who follow comic book culture closely
         know that many editors and creators are welcoming of diversity and also highly dedicated
         to creating more diverse, fully realized characters. Some, like prolific comic writer
         Brian Michael Bendis, have taken fans to task for their resistance to diversity. Bendis
         blasted a male fan for complaining that “bitching women” is the reason that there
         are more female characters.[97]   Understanding these conversations within the framework of transition from a former
         “all boys club” to an inclusive industry is essential to making sense of the complaints
         of misogyny in geek spaces—both in comic book and gaming culture.
      

      
      Sin to Win: Cons and Sexual Harassment

      
      Geek spaces are no longer isolated groups of people that comprise a small niche—they
         are multimillion-dollar industries that are part of our media-entertainment cultural
         landscape. The best example of this transformation is the massive growth of comic
         cons across the United States. Those conventions have exploded in popularity, expanding
         from small local gatherings of a few hundred in the early 1970s to the massive multimedia
         extravaganzas today that draw hundreds of thousands of attendees. In 2015, New York
         Comic Con (NYCC) drew over 167,000 attendees, more than Comic-Con International: San
         Diego, which previously had been deemed the largest con in North America.[98]  
      

      
      Scholar Henry Jenkins described the San Diego Comic-Con as “press junket, trade show,
         collector’s mart, public forum, academic conference, and arts festival, all in one.”[99]   It is at these cons where embracing your inner geek is most welcome, where cosplay—dressing
         up as a character from a movie, book, anime, or video game—is celebrated, and fans
         interact face to face with creators. While the vast majority of participants attend
         without incident, for some it can be a place of intimidation and harassment. The following
         encounter, from an attendee of DC’s Awesome Con, was shared with Collective Action for Safe Spaces!, an organization designed to raise awareness of, and prevent, sexual harassment:
      

      
         I was sitting at my convention table, selling prints and comics. I had had very little
            sleep and was not feeling very well. A man came up and was looking at my work; when
            he looked up I smiled at him politely. He exclaimed “now see, you look so much prettier
            when you smile! Before now I thought you were as cold and depressing as your art.
            You should smile more!”[100]  
         

      

      Beyond the unwanted verbal comments, women have also reported being groped, subjected
         to unwanted creeper and upskirt photographs, and threatened. To illustrate the reported
         accounts of harassment at the 2013 NYCC, The Mary Sue posted photos of female cosplayers holding signs “sharing their creeper stories.”
         These included a woman cosplaying as Scarlet Witch, holding a sign that said, “Look
         at the tits on that Scarlet Witch.” In another, a woman dressed as Daenerys Targaryen
         from Game of Thrones held a sign that asked, “How does it feel to be raped by your boyfriend?”[101]  
      

      
      In one of the more publicized accounts, in 2010, model Adrianne Curry, dressed as
         Princess Leia, was groped at a Star Wars convention. In a tweet the following day,
         Curry wrote, “I cannot believe last night happened . . . love starwars . . . but ready
         to leave.”[102]   Four years later, Curry recounted a groping incident she experienced at the San
         Diego Comic-Con, as well as an incident in which a man “shoved his finger down” the
         back of her cosplaying female friend’s backside into her “butt-crack.” Curry retaliated
         by hitting the man with her Catwoman whip and commented that the male bystanders who
         witnessed these events just stood by and did nothing.[103]  
      

      
      It’s not just individual attendees that have been guilty of offensive behavior but
         also some of the vendors, who have set a dubious tone at the conventions. In 2009,
         at San Diego Comic-Con, video game publisher Electronic Arts (EA) held a “Sin to Win”
         contest in which men were encouraged to commit “an act of lust” by taking a photo
         with a booth babe to win “dinner and a SINful night with TWO hot girls, a limo service,
         paparazzi, and a chest full of booty.”[104]   “Booth babes” are women hired by some of the vendors to appear at the con, usually
         dressed in a sexually provocative manner. Ultimately, EA released an apology for the
         wording of their contest, clarifying that it was meant to be “tongue-in-cheek.” One
         commenter on Twitter responded to their apology:
      

      
         you feminist idiot women need to relax. find something else in your life on which
            to expend your energy. those who say they wont buy an ea game again . . . congratulations.
            no one cares. EA could not care less if you idiots dont buy their games.[105]  
         

      

      In her online survey of San Diego Comic-Con attendees in 2014, writer Janelle Asselin
         found that 13 percent of respondents reported unwanted sexual comments, and “eight
         percent of people of all genders reported they had been groped, assaulted, or raped
         at a comic convention.” Here is how Asselin summed up the findings:
      

      
         To put these percentages into perspective, if 13 percent of San Diego Comic-Con attendees
            have unwanted comments of a sexual nature made about them this week, that would be
            around 17,000 people. And if eight percent of SDCC attendees are groped, assaulted,
            or raped, that’s over 10,000 attendees suffering harassment.[106]  
         

      

      As early as 2008, there were calls for more formal anti-harassment policies at the
         cons to deter misconduct. For example, Girl-Wonder.org founded the Con Anti-Harassment
         Project for the purpose of making conventions safer. They wrote,
      

      
         Our aims are to encourage fandom, geek community and other non-business conventions
            to establish, articulate and act upon anti-harassment policies, especially sexual
            harassment policies, and to encourage mutual respect among convention attendees, guests
            and staff.[107]  
         

      

      One researcher, Nicole Stark, found that about 60 percent of convention websites do
         not have an anti-harassment policy posted. She also found that only 3.47 percent specifically
         referenced sexual harassment and nearly 85 percent of the policies lacked specifics
         for reporting incidents.[108]   To combat these problems, anti-harassment activism and geek spaces converged to
         form Geeks for CONsent, a group of women that expanded their work against street harassment
         to include the harassment experienced at cons. The group’s website is dedicated to
         raise awareness, serve as a resource for those who have been harassed, and provide
         an anonymous outlet for stories involving harassment. The group emphasizes that cosplay
         is not an invitation to groping or other sexual harassment; in other words, “Cosplay
         =/= CONsent.” The group urged San Diego Comic-Con to edit their current anti-harassment
         policy from that of generally condemning “harassing or offensive behavior” to specifically
         addressing sexual harassment.[109]   However, as of this writing, San Diego Comic-Con has yet to do so. In 2014, the
         “cosplay is not consent” refrain reached critical mass and ultimately became the tag-
line for the NYCC anti-harassment policy. NYCC’s updated policy is a zero-tolerance
         policy prohibiting stalking, harassment, intimidation, disruption of panels, offensive
         verbal comments, bathroom policing, physical assault, inappropriate physical contact,
         battery, and unwelcome physical attention. Responses to inappropriate conduct could
         be as severe as expulsion but do not necessarily involve the intervention of criminal
         justice agents.[110]   The impact of these policies, whether they are effective in reducing sexual harassment
         or are counterproductive in ways that increase unwanted formal social control, remains
         to be seen.
      

      
      The controversy surrounding misogyny and harassment in geek spaces has ultimately
         served to reinforce, as well as undercut, feminist-inspired assumptions about rape
         culture. In the past few years, there have been notable interventions that directly
         challenged the status quo of how women are represented in games and comic books, as
         well as how they are treated within the industries. However, it is also true that
         those who have called out problematic representations and conduct were characterized
         as propagating a misguided “gender war.” This, in turn, served to undercut the feminist
         messaging.
      

      
      Those who feel aggrieved have effectively and strategically reframed the feminist
         interventions evidenced in geek spaces (e.g., women having a more prominent voice,
         increased diversity among creators and consumers, the development of anti-harassment
         policies, etc.) as infringement, as hypersensitivity, and as symptomatic of a much
         larger SJW agenda. Detractors of this so-called SJW agenda say that if not contained,
         it will threaten freedom of speech, and, more broadly, due process rights within the
         criminal justice system. These debates continued in what might be considered the space
         most associated with rape culture: college campuses.
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      Chapter 6

      Rape Culture on Campus

      
         
         
         “Real Men Don’t Hurt Women”

         
      

      
      The concept of rape culture may have garnered a sympathetic ear from the public when
         it burst onto the mainstream scene in 2013, but that did not last long. As attention
         to sexual assault on college campuses began to reach critical mass, popular media
         in a variety of contexts began to reinforce the notion that sexual violence rests
         on a continuum and that everyday forms of harassment may be viewed within a larger
         pattern of gender oppression (framed as symptomatic of rape culture). However, several
         high-profile incidents, which I will highlight in this chapter, increased scrutiny
         of the prevalence of sexual assault on campuses, renewed attention to false allegations,
         and shifted focus from how college enforcement policies fail victims to how they imperil
         accused young men. Taken together, these concerns culminated in a reevaluation of
         the very concept of rape culture itself. Conservative antifeminists emerged as the
         most vociferous critics against those who use rape culture as a framework for understanding
         sexual violence. However, other more nuanced perspectives also emerged that troubled
         the concept.
      

      
      The Battleground: College Campuses

      
      The issue of sexual assault on college campuses never fully receded from public discourse
         after its initial “discovery” during the 1980s when social scientists began collecting
         data from student surveys finding that sexual assault was far more prevalent than
         indicated in official government statistics. At the time, much of the public discourse
         centered on the relatively new concepts of “date/acquaintance rape,” concern around
         the changing definition of rape, and challenges to the emerging statistics.[1]  
      

      
      By the second decade of the twenty-first century, the topic of sexual assault on campus
         reemerged within the larger context of discussions of rape culture. During this time,
         research indicating high rates of sexual assault among college-aged women coupled
         with the work of feminist activists who exposed deficiencies in how colleges and universities
         responded to complaints of sexual assault—particularly the underenforcement of Title
         IX and the Clery Act—ignited and sustained the conversation.[2]  
      

      
      Activists were successful not only in raising awareness of the problem of sexual assault
         on campuses but also in impacting policy—the public took notice and the federal government
         took action. However, the most significant policy changes, the resulting enforcement
         of Title IX and the Clery Act, have been roundly criticized, both by those concerned
         with the ways that enforcement negatively impacts both victims and the accused, and
         by anti-anti-rape commentators, whose clear agenda is to debunk rape culture, minimize
         the problem, and blame feminists.
      

      
      Poisonous Biases

      
      On November 19, 2014, Rolling Stone published an article by journalist Sabrina Erdely detailing Jackie’s (her real name)
         horrific account of her brutal gang rape at a frat party held at the University of
         Virginia (UVA) in 2012. The opening paragraphs detailed the rape:
      

      
         “Shut up,” she heard a man’s voice say as a body barreled into her, tripping her backward
            and sending them both crashing through a low glass table. There was a heavy person
            on top of her, spreading open her thighs, and another person kneeling on her hair,
            hands pinning down her arms, sharp shards digging into her back, and excited male
            voices rising all around her. When yet another hand clamped over her mouth, Jackie
            bit it, and the hand became a fist that punched her in the face. The men surrounding
            her began to laugh. For a hopeful moment Jackie wondered if this wasn’t some collegiate
            prank. Perhaps at any second someone would flick on the lights and they’d return to
            the party.
         

         
         “Grab its motherfucking leg,” she heard a voice say. And that’s when Jackie knew she
            was going to be raped.[3]  
         

      

      The article described how, hours later, Jackie emerged from the incident and met her
         friends on the street who, after discussing “the social price” of reporting the crime,
         discouraged her from contacting the police, in part because they feared they would
         be excluded from future frat parties.
      

