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Abstract 

Communication theory has an integral role to play in analyzing and deconstructing rape culture. 

Consent specifically has not been heavily researched in the field of communication studies, 

leaving a need for research and theoretical application to better understand how to combat rape 

culture and educate on prevention. In this paper, I take a two prong approach to this issue. I first 

utilize standpoint theory, symbolic convergence theory, muted group theory, and genderlect 

styles to analyze the cases of Brett Kavanaugh, Brock Turner, and Matthew Barnett and the 

conversation around them. By applying these theories to real cases, the concepts of hegemonic 

masculinity and co-creation of reality are drawn out and discussed, outlining specific areas of 

need within prevention and educational programming. After this is done, I analyze two 

presentations from Ball State’s Office of Victim Services, utilizing the prior material to define 

areas of need in which rape culture can begin to be dismantled at a cultural level.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

 This thesis came as a natural culmination of the work and research that I have focused on 

throughout my undergraduate career. The topic of sexual assault is one that is very near to heart, 

and is where I have focused many of my papers and projects throughout various courses. I tossed 

around several other ideas and topics, but always returned to the topic of rape culture, feeling 

that with this being the biggest academic task I would undertake I could potentially use this as an 

opportunity to enact change. The one question that I remained stuck on throughout this process 

was: How exactly can this thesis be useful? From this question, I was able to construct a proposal 

only slightly different from the final thesis. 

 During my junior year, I elected to take part in an 8-week course on masculinity put on 

by the Indiana Coalition to End Sexual Assault. After this I kept in contact with Burton, the 

person leading the sessions, where I attempted to start a campus sexual assault response team in 

conjunction with the Office of Victim Services (OVS) at Ball State. This did not end up working 

out, but provided the inspiration for the direction of this thesis. My intention turned towards 

contributing something useful to the sexual assault prevention programming here at Ball State. 

Initially, this also included Fraternity and Sorority Life, but with materials not being available 

due to them working on revamping their programming with the Office of Victim Services I 

utilized resources solely from OVS.  

Throughout my research prior to this project, I had come across very little that was 

directly tied to the discipline of communication studies. This realization prompted me to focus 

on providing the rationale for including communication focused research to the deconstruction 

and prevention of rape culture. As communication is at the very heart of construction of reality, it 

follows then that a new reality can be constructed where rape culture is not prevalent in society 
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as it is today. Thus, I began an extensive review of communication theories that best pertained to 

both construction of reality, as well as gender. By applying these theories to real assault cases, I 

was able to justify the need for the implementation of these ideas into the broader prevention 

education materials.  

This thesis was invaluable in terms of exposing me to a wealth of information and 

methods through which to analyze and discuss rape culture as a structure. While I had already 

conducted research on this topic prior, I became increasingly aware of ways that individuals and 

media contribute to rape culture. I also found it impossible not to speak up when I heard people 

joke or make comments that reinforced hegemonic masculinity and rape culture that I had not 

always been aware of prior.  

When reflecting on the process of writing this thesis, I recall a significant amount of self 

doubt in terms of the impact of this thesis. This first thought of self doubt was that I was not 

creating a tangible educational guide to prevent sexual assault, but rather a background and 

rationale for including these specific aspects of communication studies. By analyzing 

presentations from the Office of Victim Services, I felt as though it was not my place to suggest 

improvements to documents that are being widely disseminated and that had been created by 

individuals that have dedicated their careers to this work. I am extremely lucky to have had such 

a supportive advisor, who constantly pushed me to continue on in my work past this doubt, as 

well as the support I received for this thesis from OVS when I reached out to obtain their 

materials. This support provided me a space in which I could confidently continue my work in 

hopes that it would have an impact in the world of sexual assault prevention, whether at Ball 

State or beyond.  
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This project is the culmination of what I have worked towards in all of my other 

undergraduate work that I have produced thus far. Through hundreds of pages of research, 

copious amounts of edits, and balancing writing this thesis in the midst of my other 

responsibilities as well as a pandemic, I learned perseverance and time management that will be 

invaluable in my continuation into graduate school. I am so thankful for what I have been able to 

accomplish through the completion of this thesis and am hopeful that it can be beneficial to the 

Office of Victim Services at Ball State.  
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Introduction 

 Language is a societal construction used to create meaning and interpret reality. This 

construction is one that has existed for centuries as an established system, creating the very 

frame in which all members of a culture are able to articulate themselves. This phenomena can 

be explained by the coordinated management of meaning theory. Griffin states, “CMM reminds 

us that communication has the power to create a social universe of alienation, anger, and 

malice—or one of community, tolerance, and generosity” (2012, p. 78).  

This social universe of alienation is currently present in the United States for groups that 

lie outside of hegemony, most notably women. Language was not created by women: 

“mainstream language system features white men and their perspectives, thus constructing them 

as the standard or norm” (Foss, Foss, & Griffin, 1999, p.41). This standard was created by white 

men, for white men, and provides a space in which this dominant group has all of the tools to 

define their experiences and deny that ability to outside groups. This world features white men 

and neglects women, making expression of ideas and experiences difficult for women inside of 

this frame while simultaneously encoding male interests into the language (Foss, Foss, & Griffin, 

1999, p.41). When combined with continuous threats of violence from men, a hostile 

environment for women is created that condones violence.  

 Threats of violence from men come in all forms and can be either actions that are carried 

out or which loom over all interactions.  Foss, Foss, and Griffin echo Cheris Kramarae in stating 

“the threat of male violence, implicit or explicit, restricts women’s activities in every sphere and 

thus underlies all aspects of human communication’” (1999, p. 45). This is quite the troubling 

assertion, that white men constructed language to be wielded by and for themselves, while also 

constantly threatening women with violence and acting on those threats. The culmination of 
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language and violence has created an extremely dangerous culture for women that glorifies men 

while simultaneously muting women.  

This culture is known as rape culture. Posadas (2019) defines rape culture as “the 

mechanism that channels toxic masculinity into specific, socially legitimized practices of sexual 

violence” (p.178). While the condoning of physical and emotional terrorism against women may 

not come in the form of explicitly condoning rape in plain language, the underlying nuances 

within society serve to condone it just as well as plain language would. Additionally, given that 

only the small percentage of rape and assault cases are actually brought to light is further proof.  

 Reagan Williams elaborates on this in her 2017 Ted Talk.  She states that 99% of rapists 

get away with their crimes, and one of the reasons that might contribute to this as the social 

narrative surrounding rape in the United States. In particular, victim blaming in courts is 

prominent and may account for a large proportion of those cases.  In a male-dominated society 

that utilizes male-dominated language and condones violence against women, it comes as little 

surprise that the blame for these crimes is shifted to the victim or survivor of rape. The muted-

group theory helps explain this.  According to Kramarae, the concept of mutedness partly 

conveys that the boundaries of perception are defined by the experiences of the members of the 

groups, and the manner in which the dominant group engulfs the subordinate group and blocks 

the power of actualization of the other (1981, p.3). If women are unmuted and regarded as 

having the same level of rationality as men, “the present social/legal treatment of women would 

be harder for men to rationalize” (Kramarae, 1981, p. 9). 

This paper focuses on the hegemonic systems that lead to both the social and legal 

treatment of women. The structures of language and culture have created a space where the 

safety of women is not guaranteed, and violence against women is condoned. Using a two-
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pronged approach, I will first analyze the rhetoric within the legal system where victim blaming 

has taken center stage, and women’s voices are made mute and unheard. I then will analyze two 

campus-wide sexual assault prevention programs at Ball State University to apply my findings 

and propose language fixes or inclusions. Doing so I hope to begin the process of orienting the 

conversation on rape and sexual assault to how certain communication contributes to the 

construction of present-day rape culture.  

Literature Review 

         In this section I will utilize past research to define and contextualize what is currently 

known about rape culture and the theoretical framework that I will be implementing. To do this 

effectively, rape culture must first be defined in the broad sense, and then broken down into 

several facets that contribute to rape culture including the crime of rape, hegemonic masculinity, 

and opposition and denial of the existence of rape culture. After compiling a scholarly 

understanding of rape culture and its contributors, the communication theories of standpoint, 

symbolic convergence, and muted group will be defined and applied specifically to the issue of 

rape culture. 

A 2014 article by Carrie Rentschler identifies rape culture as first being articulated by 

Susan Brownmiller in 1975. Brownmiller used the term “rape-supportive culture ” (p. 66). 

Rentschler then provides a definition: 

“Rape culture refers to the complex of beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and 

supports violence against women. It is a society where violence is seen as sexy and 

sexuality as violent. In a rape culture, women perceive a continuum of threatened 

violence that ranges from sexual remarks to sexual touching to rape itself. A rape culture 



              7  
        

 
condones physical and emotional terrorism against women as the norm (Buchwald et al. 

1993: vii)” (p. 66). 