      
      Jackie’s story was used to highlight the abysmal response by UVA officials to complaints
         of sexual assault and further pointed out that the administration’s response is not
         necessarily unique. In fact, dozens of schools in addition to UVA are under investigation
         by the federal government’s Office for Civil Rights due to their problematic responses
         to complainants of sexual assault. In the article, Erdely interviewed several other
         victims of sexual assault who were disbelieved and/or mistreated after complaining
         of sexual assault at UVA and other institutions, including victims’ rights advocate
         Liz Seccuro, who was drugged and gang-raped in 1984.[4]  
      

      
      In bolstering the argument that sexual assault is a major problem on college campuses,
         Erdely discussed frat parties as particularly problematic, the issue of involuntary
         incapacitation, and the rampant “no-holds-barred misogyny” on many campuses that included
         “a Dartmouth student’s how-to-rape guide posted online this past January [and] Yale
         pledges chanting ‘No means yes! Yes means anal!’” Erdely wrote, “Some UVA women, so
         sickened by the university’s culture of hidden sexual violence, have taken to calling
         it ‘UVrApe.’”[5]  
      

      
      As further evidence of the problem of sexual assault, Erdely reported that “one in
         five women is sexually assaulted in college, though only about 12 percent report it
         to police” and included psychologist David Lisak and Paul Miller’s research, which
         found that “roughly nine out of 10 rapes are committed by serial offenders, who are
         responsible for an astonishing average of six rapes each”—claims that would later
         be challenged.[6]  
      

      
      The article brought attention to the problem of sexual assault on college campuses,
         investigations were launched, and the fraternity was temporarily suspended, as well
         as vandalized. Two days after publication, Rolling Stone published comments from readers that were said to “further illuminate the chilling
         frequency with which sexual assault on campus occurs.”[7]   Writer Soraya Chemaly used the concept of rape culture to explain the problem at
         UVA as rooted in “male dominance, violence and exploitation.” She continued,
      

      
         The UVA story has been catalytic, as have other similar related events elsewhere.
            Students are protesting, there have been public calls to shut down the Greek system
            on UVA’s campus and people previously confounded by the expression “rape culture”
            are now reconsidering what it means.[8]  
         

      

      One NPR headline declared, “Magazine Sheds Light on Allegations of Rape Culture at
         UVA,” and UVA music professor Bonnie Gordon penned a piece for Slate titled “The UVA Gang Rape Allegations Are Awful, Horrifying, and Not Shocking at All”
         in which she declared that “UVA has a rape culture problem.”[9]   One op-ed in the Richmond Times-Dispatch also implicated rape culture and the lack of bystander intervention for sexual assaults
         on campus. In her condemnation of fraternities, Melinda Skinner wrote,
      

      
         In this day and age, there may not be the categorizing of women in the same way; but
            a culture of rape—along with that old “boys will be boys” slap on the back by older
            men who have been there and done that—continues at some of the most prestigious schools
            in the country.[10]  
         

      

      But the tide quickly shifted from that of calling out rape culture to discrediting
         it. In one of the first pieces to question the veracity of Jackie’s story, the editor-in-chief
         of Worth magazine, Richard Bradley, suggested on his blog that when read through an “editor’s
         eyes,” the story contained many red flags that made the story not impossible, but
         extremely unlikely to have occurred as described. On November 24, 2014, Bradley meticulously
         dissected the story and criticized the journalist for using so many unnamed sources
         and for the unlikelihood that Jackie would be gang-raped for several hours, on shards
         of broken glass, in pitch-black darkness, without anyone suffering serious injuries.
         Bradley wrote,
      

      
         Again: It’s possible. You can’t say it isn’t. But I am reminded of the urban myth
            about someone waking up in a bathtub full of ice in New Orleans. This story contains
            a lot of apocryphal tropes.[11]  
         

      

      Bradley also mentioned the phrase “Grab its motherfucking leg” as being a bit too
         reminiscent of the film Silence of the Lambs. Echoing Bradley’s sentiments, others began to express skepticism about the story.
         By December 1, Jonah Goldberg, writing for the Los Angeles Times, reiterated much of Bradley’s skepticism, including reference to the problematic
         media coverage of the Tawana Brawley case that had occurred over twenty-five years
         prior in which Ms. Brawley, then a fifteen-year-old African-American, falsely accused
         as many as six white men of rape. Goldberg added, sarcastically, of the current case,
         “And what a convenient conversation for an expose of rape culture.”[12]  
      

      
      Within the first few weeks of publication, others began to question some of the journalistic
         decisions made by Erdely and pointed out several inconsistencies with Jackie’s account.
         Relying on Erdely’s own comments about her piece, journalist Erik Wemple argued that
         her quest to find the “right” case to illustrate the problem of sexual assault on
         campuses was riddled with “poisonous biases” and a desire to produce “impact journalism.”[13]   The Washington Post uncovered several discrepancies in Jackie’s account including that the fraternity
         held no event on the night of the alleged incident and that her friends now express
         doubts about her story. By December 5, 2014, Rolling Stone published “A Note to Our Readers” admitting that it was a mistake not to contact the
         alleged assaulters at Jackie’s request.[14]  
      

      
      Media attention to the story had exploded. In fact, in her report, MSNBC’s Krystal
         Ball found that the story received more cable news coverage after it became a story of a potential false allegation. She wrote,
      

      
         Of the cable news shows that covered the Rolling Stone allegations, 57% only covered the story after Rolling Stone issued its apology. In other words, most shows only found the story of a gang rape
            worthy of coverage when it turned into a media scandal. Of shows covering the Rolling
            Stone rape allegations, 31% covered the alleged rape before and after the report’s
            retraction and 12% that reported on the story before it was retracted.[15]  
         

      

      Ultimately, Rolling Stone commissioned the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism to investigate,
         and on April 5, 2015, Rolling Stone retracted the story.[16]  
      

      
      Despite red flags that should have raised skepticism, Richard Bradley noted that the
         editors (and readers) likely believed the story because it hewed so closely to our
         preconceptions of the problem of rape on college campuses—and our tendency to believe
         in the existence of rape culture. Bradley wrote,
      

      
         Remember: One must be most critical about stories that play into existing biases.
            And this story nourishes a lot of them: biases against fraternities, against men,
            against the South; biases about the naiveté of young women, especially Southern women;
            pre-existing beliefs about the prevalence—indeed, the existence—of rape culture; extant suspicions about the hostility of university bureaucracies to sexual assault
            complaints that can produce unflattering publicity. (emphasis added)[17]  
         

      

      Others also questioned whether the concept of rape culture itself contributed to,
         if did not actually cause, the problem. Powerline suggested that the problems surrounding the credibility of the UVA story raised questions
         about the so-called rape culture on college campuses and claimed that the concept
         itself is “dangerous.” Overall, after publication of the article, much public discourse
         around sexual assault on college campuses shifted from that of decrying rape culture
         to debunking it.[18]  
      

      
      By January 2015, a Star Tribune article linked the inability to recognize the problems in the UVA story to a moral
         panic around sexual assault. The headline stated, “Moral Panics Won’t End Campus Rape,”
         and the story argued that the public discourse around sexual assault on campus parallels
         discourse around satanic abuse cases in the 1980s.[19]   Further, Heather Wilhelm, writing for the Chicago Tribune, called out feminists for their gullibility in believing the story and claimed that
         they are perpetuating rape culture in part because they do not understand “pure evil.”[20]  
      

      
      In her critique published in Time, professor, social critic, and long-time feminist rabble-rouser Camille Paglia at
         once criticized the concept of rape culture while narrowly defining the problem of
         sexual assault on campuses to that of stalker-rape-murder incidents motivated by mental
         illness and patterned by biological essentialism. She stated,
      

      
         Despite hysterical propaganda about our “rape culture,” the majority of campus incidents
            being carelessly described as sexual assault are not felonious rape (involving force
            or drugs) but oafish hookup melodramas, arising from mixed signals and imprudence
            on both sides.[21]  
         

      

      The “bad sex” hookup narrative would be repeated often as a criticism of so-called
         rape culture.
      

      
      The Rolling Stone article served as a flashpoint, and it is easy to see how it served to initially
         exemplify rape culture and later discredit it. In fact, by the time of the article’s
         publication, college campuses had long been a battleground over which the issue of
         sexual assault was waged.
      

      
      Dismantling Rape Culture through Title IX Enforcement

      
      In 2009, the Center for Public Integrity (CPI) began an investigation into sexual
         assault on campus, and their subsequent report outlined how colleges and universities
         have consistently failed to respond appropriately to complaints of sexual assault.
         Specifically, the report detailed how enforcement mechanisms put in place by the federal
         government have fallen short in preventing sexual assault, responding to victims,
         and providing victim resources. Moreover, the mistreatment of sexual assault victims
         by the institutions was not some relic of the past. The report detailed instances
         in which women reported their victimization to the school administrators but were
         coerced into silence, and ultimately concluded that “a thick blanket of secrecy still
         envelops cases involving allegations of sexual assault on campus.” According to federal
         law, school administrations were charged with responding to complaints and, when appropriate,
         enforcing some sort of sanction, but their responses had time and again been found
         woefully inadequate. Further, the report found that students “deemed ‘responsible’
         for alleged sexual assaults on college campuses can face little or no consequences
         for their acts,” while the trauma for victims is often “compounded” after they come
         forward to report the incident to administrators; only 10 to 25 percent of the students
         found responsible were permanently expelled.[22]  
      

      
      The CPI report documented that data collected through the Clery Act—legislation mandating
         the collection and dissemination of crime data on campuses and the improvement of
         public safety—were inadequate due to confusion about the law and the large number
         of campuses that reported zero incidents. And the report documented that the Department
         of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR) was stunningly ineffective in enforcing
         Title IX—the federal law prohibiting sex discrimination in any federally funded education
         program or activity.[23]  
      

      
      In 2010, NPR teamed with the Center for Public Integrity and produced a series of
         articles discussing the problem of sexual assault on campuses.[24]   The following year, a “Dear Colleague Letter” was issued by the OCR reiterating
         the requirements of Title IX and outlining obligations that colleges and universities
         must meet in response to sexual violence, including education, prevention recommendations,
         and potential remedies. As evidence that sexual assault was a major problem, the letter
         cited the 2007 Campus Sexual Assault Study, which found that “one out of five undergraduate
         women experience an attempted or completed sexual assault during their college years,”
         as well as findings from the Clery Act indicating that nearly 3,300 forcible sex offenses
         were recorded by campuses in 2009.[25]  
      

      
      Overall, the Dear Colleague Letter outlined that institutions are required to take
         “immediate and effective steps to end sexual harassment and sexual violence.” School
         administrators and faculty members were tasked with investigating and adjudicating
         what might be serious, violent felonies, though the complainant may always report
         the case to law enforcement regardless of the institutional outcome. The Dear Colleague
         Letter pointed out that in contrast to the “beyond a reasonable doubt standard” used
         in criminal cases, institutions are required to use the “preponderance of the evidence”
         standard (i.e., it is more likely than not that sexual harassment or violence occurred).
      

      
      The letter was intended to remedy the lackluster enforcement of Title IX. However,
         as scholar Emily Suran pointed out, Title IX is more powerful as a rhetorical tool
         than a legal remedy. Historically, the federal government has been reluctant to use
         the greatest enforcement power that it has, which is to pull funding from institutions
         that do not comply. In fact, though there have been investigations, Title IX has remained
         virtually unenforced since its inception. The New York Times reported in 2011,
      

      
         The Office for Civil Rights certainly has the power to enforce the law: any school
            that is found to be violating Title IX risks losing its federal funds. But that punishment
            has never been used since Congress passed the law in 1972.[26]  
         

      

      Nonetheless, the letter was widely considered a “game changer,” with one activist
         hailing it as “a lifelong dream.”[27]   In her law review article detailing how the unprecedented activism around sexual
         assault on campus shifted the cultural landscape around Title IX, Suran credited social
         media as a valuable tool for providing a forum for survivors and activists. Here is
         how Suran described the significance of Title IX:
      

      
         As a piece of legal machinery, Title IX is relatively ineffective. But as a social
            conceit, Title IX has immense perceived power. Title IX gave people the legal hook
            with which they could grapple for change. The law might not be able change a culture,
            but people can.[28]  
         

      

      By 2013, activist groups such as End Rape on Campus, Know Your IX, and ED ACT NOW
         organized and prompted a national conversation—with the specific focus of dismantling
         rape culture, in part through reforming the ways that institutions respond to complaints.
         By transforming sexual harassment into sex discrimination and channeling public outrage
         about sexual assaults on campus into recognition of a widespread social problem, Suran
         declared that for survivors, Title IX has effectively become an extralegal solution.[29]  
      

      
      The publicity and activism around the Dear Colleague Letter likely contributed to
         increases in Title IX reported complaints. Since 2000, reports increased from 4,987
         to 9,989 in 2014. As of March 1, 2016, there were 208 sexual violence cases under
         investigation at 167 postsecondary institutions. The high number of complaints is
         generally interpreted as either supporting the notion that there is a serious problem
         with sexual assault on campus, or at minimum that there is no actual increase in sexual
         assault but rather increased awareness and willingness to report.[30]  
      

      
      Despite raised awareness and increasing numbers of complaints, schools could hardly
         be accused of meting out overly harsh punishments for students that were found responsible.
         In fact, in their report, the Huffington Post found that less than a third of students adjudicated responsible were expelled by
         their institution. Tyler Kingkade wrote that according to data from nearly three dozen
         colleges and universities,
      

      
         a conservative estimate of the cases shows 13 percent of students found responsible
            for sexual assault were expelled; at most, 30 percent were expelled. In addition,
            between 29 to 68 percent were suspended.[31]  
         

      

      In 2015, journalist Jon Krakauer wrote a scathing indictment of how the University
         of Montana, local law enforcement, and the District Attorney’s Office failed victims
         of sexual assault in Missoula, Montana. Specifically, in his analysis of cases, Krakauer
         noted how rape myths and stereotypes coupled with lack of training and resources resulted
         in gross injustices for victims of sexual assault. Krakauer was careful to note that
         “the deficiencies at the heart of the Missoula imbroglio were not unique to western
         Montana.”[32]   In contrast to many skeptics who charge that sexual assault cases are often incidents
         of he said/she said that are too fuzzy to result in conviction, Krakauer found that
         “seemingly strong” cases were too often rejected for prosecution.[33]   For example, he found that from January 2008 to April 2012, the police department
         referred 114 cases of sexual assault of adult women for prosecution, but only 14 cases
         resulted in charges filed. Krakauer’s research is in line with other findings demonstrating
         that the criminal justice system has long failed victims of sexual assault.[34]  
      

      
      Notably, Krakauer acknowledged that responses by academic institutions to complaints
         of sexual assault vary dramatically, and as a result, some schools have implemented
         much more efficient and fair means of adjudication than others. However, he cautioned
         against sole reliance on the criminal justice system as a solution to the problem
         and instead advocated in favor of the federal policies outlined in the Dear Colleague
         Letter and recommendations by the White House Task Force. As for Missoula, Krakauer
         argued that reforms such as oversight of the county attorney’s office and implementation
         of best practices for law enforcement and prosecutors have improved the process and
         increased chances of conviction.[35]  
      

      
      Nonetheless, in general, reaction to the requirements outlined in the Dear Colleague
         Letter and the subsequent enforcement of Title IX was mixed at best. The letter was
         praised by many activists and survivors and led to increased actions by schools across
         the country to address the issue. Simultaneously, the letter was heavily criticized
         for using the oft-maligned “one in five” statistic, for saddling administrators and
         faculty with alleged criminal cases that arguably are more appropriately addressed
         by the criminal justice system, and for implementing the relatively low standard of
         proof for a finding of “responsible.”
      

      
      The Numbers

      
      In 2014, in an effort to address growing concerns of sexual assault on college campuses,
         President Barack Obama established the White House Task Force on Protecting Students
         from Sexual Assault. In his weekly audio address on January 25, 2014, President Obama
         stated,
      

      
         Perhaps most important, we need to keep saying to anyone out there who has ever been
            assaulted: you are not alone. We have your back. I’ve got your back.[36]  
         

      

      The purpose of the task force is to help prevent sexual assaults and provide support
         for victims. President Obama placed some of the responsibility on young people of
         all genders to “show women the respect they deserve.” He continued, “I want every
         young man in America to know that real men don’t hurt women.”[37]  
      

      
      By the end of 2014, the issue of sexual violence on college campuses had so penetrated
         public consciousness that the parody website Reductress.com published an article titled
         “The Six Best Colleges for Not Getting Raped” and stated, “The trend we’re seeing
         for 2015 is a high demand for not being raped.”[38]   Further, activists and victims declared that a “watershed” moment had occurred
         when President Barack Obama became “the first American president to utter the phrase
         ‘sexual violence’” and convened a task force to address the issue.[39]   Politicians such as Senators Kirsten Gillibrand and Claire McCaskill became fierce
         advocates promoting legislation that addressed sexual violence against women.[40]   However, despite the initial enthusiasm, efforts to combat rape on college campuses
         have become, to put it mildly, a legal and ethical quagmire.
      

      
      In 2014, the White House Task Force issued their report, Not Alone, and in the introduction wrote, “One in five women is sexually assaulted while in
         college.” The statistic was based on the National Institute of Justice’s Campus Sexual
         Assault Study (CSA) and has been widely cited by activists and journalists.[41]   However, the “one in five” statistic was met with skepticism by some outlets, most
         notably because it was presented in the report as if the numbers were representative
         of colleges and universities nationwide, yet the study was limited to two universities.[42]   As a result, the task force report simultaneously raised awareness of sexual assault
         on campus and, unintentionally, raised skepticism about its prevalence.
      

      
      For example, in one article, the Washington Post fact-checked the CSA study and initially concluded a “verdict pending,” stating they
         needed “more information” before they could make a decision about the validity of
         the statistics. Though the study was methodologically rigorous, was approved by more
         than one institutional review board, and utilized a variety of descriptive, bivariate,
         and multivariate analyses, the Washington Post pointed out some of the study’s limitations that would continue to be echoed by skeptics
         and used to discredit the study (as well as the concept of rape culture): that it
         was limited to two universities, that the response rate was relatively low, and that
         (like all social science research) “the results depend on how questions are phrased
         and answers interpreted.”[43]  
      

      
      Misunderstandings and misrepresentation of the study stirred controversy. In response,
         two coauthors of the study, Christopher Krebs and Christine Lindquist, wrote an article
         in Time clarifying their findings that the “one in five” statistic included acts of sexual
         battery and rape. The authors noted that if the results were limited to only rape (defined as unwanted sexual penetration), the calculated prevalence was one
         in seven. They emphasized that it is “inappropriate to use the 1-in-5 number in the
         way it’s being used today, as a baseline or the only statistic when discussing our country’s problem with rape and sexual assault on campus” (emphasis
         added).[44]   While many skeptics seized on the aforementioned quote, they failed to mention
         that the authors also continued:
      

      
         Our results are not inconsistent with other studies that surveyed undergraduate students
               about their sexual-assault experiences, and surveying students directly about their sexual-assault experiences using behaviorally
            specific language remains the most scientifically valid way to measure the prevalence
            of sexual assault. (emphasis added)[45]  
         

      

      After conducting their own nationwide online poll, the Washington Post eventually offered an update to their initial article that ultimately “confirmed
         the 1 in 5 statistic.”[46]  
      

      
      One of the more controversial reactions to the statistics came from conservative columnist
         George Will, who wrote that he found the rate to be implausible and implied that being
         a victim of sexual assault on campus is a way to “make victimhood a coveted status
         that confers privileges,” and followed with dismissive remarks about a rape at Swarthmore
         College. Many readers, including sexual assault survivor Lisa Sendrow who stated in
         her interview with CNN that “rape culture needs to change,” met Will’s article with
         outrage. However, Will and the Washington Post were not the only skeptics. The Washington Examiner stated simply in a headline, “No, 1 in 5 Women Have Not Been Raped on College Campuses.”[47]   But this headline was wildly misleading; neither the White House Task Force report
         nor the CSA study reported that one in five women had been raped, but that one in
         five women had been sexually assaulted. It is this contention around what is “rape”
         and what is “sexual assault” that drives much of the debate around statistics of sexual
         assault on college campuses.
      

      
      Those seeking to minimize the problem of sexual assault on campus also seized on the
         Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) report that used data from the National Crime Victimization
         Survey (NCVS), finding that “the rate of rape and sexual assault was 1.2 times higher for nonstudents (7.6 per 1,000) than for students (6.1 per 1,000).”[48]   For example, John Hinderaker, writing for Powerline, used the BJS report as evidence of “how far ‘rape culture’ dogma departs from reality.”
         Sierra Rayne’s response to the BJS report in the American Thinker was to simply disregard the data by stating, “We will never, ever know the real rate
         of sexual assaults in any demographic group, never mind among the populace as a whole.”
         The report was described as “unverifiable,” riddled with “uncertainty,” and containing
         either “under- or over-estimates.” Further, the Chronicle of Higher Education weighed in by stating that the BJS data “challenges conventional wisdom about the
         heightened danger on college campuses” and noted that other reports that implement
         different methodologies have reached different conclusions.[49]   Relying primarily on the discredited UVA story and the BJS report, journalist Cathy
         Young argued that narratives of rape have been received by the public and the press
         uncritically and that they have been used by activists to push the idea that there
         is a rape crisis on college campuses. She wrote,
      

      
         Will 2015 see a pushback against the anti-“rape culture” movement on campus? If so,
            good. This is a movement that has capitalized on laudable sympathy for victims of
            sexual assault to promote gender warfare, misinformation and moral panic.[50]  
         

      

      Similarly, in her article published on Slate.com on December 7, 2014, Emily Yoffe
         argued that the misuse of statistics on the prevalence of rape coupled with what she
         described as rigorous but misguided enforcement of Title IX by the Office for Civil
         Rights created an environment unfair to the accused.[51]  
      

      
      As a result of the ongoing backlash against the “one in five” statistic, politicians
         and activists moved away from using specific numbers to define the problem. For example,
         Senator Kirsten Gillibrand removed the “one in five” statistic from her website and
         avoided mention of the statistic at the premiere of a Vice News campus rape mini-documentary, leading the Daily Caller to declare that both Senator Gillibrand and Senator Claire McCaskill failed to present
         “a hard number on the rate for sexual assault on campus.”[52]  
      

      
      Similarly, in an interview with Bill Maher on Real Time with Bill Maher, Annie E. Clark, survivor, activist, and cofounder of End Rape on Campus, resisted
         reliance on the one in five statistic:
      

      
         The best statistics that we have from the Department of Justice are between 1 in 4
            and 1 in 5 women are sexually assaulted on campus and that number is very high and
            it has been disputed, however, if we’re to even say that statistic is wrong and it
            was 1 in 20 or 1 in 100 imagine if 1 in 100 students were shot or 1 in 100 students
            had their Apple laptop stolen on campus, what would be saying about that? So, it’s
            not even an issue of the numbers, it’s about the issue itself.[53]  
         

      

      Getting to the “truth” of just how many sexual assaults occur on college campuses
         is a daunting task, and researchers readily acknowledge that there are varying methodologies,
         definitions of sexual assault, units of analysis, and time frames that impact the
         results.[54]   However, over the decades, measurements of sexual assault have evolved into what
         is considered best practices, and behaviorally specific language has emerged as the
         most valid way to measure sexual assault in surveys.[55]   Given the vast differences in the many colleges and universities across the country
         (e.g., community colleges, for-profit colleges, commuter colleges, historically black
         colleges and universities, women’s colleges, Ivy League universities, etc.), it makes
         little sense to assume that there is a given national statistic that accurately assesses
         the rates on campus. As Cantor et al. stated, the one in five number may not be an
         accurate “global rate,” but despite ongoing skepticism, studies consistently find
         that sexual assault remains a significant problem among college-age women.[56]   For example, the release of the Campus Climate Validation (Pilot) Study in January
         2016 spanned nine institutions of higher learning ranging in size, region, and status
         and included responses from twenty-three thousand students. The prevalence rates of
         completed sexual assault (i.e., that included sexual battery and rape) across the
         schools during the 2014–2015 school year for females ranged from 4.2 to 20 percent and for males from 1.4 to 5.7 percent.
         The prevalence rates of completed sexual assault since entering college for females ranged from 12 to 38 percent and for males from 3.7 percent to 11.8 percent.[57]  
      

      
      In another study of twenty-seven universities in the United States, the Association
         of American Universities (AAU) Campus Climate Survey on Sexual Assault and Sexual
         Misconduct found that since enrollment, 11.7 percent of students experienced nonconsensual
         sexual contact by physical force, threats of physical force, or incapacitation since
         enrollment. Among females, “the incidence of sexual assault and sexual misconduct
         due to physical force, threats of physical force, or incapacitation” was 23.1 percent,
         with 10.8 percent reporting that they experienced penetration.[58]  
      

      
      A prior study, the National College Women Sexual Victimization Study, found that 2.8
         percent of college women experienced either completed or attempted rape within the
         6.9-month period since the start of the academic year under study. During that time
         period, the researchers found that 11 percent of women experienced unwanted sexual
         conduct, 13.1 percent reported being stalked, and 77 percent experienced “at least
         one form of non contact sexual abuse.”[59]   As the study’s authors have noted, to focus only on the incidence and prevalence
         of rape overlooks the extent to which women are subject to other (criminal and noncriminal)
         forms of sexual victimization, including sexual coercion, unwanted sexual contact,
         and noncontact sexual abuses. These may include, among other behaviors, grabbing,
         fondling, verbal coercion, misuse of authority, taunting, indecent exposure, and voyeurism.
         In fact, in their literature review, the researchers concluded that “little has changed
         since the 1950s with respect to the extent of these types of victimizations committed
         against college women.”[60]   Overall, they concluded,
      

      
         There is little doubt that sexual victimization is sufficiently pervasive that college
            women will repeatedly encounter sexist and harassing comments, will likely receive
            an obscene phone call, will have a good chance of being stalked and of enduring some
            type of coerced sexual contact, and will be at some risk—especially over the course
            of a college career—of experiencing an incident in which someone she knows will attempt
            to use force, against her will, in the pursuit of sexual intercourse.[61]  
         

      

      Importantly, the researchers “found no evidence of political correctness run amok—of
         respondents applying the label of rape indiscriminately.” Therefore, the authors argue,
         this is not a situation of carelessly labeling everything “rape” but instead is recognition
         that patterns of behavior rest on a continuum of sexual violence against women—a view
         that is an integral component of a feminist understanding of rape culture, but a perspective
         that irks, and at times infuriates, those who demand a clear demarcation between a
         narrow definition of “forcible rape” and other forms of sexual assault.[62]  
      

      
      Advocacy and “Epidemic”—The Hunting Ground: “A Horror Movie”
      

      
      One of the most publicized efforts to raise awareness of the problem of sexual assault
         on college campuses and the failure of administrators to respond adequately to victim
         complaints was the release of director Kirby Dick’s documentary film The Hunting Ground (produced by Amy Ziering).[63]   On January 23, 2015, the film premiered at the Sundance Film Festival with Senators
         Kirsten Gillibrand and Barbara Boxer in attendance and was designed for maximum impact
         on policy. Sundance positioned the film as “a piercing, monumental exposé of rape
         culture on campuses, poised to light a fire under a national debate.” Similarly, the
         New York Times echoed the sentiment in their headline that declared, “‘The Hunting Ground,’ a Film
         about Rape Culture at Colleges.” So confident that the film would have an impact on
         the way that college administrators respond to sexual assault complaints, the New York Times quoted Senator Barbara Boxer at the Sundance premiere: “Believe me, there will be
         fallout.”[64]  
      

      
      Indeed, many commentaries on the film were favorable, and some deemed the film revelatory.
         Alexander Nazaryan, writing for Newsweek, declared the film “a horror movie, as frightening as any film I have seen since The Shining.” One Entertainment Weekly headline read, “‘The Hunting Ground’ exposes an ‘epidemic’ of rape in American colleges.”
         Kelsey Miller, writing for Refinery 29, characterized the film this way: “In the last few years, rape culture has been a
         constant presence in news headlines but never before has the reality been depicted
         so explicitly.” According to Vanity Fair, the “extraordinary buzz” that the film elicited propelled it to wide release just
         a month after the Sundance premiere.[65]  
      

      
      Describing the extent to which the film captured the zeitgeist around the issue of
         sexual assault on college campuses, in her interview with Vanity Fair, producer Amy Ziering stated,
      

      
         “We’d thought that [the situation] would be analogous to The Invisible War,” with a bit of media traction on the military assault issue before the film’s release.
            . . . “But it turned out we were chasing a tiger.”[66]  
         

      

      However, despite initial praise for the film, by the time of the film’s wider release,
         skepticism was mounting around the so-called epidemic of sexual assault on college
         campuses, and within six months, the film was described by the Washington Examiner as a “continuing collapse” of propaganda.[67]   By the time CNN announced that they would air the documentary in November 2015,
         one of the accused referenced in the film had threatened a lawsuit against the network,
         another accused’s lawyers penned a scathing press release condemning the film, and
         CNN convened a postscreening panel to discuss the controversies swirling around the
         film.[68]  
      

      
      The Hunting Ground focused primarily on two female students at the University of North Carolina at Chapel
         Hill, Annie E. Clark and Andrea Pino, and their efforts to compel administrators to
         address the needs of victims by encouraging the filing of Title IX complaints. Both
         recounted their experiences of being raped and detailed how they transformed their
         victimization into activism with the goal of helping other students who shared similar
         experiences. The film contained numerous interviews with other victims and bolstered
         their narratives with statistics illustrating the scope of the problem. Among other
         criticisms, it was this tactic of focusing on the voices of victims that raised concern
         among skeptics, who insisted that the documentary should have included perspectives
         from those accused as well as administrators.
      

      
      The film addressed the reluctance of victims to report, the stigma surrounding male
         victimization, the intersection of sports and sexual assault, and the fraternity culture
         that condones sexual assault. Overall, through the use of victim narratives, the film
         rebuked colleges and universities for their lack of enforcement. In an interview with
         Democracy Now!, producer Amy Ziering explained the title of the film:
      

      
         It’s [rape is] actually a calculated, premeditated act. It is not a hook-up gone bad.
            It’s not he said/she said. . . . it’s a hunting ground, it’s a place where people
            are not safe, not because there’s a preponderance of perpetrators, but because there’s
            nothing in place to prosecute those people, and there’s no incentive to do so.[69]  
         

      

      The film relied heavily on the research of Dr. David Lisak, including his research
         finding that the majority of men not prosecuted for rape (i.e., undetected offenders)
         were repeat offenders, suggesting that the problem of rape on college campuses is
         primarily that of serial predators. Critics would later challenge these claims by
         pointing to research investigating the trajectory of rapists across high school and
         college, finding that rapists form a more heterogeneous group and that “most men in
         college who commit rape do so during limited time frames.”[70]  
      

      
      The Fallout

      
      Notwithstanding the increased scrutiny of sexual assault on college campuses, prior
         to the film’s release, the dominant narrative in media and popular culture was that
         sexual assault on college campuses was a major problem. However, coverage began to
         take a more critical stance. In media interviews, the creators were questioned about
         how the material was presented, including whether the film was “balanced” appropriately.
         In this regard, the Rolling Stone debacle cast a long shadow, as Variety attested in its review: “The absence of testimony from the accused is an understandable
         omission (though as the Rolling Stone article’s rollback indicates, that can be a problem).”[71]  
      

      
      Moreover, days after the film’s official release, Emily Yoffe published her oft-cited,
         searing takedown of the film on Slate. In sum, Yoffe argued that the filmmakers were biased in their presentation and that
         administrative responses to complaints of sexual assault, as mandated by the federal
         government, have lurched too far in favor of the victim at the expense of the accused—a
         complaint that continues to resonate with many critics of Title IX enforcement. She
         wrote,
      

      
         But a rush to the opposite extreme—to privileging the claims of accusers without due
            diligence or due process or any recognition that sex can be murky territory—has already
            had real and devastating consequences at universities across the country.[72]  
         

      

      In further attempts to discredit the film and debunk the so-called rape culture on
         college campuses, the credibility of at least two victims appearing in the film has
         been questioned by various outlets. Erica Kinsman (Florida State University), who
         identified her assailant as Jameis Winston (Heisman award–winning athlete), detailed
         her experiences in the film and how she was mistreated and neglected by school administrators
         because of what she believed was the high social status of the accused. The film criticized
         the police department and the school for their lack of an adequate response to Kinsman’s
         complaint. Despite DNA evidence linking Winston to the accused, no charges were brought
         against Winston due to insufficient evidence.[73]  
      

      
      Others pushed back against the film and the tactics of the filmmakers, including Florida
         State University president John Thrasher, who claimed that the creators delayed reaching
         out for comment and withheld details about how the film would criticize actions by
         the school. Although director Kirby Dick disputes that account, such allegations further
         portray the filmmakers as one sided.[74]   Ultimately, Kinsman was awarded $950,000 in a federal lawsuit against the school;
         the Title IX investigation is still ongoing.[75]  
      

      
      However, it was not school administrators who gained the most traction toward discrediting
         the film. Yoffe followed up her earlier article with further criticism of the film,
         this time with details on the criminal trial and conviction of another accused, Brandon
         Winston. Kamilah Willingham, a former Harvard Law student featured in the film, alleged
         that she was raped by Winston (who was not named in the film, but whose name later
         became a matter of public record). The school initially suspended Winston but then
         later reinstated him.[76]   Yoffe reported that Winston was ultimately brought to trial—on criminal charges
         involving a third party (not Willingham, but a female victim, “KF,” that was present
         with both Willingham and the accused). He was charged with two felony counts of
      

      
         indecent assault and battery—that is, unwanted sexual touching, not rape. In March,
            he was cleared of all felony charges and found guilty of a single count of misdemeanor
            nonsexual touching.[77]  
         

      

      Yoffe suggested that because the filmmakers were serving as activists rather than
         truth tellers, the film distorted what happened on the night of the incident. This
         in part contributed to a narrative shift from a focus on victims of sexual assault
         to the plight of the accused. Yoffe wrote,
      

      
         It’s a story of an ambiguous sexual encounter among young adults that almost destroyed
            the life of the accused, a young black man with no previous record of criminal behavior.
            It’s a story that demonstrates how deeply the filmmakers’ politics colored their presentation
            of the facts—and how deeply flawed their influential film is as a result.[78]  
         

      

      In their press release supporting their client Brandon Winston, the law firm Zalkind,
         Duncan, and Bernstein condemned the film as “a dangerous and disingenuous piece of
         propaganda.” The press release stated, “It is disturbing to us that the filmmakers
         and CNN see Mr. Winston, a young black man accused of sexual assault, and refuse to
         believe he is anything but guilty.”[79]  
      

      
      In addition to the press release in support of Brandon Winston, by the time of the
         film’s scheduled screening on CNN (November 2015), Jameis Winston’s attorneys threatened
         to sue the network, claiming that the film was “false and defamatory.” Moreover, that
         same month, nineteen Harvard Law professors, which the New York Times described as having “among them prominent black and feminist legal scholars,” penned
         a letter denouncing the film, citing Yoffe’s piece as instructive and stating that
         “justice has been served in the end, but at enormous costs to this young man.”[80]   What had begun as an effort to expose rape culture on college campuses had shifted
         into debates around the murkiness of consent; increasing concerns of false allegations,
         including the broader implications of race; and problematic enforcement of Title IX.
      

      
      Together, increased skepticism about the scope of the problem, attempts to discredit
         victim narratives that were reframed as he said/she said incidents, and increased
         attention to the plight of the accused problematized rape culture as a useful concept
         in understanding sexual violence. Meghan Daum’s article in the Los Angeles Times illustrated this transition and the tendency to link concerns of anti-rape campus
         activists to larger issues of “grievance culture.” Daum concluded that the film should
         be considered advocacy rather than journalism, but nonetheless should be seen because
         it “shines a light on . . . rape culture.”[81]  
      

      
      While acknowledging that rape culture is “real,” Daum continued with an oft-repeated
         criticism of campus anti-rape activism, that “violent rape is not the same as psychologically
         coercive sex, which in turn is not the same as regrettable sex, which is not the same
         as fielding an unwanted touch or kiss at a party.” Daum cautioned that conflating
         these encounters is part of the so-called grievance culture and undercuts claims made
         by anti-rape activists.[82]   Others such as Naomi Schaefer Riley, writing for the New York Post, echoed the sentiments of many skeptics by suggesting that the so-called rapes on
         college campuses were more likely “a preponderance of sexual encounters fueled by
         bad judgment and free-flowing alcohol” and concluded that only a shift from liberal
         permissiveness that condones drunkenness and sexual promiscuity to conservative policies
         at colleges (e.g., restricting dorm visits of the opposite sex and the implementation
         of classes on chivalry “instead of ones about the ‘rape culture’”) will reduce rates
         of sexual violence.[83]   However, there was another case in particular that raised awareness around campus
         sexual assault while also stirring controversy around issues of “bad sex,” consent,
         and the plight of the accused.
      

      
      “Ceci N’est Pas Un Viol”

      
      In May 2014, journalist Amanda Hess declared Columbia University “ground zero for
         the national political struggle over campus sexual assault.” The handling of sexual
         assault cases by Columbia University gained attention when, according to the New York Times, twenty-three students signed on to three separate complaints with the Department
         of Education’s Office of Civil Rights.[84]  
      

      
      Earlier in 2014, anti-rape activism on campus at Columbia was critically questioned
         when it was revealed that anonymous actors were publicly posting “rape lists” around
         campus that included the names of accused offenders, including those deemed “responsible”
         by campus officials. While some argued that such a tactic is a legitimate means of
         public shaming, many found it abhorrent. For some, the issues coming to the fore at
         Columbia were symptomatic of the larger problem among campuses across the country.[85]  
      

      
      In what became one of the more controversial instances of campus anti-rape activism,
         Columbia student Emma Sulkowicz launched her senior thesis performance art piece “Carry
         That Weight” in which she carried a fifty-pound mattress around campus.[86]   In an interview with the New York Times, Sulkowicz explained that her art was a protest against the handling of sexual assault
         complaints on campus and that she intended to carry the mattress until she graduated
         or until the “man she accuses of attacking her is no longer on campus, whether he
         leaves or is expelled or graduates.” Here is how the New York Times described her account of the assault:
      

      
         On the evening of the first day of classes of her sophomore year, Ms. Sulkowicz said,
            she was anally raped in her dorm room by a fellow student with whom she had had consensual
            sex twice before, according to the police report. In the aftermath, Ms. Sulkowicz
            suffered in silence, then filed a complaint with the university. This led to a hearing
            before a panel that found him not responsible, according to a campus newspaper report
            in The Columbia Spectator, a decision that was upheld upon appeal.[87]  
         

      

      Initially, Sulkowicz’s case became one of the most prominent examples of how complaints
         are generally mishandled. Media reports indicated the performance art inspired students
         at as many as one hundred other schools to carry mattresses or pillows in solidarity
         with the cause.[88]  
      

      
      Sulkowicz indeed carried the mattress at her commencement the following spring. However,
         by that time, Sulkowicz and her performance piece had been heavily criticized and
         her credibility questioned. According to New York magazine, in the aftermath of the ceremony, Sulkowicz was subjected to online trolling
         (@fakerape, #rapehoax), and posters appeared on campus with a photo of Sulkowicz declaring
         her a “Pretty Little Liar.” Scholar Camille Paglia weighed in stating that Sulkowicz
         basically performed a parody of “the worst aspects of . . . grievance-oriented feminism”
         and that her behavior was an example of “perpetually lugging around your bad memories—never
         evolving or moving on!”[89]  
      

      
      While carrying a mattress on campus might strike some as a simple stunt, many activists
         hailed Sulkowicz’s move as a brilliant contribution to the anti-rape movement.[90]   Author Rebecca Solnit wrote,
      

      
         Sulkowicz’s genius was to make her burden tangible, and in so doing make it something
            others could share. . . . In Sulkowicz’s case, you could actually carry that mattress.[91]  
         

      

      Sulkowicz’s project gained the attention of politicians as well as activists. In January
         2015, Sulkowicz was invited to the State of the Union Address as a guest of Senator
         Kirsten Gillibrand, cosponsored by Senator Claire McCaskill, of the pending Campus
         Accountability and Safety Act, S.590, that would, among other provisions, require
         a memorandum of understanding between colleges and local law enforcement as well as
         a biannual survey measuring incidents of sexual violence and harassment.[92]   By this time, the Sulkowicz case was referenced by anti-rape activists as yet another
         example that proved the existence of rape culture, while it was simultaneously held
         up by skeptics as another case of ambiguous consent—a he said/she said incident demonstrating
         the perils of hookup culture.
      

      
      The accused, Paul Nungesser, continues to maintain his innocence and has since filed
         a lawsuit against Columbia University.[93]   According to reports, Sulkowicz initially did not report the incident until she
         learned that two other fellow students had claimed they were victimized. According
         to the Columbia Spectator,
      

      
         two classmates told her that Paul [Nungesser] had been abusive to them too—one who
            had been in a long-term relationship with him, the other alleging he groped her.[94]  
         

      

      The New York Times reported that there were three accusations against Nungesser, each of which was either
         dismissed or overturned on appeal. In the first public statement made by Nungesser
         to the New York Times in December 2014, he declared that he was innocent and stated that the three complaints
         were “the result of collusion.”[95]   Nungesser described his experiences with Sulkowicz as bullying, and the New York Times Magazine detailed that
      

      
         he was called a rapist on a list anonymously scrawled in campus bathrooms. Columbia’s
            undergraduate newspaper published his name when Sulkowicz went to the police. . .
            . Nungesser’s friends fell away. He found himself shunned on campus.[96]  
         

      

      The narrative that initially focused on the problems faced by victims of sexual assault
         was now more frequently directed toward reactions to the accused and the process of
         adjudication itself, specifically the subsequent concerns about aggressive enforcement
         of Title IX.[97]  
      

      
      Journalist Judith Shulevitz used the Sulkowicz case to illustrate why the general
         public distrusts the adjudication procedures at colleges and universities, deeming
         them a “shadow justice system.”[98]   However, this was not the first time that concerns around college policies designed
         to address sexual assault on campus were expressed. Writing for the New York Times, Professor Jed Rubenfeld wrote that colleges and universities scrambling to address
         the demands of the federal government have implemented policies employing a standard
         lower than beyond a reasonable doubt, and there is concern that professors and administrators
         are not equipped to adjudicate serious crimes such as rape. Similarly, twenty-eight
         members of the Harvard Law School faculty issued a statement rejecting Harvard’s 2014
         sexual harassment policy. Among their concerns were that the scope of the offenses
         is too broad, the procedures are impartial or “stacked against the accused,” and there
         is a lack of adequate representation.[99]   These concerns around enforcement continue to resonate as schools are adjusting
         to demands of the federal government while balancing the needs of complainants with
         due process rights of the accused.
      

      
      Frequently, concerns about due process were framed as a problem of how “bad sex” was
         being transformed into “the crime of rape” via campus policies that overreach in defining
         consent. Notably, Rubenfeld wrote that such policies supported by many feminist activists—defining
         consent as the presence of the affirmative, “positive,” “specific,” and “unambiguous”—are
         overly broad and misguided while leaving unaddressed the significance of the role
         of alcohol. In her op-ed for the New York Times, Judith Shulevitz wrote that calls for affirmative consent lead to “the criminalization
         of what we think of as ordinary sex and of sex previously considered unsavory but
         not illegal.” Cathy Young’s article for the Daily Beast, in which she interviewed Nungesser, similarly framed the Sulkowicz incident as one
         of regretted sex by suggesting that her continuing, friendly correspondence on Facebook
         with Nungesser after the incident indicated that the accused is innocent. As for the
         other allegations leveled against Nungesser, Young speculated about their motives,
         stating that one of the women was reportedly “suffering from serious depression,”
         and again pointed out that friendly conversations transpired between Nungesser and
         the complainants after the alleged incidents occurred.[100]  
      

      
      Given Young’s numerous attempts to discredit “rape culture” and her dogged determination
         to uncover inconsistencies in victim accounts of rape, her piece could be read as
         a rape-apologist attack riddled with victim-blaming rhetoric.[101]   It may also be read as a cautionary tale about the extent to which cases that initiated
         as consensual but were later alleged by one party to be coercive are virtually impossible
         to adjudicate to a satisfying conclusion. Part of this predicament is the way that
         consent is legally defined and culturally understood.[102]  
      

      
      As for Sulkowicz, her latest art project was a website titled “Ceci N’est Pas Un Viol,”
         or “This Is Not a Rape,” which included an eight-minute video followed by a “comments”
         section.[103]   The Daily Caller described the video:
      

      
         The “artistic” tape shows Sulkowicz having sex in a Columbia dorm room with an unknown
            man, who suddenly becomes violent and starts to hit her, choke her, and otherwise
            subject her to what looks like a rape.[104]  
         

      

      The explicit video was posted on her website along with a description of the project.
         Not surprisingly, due to the graphic nature of the project, many dismissed it as porn
         and “perverted.” The Federalist headline read, “Oops, I guess I just raped Emma Sulkowicz.” Further, the Daily Beast suggested that Sulkowicz is inviting criticism because she “turn[ed] a personal experience
         into a public spectacle and declare[d] it art.” One headline in the Libertarian Republic simply declared Sulko-
wicz a “typical tyrannical leftist,” while Breitbart  declared her a “narcissistic sociopath.”[105]   However, it is worth quoting an excerpt from Sulkowicz’s website:
      

      
         Ceci N’est Pas Un Viol is not about one night in August, 2012. It’s about your decisions,
            starting now. It’s only a reenactment if you disregard my words. It’s about you, not
            him. . . .
         

         
         . . . If you watch this video without my consent, then I hope you reflect on your
            reasons for objectifying me and participating in my rape, for, in that case, you were
            the one who couldn’t resist the urge to make Ceci N’est Pas Un Viol about what you
            wanted to make it about: rape.
         

         
         Please, don’t participate in my rape. Watch kindly.[106]  
         

      

      Perhaps to dismiss the piece as simply public spectacle, porn, or attention-seeking
         behavior is to miss the point. Artist Hannah Rubin pointed out the significance of
         the comments section to the webpage and how the piece is designed to implicate the
         viewer by revealing that the reactions to the piece   are part of the project itself and say more about the viewers (and consequently the proliferation of so-called rape
         culture) than the piece itself. Rubin observed,
      

      
         The story of Sulkowicz’s rape isn’t an easy one—it’s ripe with conflict and contradiction.
            It pushes hard on our traditional views of rape as a purely violent, evil encounter
            that occurs in the dark. They knew each other, they had had consensual sex prior,
            she continued to communicate with him afterwards . . . and yet, and yet . . . he hit
            her, he slapped her, she said no, and he did not listen. We watch the tape, we watch
            it happen, and still, the majority of the comments still find her to be the guilty
            party.[107]  
         

      

      Together, controversies swirling around the Rolling Stone article, The Hunting Ground, and the Sulkowicz case amplified the debates around sexual assault on campuses and
         led to a reconsideration of the concept of rape culture itself.
      

      
      RAINN and Rape Culture

      
      Perhaps the most stunning rebuke of the concept of rape culture came not from journalists
         focused on discrediting victim accounts, antifeminists, or men’s rights activists,
         but from what is billed as the largest and most recognized anti-sexual violence organization,
         Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network (RAINN). On February 28, 2014, RAINN penned
         a letter to the White House Task Force to Protect Students from Sexual Assault offering
         comments and recommendations for reducing sexual violence on campuses. The letter
         made clear the organization’s opposition to the concept:
      

      
         In the last few years, there has been an unfortunate trend towards blaming “rape culture”
            for the extensive problem of sexual violence on campuses. While it is helpful to point
            out the systemic barriers to addressing the problem, it is important to not lose sight
            of a simple fact: Rape is caused not by cultural factors but by the conscious decisions,
            of a small percentage of the community, to commit a violent crime.[108]  
         

      

      Ultimately, RAINN discredited use of the concept by stating that prevention messaging
         has been so successful that the dominant cultural understanding among young adults
         is basically that rape is wrong—bolstered by the fact that only a small percentage
         of young male college students actually commit rape. From RAINN’s perspective, changing
         attitudes is of lower priority than risk reduction. However, in their prevention recommendations,
         they do not abandon the notion of changing attitudes altogether. They offered a three-tiered
         approach to the problem that included risk reduction and education around issues of
         consent along with bystander intervention education—an approach focused specifically
         on messaging designed to change norms among bystanders. The letter also voiced objections
         to policies that placed enforcement in the hands of college and university internal
         boards rather than with law enforcement.[109]  
      

      
      The reaction to RAINN’s stance brought to the fore the fact that feminists themselves
         were not monolithic with their embrace of the concept. Several articles pointed out
         that holding offenders accountable and accepting that cultural factors contribute to permissive attitudes about sexual violence,
         victim blaming, and dismal rates of conviction and prosecution are not mutually exclusive.
         Others—given the history of the mistreatment of sexual assault victims by the criminal
         justice system—objected to the notion that the criminal justice system is the best
         avenue of recourse for victims.[110]  
      

      
      Meanwhile, the most vociferous critics of the notion of rape culture used RAINN’s
         statement to further an explicit antifeminist agenda. On March 20, 2014, writing for
         Time, Caroline Kitchens used RAINN’s condemnation of the use of the term “rape culture”
         to bring attention to what she considered the “real” problem: “hostile environments
         for innocent males.”[111]   A week after Kitchens’s article appeared, political analyst Zerlina Maxwell published
         a counter-article in Time relaying her own experiences of victimization. Maxwell flatly rejected Kitchens’s
         argument by launching the hashtag #RapeCultureIsWhen that spurred tweets from women
         detailing their everyday experiences, including,
      

      
         Rape culture is when women who come forward are questioned about what they were wearing.

Rape culture is when survivors who come forward are asked, “Were you drinking?”

Rape culture is when people say, “she was asking for it.”[112]  
         

      

      The popularity of #RapeCultureIsWhen has been described as a means of feminists’ “reclaim[ing]
         the conversation” and acknowledging that rape culture exists.[113]   Nonetheless, by the end of 2014, the narrative around rape culture had shifted
         dramatically, with many declaring it a fiction.
      

      
      False Allegations and the “Emotional Dark Side of Promiscuity”

      
      Collectively, the discrediting (and/or attempted discrediting) of various high-profile
         victim accounts of rape led journalist Radley Balko to query, “Given that there are
         so many legitimate incidents to choose from, why have so many high-profile cases ultimately
         fallen apart?” Notably, Balko cautioned against the mantra of “believe every accuser”
         by implying that victims who come forward publicly are doing so to “generate publicity”
         and suggested that the accounts offered by those who come forward should be scrutinized
         more closely than those who are reluctant. Balko stated,
      

      
         This isn’t an argument that college students (and anti-rape activists in particular)
            never get raped. Nor is it an argument that accusations should never be believed.
            Nor is it an argument that rape victims should be ashamed to come forward. It’s only
            to say that generally speaking, an alleged victim eager to generate publicity about
            what happened to her may require more verification than an alleged victim who is reluctant
            to come forward. All else being equal, reluctant witnesses are more persuasive than
            eager ones. (Of course, all else is rarely equal.)[114]  
         

      

      Balko’s contention that refusing to remain silent somehow renders victims less “persuasive”
         is incomprehensible. He joined the chorus of others who cast doubt on victim accounts
         by reframing the issue as one of due process concerns and false allegations, ultimately
         urging us to avoid “believing every accuser.”[115]  
      

      
      In contrast, it might be argued that “believing” credible statements by those who
         file criminal complaints—at least initially, if only in order to move forward with
         a proper investigation—may be preferable to a default position of disbelief or the
         stubborn refusal to acknowledge evidence of suppression and misclassification of rape
         cases.[116]   At the very least, police departments should not classify “all rape cases as ‘unfounded’ as a default,” as was the case with the police department in Norfolk, Virginia.[117]   It should also be acknowledged that reliance on an extremely narrow definition
         of rape results in cases being incorrectly dismissed, as the Marshall Project reported.
         They found that Philadelphia police reopened many cases after a citizens’ review effort
         led to the discovery that “more than 1,800 crimes had been incorrectly dismissed,
         including 681 rapes. Thirty-three men connected to the re-opened cases were convicted.”[118]   Perhaps rather than urging disbelief, it is reasonable that officers may instead
         “demonstrate respect, impartiality, empathy and . . . maintain an open mind” when
         faced with a complainant.[119]  
      

      
      As Balko articulated, the looming fear for many is the potential for false allegations.
         This fear was expressed by A. J. Delgado in the National Review, where she not only argued that there is no rape epidemic but added the empirically
         unsupported assertion that women routinely make false accusations. As for evidence, Delgado recounted the story of how she talked
         a friend out of making a false claim of rape after a drunken night of partying that
         ended in consensual sex—and shame—for her friend. Delgado wrote,
      

      
         To the extent some in our society remain skeptical of rape claims, women themselves
            bear a share of the blame. After all, for every legitimate, actual rape claim there
            may be another that was not: a girl who cried rape.[120]  
         

      

      Initially, it may seem that those fearful of false allegations are on to something.
         One study published in the Cambridge Law Journal found that over the past few decades false reports of rape ranged anywhere from 1.5
         to 90 percent, a range that is virtually useless for gaining any understanding of
         false allegations. Other scholars have similarly acknowledged that varying methodologies
         result in conflicting estimates of false allegations from “very common” to “quite
         rare.”[121]   Those findings likely lead many observers to conclude that we are simply unable
         to offer any reasonable estimate of false allegations. In contrast, other researchers
         have concluded that false allegation rates range generally from 2 to 10 percent and
         that it is no longer accurate to claim, as Balko did, that they are “all over the
         map.” For example, in a study that examined reports at the Los Angeles Police Department
         in 2008, scholars Cassia Spohn, Clair White, and Katharine Tellis found a false report
         rate of 4.5 percent.[122]  
      

      
      Part of the problem is defining what exactly is a false allegation. For example, lack
         of arrest and/or conviction does not equate to a “false” allegation. In their study,
         scholars Lisak et al. stated, “To classify a case as a false allegation, a thorough
         investigation must yield evidence that a crime did not occur.”[123]   Legal scholar Candida Saunders reported that criminal justice professionals are
         more likely to say that rape allegations are “false” than are researchers. The reason
         for this, according to Saunders, is that police and prosecutors reported that it is
         not necessarily uncommon for complainants to make false statements, that is, concealments
         and/or distortions, when reporting. Part of this tendency may be related to trauma
         or due to victims altering details because they do not believe that their accounts
         will be considered credible. It is rare, however, for “a complainant to allege rape
         when, in fact, no rape occurred.”[124]   Further, scholar Liz Kelly reported that among police officers in the UK,
      

      
         despite a focus for more than a decade on victim care, a culture of suspicion remains,
            accentuated by a tendency to conflate false allegations with retractions and withdrawals,
            as if in all such cases no sexual assault occurred.[125]  
         

      

      As criminologist Joanne Belknap stated in her work on rape victims, the far more significant
         problem is underreporting—not false allegations.[126]   Moreover, much of the discussion of false allegations in popular media focuses
         on cases of ambiguous consent that are often described by skeptics as he said/she
         said or labeled as instances of “regrettable sex.” However, research has found that
         allegations that have been proven false tend to differ from the more common allegations
         involving acquaintance/date rape. For example, Spohn et al. found that false reports
         to the Los Angeles Police Department tended to have characteristics that hewed closely
         to the concept of “real rape” described by Susan Estrich in her book Real Rape (e.g., aggravated rape committed by “a stranger, multiple assailants, or a suspect
         wielding a weapon, or that she suffered from collateral injuries”).[127]   Given these findings, it is less likely that false allegations involve murky “he
         said/she said” scenarios that have so frequently captured media attention in discussions
         of rape on college campuses.
      

      
      In the discourse of rape culture, false allegations are used by some as a pretext
         for demonizing women for not being “prepared” for the double standard that awaits
         them if they choose to engage in premarital sex. For example, like Delgado, Robert
         Tracinski writing for the The Federalist stated that claims of rape are too frequently sexual regrets, and he ridiculed the
         notion that women may later perceive their encounters as coercive. For Tracinski,
         coercive sex is “blunt, it is physical, it is perceptual.” He wrote,
      

      
         Dubious claims about “rape culture” are an attempt to create an all-purpose scapegoat
            for the emotional dark side of promiscuity. . . . But it’s clear that some young women
            are not psychologically prepared for this.[128]  
         

      

      From this perspective, not only is the prevention of rape placed on the shoulders
         of women, but so is the existence and perpetuation of the campus hookup culture. Further,
         Tracinski’s statement that sexual violence is not subject to later “reinterpretation”
         runs counter to the many experiences that women have shared about how they cope with
         sexual violence. For example, research has shown that reporting is often delayed (if
         the victim reports at all), and that those in close relationships with the perpetrator
         are more likely to delay reporting, particularly among younger victims. Further, many
         women may not initially consider their experience rape even though they describe behaviors
         that fall under the legal definition of rape.[129]  
      

      
      “This Is Bigger than Any of Us”

      
      The discursive shift from dismantling rape culture on college campuses to discrediting
         the concept itself was no more apparent than in the depictions of campus sexual assault
         in popular culture. For example, Law & Order: SVU tackled the issue of campus rape in their episode “Girl Dishonored” that aired in
         April 2013.[130]    Jezebel  described the episode as an amalgamation of over a dozen real-life incidents of
         sexual assault, including the Steubenville, Ohio, case and incidents from various
         campuses that failed to hold offenders accountable. In an effort to portray victim
         sensitivity, the episode included an homage to Project Unbreakable’s website portraying
         photos of survivors holding signs that include quotes made by perpetrators and others
         in response to their assaults. Writer Katie J. M. Baker wrote,
      

      
         The episode’s standard disclaimer—“The following story is fictional and does not depict
            any actual person or event”—is utter bullshit, given that SVU writers stole lines
            straight out of survivors’ mouths.[131]  
         

      

      Similarly, Alexandra Brodsky, survivor and founding codirector of Know Your IX, wrote
         of the episode,
      

      
         Maybe, for once, instead of pretending that SVU is fiction, they could embrace reality,
            make a difference, and say, “The following story is not fictitious, it is based on the real lives of brave, young women from across the country. They’re
            still fighting to be heard and you can help.”[132]  
         

      

      Brodsky further explained that one of the major problems with the “Girl Dishonored”
         episode was its “optimistic tone” and satisfying ending where the “rapists are brought
         to trial and [the victim] decides to return to school.” Brodsky continued by emphasizing
         that, alternatively, “the ending should have more accurately reflected the continuous
         battle against colleges that Survivors face.”[133]  
      

      
      Though the episode itself did not make direct reference to “rape culture,” the Huffington Post declared in their headline that it “Shines a Light on the Rape Culture at College
         Campuses.”[134]   In fact, Law & Order: SVU has generally been praised by scholars as privileging feminist sensibilities by countering
         rape myths and avoiding victim blaming. In their 2006 analysis, Lisa Cuklanz and Sujata
         Moorti pointed out that generally the show “highlights the power in gender relations,
         including within the family, and provides evidence of ‘rape culture’ as a potential
         factor in the commission of the crime.”[135]  
      

      
      However, by 2015, the treatment of campus sexual assault by Law & Order: SVU in the episode “Devastating Story” shifted from its “optimistic tone” of “Girl Dishonored”
         to a cautionary tale—one that exposed anti-rape advocates who, in their quest to end
         rape culture, were as damaging to anti-rape activism as the offenders themselves (airdate
         April 2015). The episode contained echoes of the Rolling Stone UVA story, the perils of irresponsible journalism, the irrevocable consequences of
         false allegations, and warnings about what happens when advocacy efforts trump the
         “truth.” Here, the concept of rape culture shifted from an object of concern to itself
         being problematic. The clear villain in this episode was a feminist female college
         professor who was so determined to “end rape culture” that she encouraged a student
         to embellish her report of rape to include a gang rape (as opposed to the victim’s
         actual experience of being raped by a single offender). At the urging of her professor,
         the victim, Heather Manning, quickly became “the face of a movement” to end campus
         sexual assault. She appeared on various media outlets, and it was during these interviews
         that well-meaning but naive reporters were easily misled by their readiness to uncritically
         believe the victim’s account. In one incredulous exchange, when questioned by the
         detectives about the specifics of the crime (i.e., the detectives queried, “Was she
         raped?”), the professor told the detectives,
      

      
         It doesn’t matter what happened to her.

         
         What matters is it happens every day. . . .

         
         . . . This isn’t about you or these boys or this case.

         
         This is bigger than any of us.

         
         This is about eliminating rape culture once and for all.[136]  
         

      

      Here, the show presented the stereotype of a feminist professor/advocate that is so
         zealous in fighting for her cause that she stubbornly rejected all objective facts
         relevant to the case. In their recap of the episode, the Daily News described the plot as involving a false allegation where the victim was “egged on
         by her professor to come forward with the gang rape story.” The piece pointed out
         the obvious parallels between the Law & Order: SVU plot and that of Jackie’s discredited story as published in Rolling Stone, but omitted from their summary the detail that the fictional complainant actually
         was raped by one offender.[137]  
      

      
      Further, TV Fanatic summarized how the episode was as much about the debate around the concept of rape
         culture as about rape itself. The article stated that the episode “highlights the
         pitfalls of such ‘false’ accusations, and the damage tampering with criminal evidence
         can do when it comes to truly attacking ‘rape culture.’”[138]   Correspondingly, reader comments on the recap post quickly evolved from discussion
         of the episode into a debate about the merits of the concept of rape culture. For
         example, one reader wrote,
      

      
         Rape culture is a myth, and it is largely perpetuated by feminism. Seriously, aside
            from the prison community, in what part of our society do people openly talk about
            the desire to rape, or their plans to rape, or anything related to rape, as if it’s
            an [sic] socially acceptable behavior?[139]  
         

      

      Here, it was not the perpetuation of rape culture itself that was the problem, but the acknowledgment and unquestioning “belief in” rape culture that misled the detectives. The result was the inability to prosecute,
         leaving a “dangerous predator” at large on campus and the lingering assumption that
         allegations are either false or exaggerated.
      

      
      The episode ended when Detective Benson basically echoed the words of Richard Bradley,
         who initially questioned the Rolling Stone story, by confirming that personal belief in the existence of rape culture prevented
         her from viewing the case objectively. She stated,
      

      
         You know, it was the perfect story.

         
         It confirmed all of my preconceived notions.

         
         And that alone should have made me approach it with more skepticism. . . .

         
         . . . They thought this would be the case that would change rape culture and it did.

         
         It set the clock back 30 years.[140]  
         

      

      The ending further left Detective Benson in the regrettable position of asking the
         school administration to take action against a known rapist because the criminal justice
         system was powerless to do so. Here, unlike the optimistic conclusion in the earlier
         episode, the victim’s embellishment at the urging of her professor precluded the possibility
         of any criminal charges for the perpetrator.
      

      
      Reappropriating Rape Culture

      
      Since the end of 2012, the concept of rape culture entered public consciousness and,
         with robust student activism around Title IX, the release of the White House Task
         Force on Protecting Students from Sexual Assault report, and the release of The Hunting Ground, became inextricably linked with campus sexual assault. However, those same instances
         of activism led to increasing scrutiny of the concept. “Rape culture” was no longer
         an adequate explanation for gendered violence, but instead its recognition was framed
         as part of the problem.
      

      
      This transformation, however, must be understood within the larger cultural context
         of how rape culture has been negotiated. The concerns of hypersensitivity, condemnation
         of so-called political correctness, mockery of trigger warnings, and claims of censorship
         that dominated popular culture discourse dovetailed with attacks on the credibility
         of high-profile victims, scrutiny of statistics, indignation over calls for campus
         “safe spaces,” concerns of due process, and attempts to reframe the problem as one
         of false allegations. Although campuses have been a dominant space through which these
         debates have evolved, popular culture has also contributed to our basic understanding
         of what rape culture is and where the groundwork was set for the term to be reappropriated
         and used against itself.
      

      
       This is illustrated in a case that occurred at Vanderbilt University in 2015. Two
         former football players were charged with raping and sodomizing an unconscious female
         student. One defendant was charged with “urinating on the victim while using racial
         slurs” and recording the rape on a cell phone. According to reports, all involved
         were intoxicated, and the victim had no recollection of the incident until school
         officials investigating another crime on campus viewed security videos. The AP reported,
      

      
         They [school officials] were shocked to see players carrying an unconscious woman
            into an elevator and down a hallway, taking compromising pictures of her and then
            dragging her into the room.[141]  
         

      

      In an ironic twist, the defense attorney of one of the defendants offered rape culture
         itself as a defense. In this case, popular culture, “peer pressure,” and “campus culture”
         were blamed for the crime.[142]    Bitch Media reported that in a public statement,
      

      
         the defense attorney pinned blame on “social media, that came in the way of television
            shows that glamorize and promote sexual activity” for creating a “culture of sex and
            drinking.”[143]  
         

      

      Further, according to Reuters,

      
         Batey’s attorney said the football player from Nashville was influenced by a campus
            culture of sexual freedom, promiscuity and excessive alcohol consumption that contrasted
            with the manner of his upbringing.[144]  
         

      

      Ultimately, the two men were convicted in January 2015 on “multiple counts of rape
         and aggravated sexual battery” but were released from incarceration in June of the
         same year after the judge declared a mistrial upon learning that the jury foreperson
         “was himself a victim of sexual abuse.”[145]  
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      Chapter 7

      Reconciling Panic and Policy

      
         
         
      

      
      In this book, I set out to explore how the social meanings of sexual violence are
         contested through popular mediums, with a particular focus on how the concept of “rape
         culture” entered the collective imagination. It was not an attempt to unmask rape
         culture, but rather an effort to trace how the concept became a popular, albeit contested,
         framework for understanding sexual violence. The phrase originated in the 1970s as
         second-wave feminists argued that the privileging of patriarchy, with its reinforcement
         of gendered sex roles and oppressive behavior, contributes to the implicit and explicit
         encouragement of sexual violence. The concept provided a foundation for understanding
         that sexual violence rests on a continuum of behavior, that rape myths continue to
         proliferate, and that changes in criminal law do not necessarily translate into justice.
         Decades later, dislodged from its academic roots, it reemerged as a broad framework
         for understanding attitudes and behaviors that intersected with a range of everyday
         experiences, from street harassment to gang rape.
      

      
      I realized relatively early in the process that a traditional content analysis of
         news articles focused on “rape culture” would be insufficient to grasp how the concept
         had permeated public discussions about sexual violence. High-profile cases such as
         the one in Steubenville, Ohio, helped propel it into popular discourse. However, the
         debate over rape culture, and whether it even exists, was played out in facets of
         society not easily captured by traditional news articles. Considering that emotions
         and public sentiment around crime and social control are fueled at the intersection
         of mass media, social media, and popular culture, I chose to focus on conversations
         that resonated in public discussions through those avenues.[1]   While some might dismiss a low-culture analysis, I argue that rape culture cannot
         be fully understood apart from these prime arenas where our collective imagination
         is informed. As such, our understanding of sexual violence is constantly in flux.
         It oftentimes reflects early ideological debates; at other times, it demonstrates
         the entrenchment of long-standing stereotypes and victim blaming. It is within this
         constantly shifting landscape that our treatment of victims, response to perpetrators,
         and policy making occur.
      

      
      Overall, there remains disagreement on whether the term “rape culture” is a useful
         concept for understanding sexual violence. Those who utilize it must navigate the
         landscape of ideological differences both among those who share their cause as well
         as among those who reject it. Or, as scholar Chris Atmore declared,
      

      
         there is no longer any easy counterposition of “them” to “us,” and all kinds of political
            interests get served through making claims and counterclaims about sexual violence.[2]  
         

      

      London-based freelance writer Rhiannon Lucy-Cosslett wrote that she, and others who
         tell their victimization stories in ways that do not conform to a victim narrative
         (that is, if a victim expresses regrets or acknowledges ways in which she could have,
         or should have, done something differently), often gets “shouted down, ridiculed,
         and abused” by other feminists. Ultimately, Lucy-Cosslett acknowledged that we live
         in a rape culture but found that the concept may be more divisive than helpful. She
         explained that when she wrote an article about an attack she had suffered, she regretfully
         engaged in victim blaming. She wrote,
      

      
         I still fundamentally believe in what I was trying, so inarticulately, to get at—which
            is that feminist debate about rape has become so anger-filled and simplistic that
            at times it seems to decry the very existence of common-sense safety advice. But I
            realise also that I had internalised many of the prevailing societal attitudes towards
            female victims and was using them against myself and other women.[3]  
         

      

      Even among feminists, ideological differences do arise in ways that are divisive.
         Michelle Goldberg, writing for The Nation, pointed out that “tone policing” and other forms of “trashing” directed toward feminists
         not only come from the ranks of the neoconservative right wing or men’s rights advocates,
         but also emerges when feminists face off against each other, in ways that, as Goldberg
         suggested, are potentially destructive to the movement itself.[4]   Nonetheless, in popular media, the most vociferous resistance to the concept emerged
         in ways that reinforce victim blaming and reignited familiar feminist backlashes from
         the past.
      

      
      Feminists who first articulated the concept of rape culture drew attention to the
         ways that mediated sexual violence frequently objectifies and oppresses women. We
         have seen how the way in which sexual violence is represented continues to be of concern
         in popular culture, specifically when women and people of color are marginalized as
         characters and only a narrow range of situations are presented. Simultaneously, we
         have found that reactions to images of sexual violence are varied and have as much
         to do with affect and emotional intensity as does intellectual interpretation. Popular
         culture serves as a site for not only processing whether or not there are “good” representations,
         but also for revealing our intense connection to portrayals that reflect our lived
         experiences. It is this process of everyday engagement that contributes largely to
         our understandings of sexual violence. More nuanced portrayals of sexual violence
         allow space for multiple interpretations of oppression, as well as empowerment, reflecting
         the extent to which we view expressions of sexuality as linked to political empowerment.
         The significance here is not to settle on a correct interpretation, but to recognize
         that the process itself is valuable and informs our collective imagination.
      

      
      Popular culture continues to be relevant, as certain niche venues have proven rich
         environments for exploring issues of sexual violence, for example, geek spaces such
         as gaming and comic culture. The GamerGate controversy revealed how gendered harassment
         thrived and how feminist interventions operated as resistance. Such experiences can
         be attributed to various social factors. Sociologist Michael Kimmel observed how the
         changing demographic, social, and economic landscape in American society has contributed
         to a sense of aggrieved entitlement in which angry white males may lash out against
         scapegoats (e.g., minorities) rather than direct their anger toward those individuals
         and institutions responsible for economic inequalities.[5]   In this context, male privilege is contested and masculinity itself is perceived
         as under threat. This is seen most acutely in the microcosm of geek spaces where gendered
         harassment is linked to the long-standing lack of diversity in industries such as
         gaming and comic books. The subsequent changing demographics that challenge the status
         quo result in a sense of aggrieved entitlement that too frequently manifests as sexual
         harassment and threats of rape and death.
      

      
      While this phenomenon as it occurs in geek spaces has been conceptualized as primarily
         an online harassment issue, the observed discourse more broadly contributes to larger
         ideological debates around feminism, social justice, academia, censorship, free speech,
         and due process. Objections to the rise of political correctness that have reemerged
         in various aspects of social life, up to and including the 2016 campaign for the president
         of the United States, would be virtually nonexistent without the ability to link those
         charges of political correctness to so-called trivial examples of everyday gendered
         harassment.[6]   For example, complaints of popular culture representations and microaggressions,
         as well as threats of rape and death, are deemed inconsequential as long as overall
         rape rates remain relatively low. Similarly, calls for trigger warnings on television
         shows are characterized as absurd when compared to concerns of soldiers suffering
         from PTSD that return home from a war zone. Further, it is no surprise that use of
         the term “social justice warrior” (SJW) as a pejorative ramped up over the past few
         years and fed into more mainstream discussions as a result of increasing attention
         toward GamerGate and men’s rights activists in general.[7]   In effect, the label “SJW” condemns those who “bitch” about representations—both
         in terms of content and in terms of diversity within the industries themselves—as
         a threat to society at large. Further, male allies who support feminist interventions
         in geek spaces are deemed, disparagingly, as “white knights,” while academics that
         study the issue are similarly viewed as social threats.
      

      
      For detractors, minimizing and discrediting so-called rape culture in the context
         of geek spaces and campus culture has itself become de rigueur. However, this is not
         so with regard to international instances of sexual violence. As shown with the much-publicized
         New Delhi rape case that occurred in late 2012, the concept of rape culture is generally
         accepted uncritically in the United States when directed toward other cultures. Despite
         the myriad efforts to discredit the concept when applied domestically, it continues
         to be invoked when discussing instances of sexual violence occurring in Europe when
         perpetrated by refugees, immigrants, or by those of Middle Eastern descent.[8]  
      

      
      One of the key issues of concern among those opposed to the concept of rape culture
         is the contention that because violence against women is worse in other locales, particularly
         in the context of practices such as genital mutilation, honor killings, and acid attacks,
         it is difficult to conceive of the contemporary twenty-first-century United States
         as a culture of rape. In her article for the American Thinker, Carol Brown said that feminists who suggest that the United States is a rape culture
         should move to a “Muslim-majority country—perhaps Iran or Syria—where you can experience
         first-hand the war on women.”[9]   Similarly, Ian Tuttle, writing for the National Review, used the Rotherham, UK, child sexual exploitation scandal—in which an estimated
         1,400 children were sexually exploited—to suggest that the minimal coverage in feminist-focused
         media outlets and blogs is a sign that feminists lack a “moral seriousness” with regard
         to sexual violence.[10]   Tuttle wrote, “Is it possible, then, that after years of tying ‘rape’ to Disney
         films and fantasy video games, these feminists are at a loss for words when confronted
         with the real thing?” Tuttle continued by stating that rape culture is only of interest
         to feminists when it does not involve actual rape.[11]  
      

      
      Conservative editor and commentator Rich Lowry echoed that sentiment and opined that,
         unlike in the United States, Rotherham is a “terrifyingly real and endemic rape culture”
         empowered by multiculturalism. He suggested that feminists are not interested in the
         incident because it does not create for a “fashionable hashtag.”[12]   These critics are implying that as long as women (and children) in the United States
         are not subjected to unspeakable horrors, then what would be considered more minor
         forms of sexual violence are inconsequential and, therefore, that the characterization
         of the United States as a “rape culture” is a misnomer.
      

      
      Other backlash to the concept surfaced in the debates around sexual assault on campuses,
         leading some detractors to declare that rape culture was a fiction, akin to the moral
         panic around satanic child ritual sexual abuse scandals that arose in the 1980s. It
         was primarily in this context that the concept of rape culture shifted from a framework
         for explaining and understanding the problem to the problem itself. Ironically, efforts by the federal government, journalists, and activists to raise
         awareness of sexual assault on college campuses also inadvertently increased scrutiny
         toward victim accounts, ignited debates around consent and victim blaming, renewed
         concerns around false allegations, and resulted in challenges to enforcement policies
         that were seen as infringing on the due process rights of the accused.
      

      
      Echoing other conservative and libertarian pundits, Glenn Reynolds described the so-called
         campus rape epidemic as a “current moral panic” that “seems more like political agitprop
         and mass hysteria than anything else.”[13]   In fact, understanding social reaction to sexuality as a moral panic is not new.
         Scholars have documented how media hype around pornography, sexual orientation, child
         sexual abuse, sex offenders, and other issues related to sexuality constitute moral
         panics.[14]   However, what rings disingenuous about casting rape culture as a moral panic is
         that detractors often couch their concern under a shroud of misogyny. For example,
         Reynolds longs for the “old days” when rape was unambiguously defined as “forcible
         penetration at the hands of a stranger” and charges that the real perpetrators to
         be feared are women who rape men.[15]   Here, moral panic is invoked as a means of silencing and denigrating women rather
         than illuminating legitimate concerns about how public sentiment around rape culture
         might impact public policy.
      

      
      Moreover, suggesting that rape culture constitutes a moral panic implies that there
         is a grand consensus on sexual violence. However, I found instead that the discourse
         reveals that there is very little consensus with regard to our understandings of sexual violence. This is, unsurprisingly,
         rooted in our patterns of normative heterosexual behavior that, as Nicola Gavey noted,
         are “patterned or scripted in ways that permit far too much ambiguity.”[16]   As a result, definitions of sexual violence remain contested, debate continues
         about the nature and scope of the problem, and there remains wide disagreement on
         the best means of prevention and enforcement.
      

      
      This is perhaps not surprising given how scholars Angela McRobbie and Sarah Thornton
         explained the contemporary media landscape. The public is quite savvy to media manipulation
         and quick to recognize overreaction. Due to increased fragmentation of media, marginalized
         scapegoats (e.g., youth subcultures, sex offenders, etc.) are more likely than ever
         to have a powerful voice in shaping counternarratives. They wrote,
      

      
         The kinds of issues and political debates which were once included on the agendas
            of moral panic theorists as sites of social anxiety, and even crisis, could now be
            redefined as part of an endless debate about who “we” are and “what” our national
            culture is.[17]  
         

      

      Further, as sociologist Nancy Whittier pointed out, by implying that concern of sexual
         violence is akin to a moral panic, the assumption is that claims of victimization
         are wildly exaggerated and that existing sanctions are “not only sufficient but excessive.”[18]   For example, in her article lambasting political correctness and warning of the
         dangers of false allegations, journalist Judith Levine wrote, “There is no dearth
         of seriousness about sexual violence in America: we have the harshest sex crime laws
         outside Iran.”[19]   Similarly, in her article in the National Review, Mona Charen blamed feminists themselves for the campus rape problem and expressed
         that our culture already forcefully condemns rapists. She wrote,
      

      
         Of course the culture must teach men not to rape. Western culture has been doing so
            for thousands of years. Next to murder, rape is the most harshly punished crime.[20]  
         

      

      Such claims vastly oversimplify both the cultural and legal responses to sexual violence.
         For sure, during the twentieth century in the United States, cultural attitudes shifted
         and legal reforms were implemented. However, scholars have noted that these changes
         have not necessarily translated into justice. As scholar Rose Corrigan noted in her
         work on rape crisis centers,
      

      
         victims are still likely to face overwhelming resistance, reluctance, and even outright
            contempt from legal and medical systems targeted by the feminist anti-rape movement
            of the 1970s.[21]  
         

      

      In their 2005 article on rape reform, legal scholars Ilene Seidman and Susan Vickers
         declared, “Rape is the least reported, least indicted, and least convicted non-property
         felony in America.”[22]   Low rates of reporting and case attrition remain of concern among researchers.
         For example, based on their review of the data, researchers Kimberly Lonsway and Joanne
         Archambault summarized, “About 5% to 20% of all rapes are reported to law enforcement,
         7% to 27% of these reports are prosecuted, and 3% to 26% yield a conviction.”[23]   The phenomenon of arrest and conviction rates not keeping pace with reported rape
         has been described as the sexual assault “justice gap.”[24]   As other scholars have noted, Lonsway and Archambault stated that one possible
         explanation as to why the attrition rate remains high: “because the laws have changed
         but attitudes have not.”[25]   In their book detailing the sexual assault justice gap in various countries, Barbara
         Krahé and Jennifer Tempkin similarly recognized that legal reform alone is insufficient
         to address the injustices that occur with regard to the experiences of rape victims
         in the criminal justice system; there must also be an effort to change attitudes and
         perceptions.[26]  
      

      
      Criminal case processing, though, is a complex phenomenon, and research findings have
         been mixed. Some researchers have found victim behavior, such as failing to appear
         and being uncooperative, as important factors in determining prosecutors’ perceptions
         of convictability.[27]   Others, such as scholar Lisa Frohmann, found that in addition to legally relevant
         variables, prosecutors base their charging decisions on “assumptions about relationships,
         gender, and sexuality” with “the typification of normal heterosexual relations play[ing]
         an important role in assessing these cases.”[28]   In other words, it is impossible to separate case outcomes from the cultural context
         in which they occur. Prosecutors make decisions about the rejection of cases and convictability
         based on legally relevant variables, but also on cultural assumptions they hold, or
         that they believe jurors hold, about victim behavior and credibility. Behaviors that
         deviate from “normal heterosexual relations” are more likely to result in a case rejection
         (e.g., continuing a relationship after alleging a rape has occurred, delayed reporting,
         and suspicions of ulterior motives for filing complaint).[29]   This book’s analysis of the emergence of “rape culture” is an attempt to show how
         various cultural assumptions about sexual violence flow through popular media. It
         suggests that our failure of policy is a reflection of our cultural ambivalence around
         what constitutes sexual violence.
      

      
      But what of the assertion that, of those convicted, we already punish sex offenders
         quite harshly in the United States? Does the calling out of a “rape culture” inherently
         demand a harsh criminal justice intervention? While it is true that contemporary sex
         offender legislation implemented in the 1990s in the United States (e.g., sex offender
         registration, residency restrictions, and community notification laws) has rightly
         been described as excessively punitive as well as counterproductive, it is also true
         that these forms of legislation coexist alongside a criminal justice response to sexual
         violence that has long been described as shockingly inadequate.[30]  
      

      
      Instead of dismissing the issue, as some reactionary critics do, one alternative is
         to view sexual violence on a continuum (e.g., behaviors ranging from catcalling to
         sexual harassment to groping to rape), while simultaneously acknowledging that rape
         falls at the far end of the spectrum. It follows that not all behaviors that rest
         on the continuum require a criminal justice response.[31]   In fact, within feminism, there has historically been notable resistance to reliance
         on the criminal justice system as a means of attaining justice. As scholar Susan Caringella
         pointed out, “contrary to public perception, so-called feminist rape reforms did not
         reach for higher levels of punishment in rape cases overall.”[32]   Many involved in the anti-rape movement in the 1970s were less concerned with harsh
         punishments than with legal reform that engages and empowers the victim in the process.
         For example, in Rape: The First Sourcebook for Women published in 1974, the editors remarked,
      

      
         We do not want to make rape laws more punitive, be we do want the courts to recognize
            the rights of women to a fair and equitable trial as a first step in eliminating sexism
            in our legal system. The laws as they stand now reflect only suspicion and mistrust
            of the victim.[33]  
         

      

      In fact, research has shown that while victims of sexual violence are interested in
         offender accountability, they are also interested in validation and fairness. They
         are not particularly punitive and instead often advocate for non-retributive responses.
         In her study of rape reform, Rose Corrigan found that contemporary rape crisis center
         advocates “rarely talk about criminal penalties for rape as a part of their agenda
         related to victim services.”[34]  
      

      
      Despite these findings, there is an underlying assumption among those who cast rape
         culture as a moral panic that feminists have an undue influence on public policy.
         In this context, it has been suggested that feminists have contributed to the punitive
         state by promoting increased surveillance, policing, prosecution, and punishment to
         address violence against women—a phenomenon known as carceral feminism. For example,
         scholar Kristin Bumiller outlined how anti-rape activism efforts intersected with
         the growth of neoliberalism and that reliance on increased punitive power in response
         to sexual violence has only increased women’s dependency on the state.[35]   Scholar Lise Gotell countered that the carceral feminism critique vastly overstates
         the power of the feminist movement in shaping public policy and cautions against an
         “absolute rejection of criminalization strategies.”[36]   
      

      
      Rather than viewing misguided sex offender legislation as definitive evidence that
         sexual violence in American society is sufficiently morally condemned and effectively
         punished, sex offender legislation should instead be recognized, as Corrigan noted,
         as conflicting directly with feminist-inspired rape reform goals. As Corrigan pointed
         out, support for sex offender registration and community notification laws is driven
         by a retributive sentiment based on unfounded fears of stranger-predators. It is not
         driven by the recognition that attitudes and perceptions around sexual violence are
         rooted in a patriarchal society or that society provides sexual scripts that reflect
         power imbalances privileging male domination and encouraging female subordination
         in ways that do a disservice both to male and female victims. In this way, the laws
         themselves contribute to our collective imagination by defining sexual violence as
         stranger-danger incidents perpetrated by predators. They also minimize more common
         types of sexual violence that deviate from our construction of “real rape,” such as
         acquaintance rape and incest, as well as incidents that involve nonfemale victims.[37]   As a result, current patterns of enforcement contrast with the assumption that
         we “already” punish effectively. Instead, what remains unattended is reform that addresses
         the difficult balance between the needs of victims while avoiding draconian policies
         that do little to increase public safety.
      

      
      Overall, the discourse around rape culture has produced little emphasis on calls for
         increased punitive criminal justice policies. This could be due to the continuing
         recognition that the criminal justice system has historically failed victims of sexual
         violence and that existing rape reform has been largely ineffective. Or perhaps it
         might be more generally attributed to the growing bipartisan movement away from the
         punitive turn in criminal justice.[38]   Whatever the impetus, there has been a demand for cultural awareness, a change
         in attitudes, and an overall cultural shift aimed at altering existing attitudes and
         behaviors toward sexual violence that tend to silence victims. There is also a move
         toward finding solutions that lie outside the scope of criminal justice.
      

      
      One area where enforcement policies are undergoing significant transition is on college
         campuses. Though sexual assault at universities has been subject to much debate over
         the past several decades, recent controversies unfolded at a rapid pace. By early
         2015, the media narrative began shifting away from presenting sexual assault on campuses
         as a crisis to presenting the proposed policy solutions as problematic. Despite the
         efforts of activists to argue that victims had long been ignored and/or mistreated
         by school administrators, many high-profile cases and efforts to raise consciousness
         were met with scrutiny. As a result, the narrative often echoed that the real problem was inflated statistics, the inevitability of false allegations, and the
         ensnarement of innocent young men into flawed school disciplinary procedures (and/or
         a flawed criminal justice system). The discourse around sexual assault in this context
         reveals ongoing tension between victim reliance on the criminal justice system (and
         its history of failing victims of sexual assault) and/or social control that relies
         on school administrators (who arguably may not be the most knowledgeable about or
         best positioned to address rape and sexual assault). Although the government provided
         guidelines for schools receiving federal funding, the implementation of the policies,
         institutional definitions of sexual assault, disputes about consent, and trajectory
         of enforcement remain varied and continue to unfold. As such, the debate over Title
         IX enforcement and school disciplinary procedures is far from over. Nonetheless, after
         his multiyear investigation into responses to complaints of sexual assault in Missoula,
         Montana, journalist Jon Krakauer concluded,
      

      
         The oft-repeated claim that university adjudications categorically deny the constitutional
            right of due process to perpetrators is specious. Campus disciplinary proceedings
            cannot, and should not, be held to the same restrictive standards as criminal proceedings,
            because they don’t result in incarceration or require the rapist to register as a
            sex offender.[39]  
         

      

      Here, the effort to move accountability outside the realm of the criminal justice
         system is not without controversy, and fierce debates continue, particularly around
         the issue of expanding carceral power in the form of civil and administrative policies.[40]   While school disciplinary procedures might be one area that could afford less reliance
         on the criminal justice system through alternative avenues such as restorative justice,
         this can only be accomplished if there is a fundamental move away from institutionalizing
         traditional judicial processes toward more innovative approaches.[41]   In this way, simply calling for administrative procedures to mirror the criminal
         justice system is likely to be dissatisfying to both victims and those accused. Furthermore,
         we will not achieve a move toward restorative approaches when inundated with questionable
         narratives promoting the notion that the vast majority of campus rapists are serial
         predators or the assumption that overzealous feminist professors and activists harbor
         disdain for due process and push their “agenda” without regard to the truth.
      

      
      As feminists have demonstrated in their quest for cultural awareness and rape reform,
         there are no easy solutions to the problem of sexual violence. “Rape culture,” which
         first emerged from the halls of academia, is now ubiquitous in popular discourse,
         showing up in news reports, social media outlets, and television crime dramas. There’s
         no putting the genie back in the bottle; there’s no erasing the concept. It is clear
         that our perceptions of, and responses to, sexual violence are influenced by the ever-present
         buzz of these forms of media in our lives. We do a disservice if we dismiss this engagement
         as lowbrow and irrelevant. Navigating through the terrain of rape culture requires
         an understanding of how our collective imagination is informed and indelibly shaped
         by this media-cultural sphere.
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      Appendix

      
      
      Methodology

      
      The collection of data involving academic and newspaper sources containing the concept
         of “rape culture” emerged from a project with my colleague Emily Horowitz. We conducted
         searches in academic and newspaper databases to track the frequency of the concept
         in both contexts. The search spanned from January 1, 1980, to April 2014 whenever
         possible, as some journals were not in publication as early as 1980.
      

      
      For academic articles, we conducted a full-text search for the phrase “rape culture”
         in ProQuest, which included eighty-one databases spanning 1970 to April 2014. We excluded
         non-English-language articles as well as articles on agriculture and pollution. The
         earliest article in our search appeared in 1989. It is likely that the phrase appeared
         in articles prior to 1989, but there may be technical or scanning limitations that
         undercounted those articles.
      

      
      For dissertations, we searched ProQuest for the keyword “rape culture” from 1979 to
         March 2014. We used WorldCat to search for “rape culture” designated as a “keyword”
         for books published between 1970 and early 2014. We included only those works published
         in English and excluded textbooks.
      

      
      For newspapers and magazines, we used two methods to find instances of articles that
         referenced “rape culture.” Due to the sheer number of mass media publications now
         archived in library databases (we used ProQuest), searching the frequency of the term
         “rape culture” in all full-text articles across all newspapers became unwieldy. As
         a result, we used two methods in our effort to decrease the number of hits for “rape
         culture” while still using a reliable and meaningful method to extract the frequency
         of this term in mainstream publications.
      

      
      First, we looked at all articles that included the term “rape culture” in the ten
         highest-circulation U.S. newspapers. Newspapers in this category included those identified
         by the Alliance for Audited Media as having the highest circulation in the United
         States. This group of newspapers included the following publications: Wall Street Journal, USA Today, New York Times, Los Angeles Times, San Jose Mercury News, New York Post, Washington Post, Denver Post, Chicago Tribune, and Daily News. We reviewed all articles in these top-ten high-circulation newspapers individually
         to ensure that the articles referred to the feminist concept of “rape culture.”[1]   Next, we looked at articles in all other mainstream newspapers cataloged in ProQuest in English with the term “rape culture”
         in the title of the article. We excluded two sources cataloged in the ProQuest newspaper
         database: University Wire and Off Our Backs. We excluded University Wire because it appeared to artificially boost our numbers because the same story would
         appear multiple times. We also excluded articles from Off Our Backs because this is an overtly feminist publication, and we wanted to keep the focus
         on the frequency of the term in mainstream, nonfeminist/nonacademic publications.
         We then reviewed each article with “rape culture” in the headline to ensure that the
         articles referred to the feminist concept of “rape culture.” The lower-circulation
         newspapers included in our study are listed below.
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