Noting that this culture not only condones but makes this violence the norm shows how 

ingrained this ideology is in the culture of the United States. Further, Boswell and Spade (1996) 

articulate that specific contexts are important in defining relationships between men and women. 

They state that “We must also consider characteristics of the settings that promote the behaviors 

that reinforce rape culture” (p. 143) when conducting a study looking at “high-risk” and “low-

risk” fraternity houses on a college campus. The behaviors of the men in houses related to higher 

risk of rape and “treated women as subordinates or kept them at a distance,” where there were 

little spaces or interest to converse. In these settings women “are faceless victims, nameless 

acquaintances—not friends” (Boswell & Spade, 1996, 143). Men reported that their sense of 

responsibility and guilt after sexual intercourse are much lower when with women they do not 

know. In the low-risk houses, the women were not strangers, and in turn are less likely to 

become “faceless victims”. (Boswell & Spade, 1996). However, to say that women do not often 

know their attackers is a false notion. The Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN) 

find that “8 out of 10 rapes are ircommitted by someone known to the victim” with 93% of 

juvenile victims know the perpetrator (RAINN, n.d.). Boswell and Spade’s research is important, 

and is necessary to inspire further research on spaces and specific behaviors that are isolated to 

certain spaces, to begin to better understand “simple changes” that can prevent rape wherever 

possible and work to dismantle the current rape culture. 

         While discussed in the context of strangers at a university fraternity party, this system of 

“men control the parties and dominate the men as well as the women who attend” (Boswell & 

Spade, 1996, p.144) relates directly to the core of the crime of rape. Rape is not a crime of sex, 
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but rather a crime relating to power.  That is why these aspects of domination and control are so 

necessary to articulate. Power is fundamental to the relationship between masculinity and gender 

violence. Reagan Williams (2017) asserts that power is the reason that rape occurs.  

Unfortunately, as Williams notes, there is a misconception about the motivation for rape: 

“Despite significant evidence that states that rape is a crime about power and control, many 

people still choose to believe that it’s motivated by sexual impulse” (TED). An earlier study by 

Scully and Marolla (1985) supports this claim.  They found in a study of convicted rapists that 

for “this group of men, rape was a fantasy come true, a particularly exciting form of impersonal 

sex which enabled them to dominate and control women, by exercising a singularly male form” 

(Scully & Marolla, 1985). Power, domination, and the other similar contributing factors to rape 

culture are linked to men and the idea of hegemonic masculinity. 

         While “masculinity” as a concept is not inherently negative, hegemonic masculinity does  

contribute to rape culture. Kimmel states, “The hegemonic definition of manhood is a man in 

power, a man with power, and a man of power. We equate manhood with being strong, 

successful, capable, reliable, in control” where “Manhood is neither static nor timeless; it is 

historical” (2005, p. 25,30). Additionally, Goffman argues that the complete and true male, is 

identified as being “a young, married, white, urban, northern heterosexual, Protestant father of 

college education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight and height, and a recent record 

of sports” (Kimmel, 2005, p. 30). These notions of masculinity are instilled into boys at a young 

age, and are embedded in and reinforced by many forms of media and communication whether 

blatant or subtle. As such, masculinity is an active and working ideology that is taught and 

constantly resocialized. Posadas articulates this perfectly as he teaches “rape culture is the 

mechanism that channels toxic masculinity into specific, socially legitimized practices of sexual 
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violence, if we want to eradicate sexual violence, we must transform the apparatuses by which 

boys are subjectified into toxically masculine men” (Posadas, 2017). There are men who are 

actively engaging in work to dismantle hegemonic masculinity and educate themselves and 

others on sexual violence prevention.  However, PettyJohn, Muzzey, Maas, and McCauley note 

that “current antiviolence prevention strategies that aim to engage men fail to adequately address 

systemic inequalities between men and women” (PettyJohn, Muzzey, Maas, & McCauley, 2018). 

Failure to address these inequalities, and how men keep other men in the cycle of hegemonic 

masculinity, allows the cycle to continue and contributes to the mechanism of rape culture.  

PettyJohn, Muzzey, Maas, and McCauley’s research on men’s interaction with the 

#HowIWillChange notes four subthemes from men that demonstrate hostile resistance to social 

change. These subthemes included attacking men’s perceived weaknesses, hostile sexist 

attitudes, antifeminist backlash, and Trump-inspired racism that was meant to degrade women, 

describe sexual acts that are violent or threatening, or question the masculinity of the men in 

support of the hashtag. This is detrimental.  As Posadas says, “The reframing of ‘rape culture’ as 

nothing more than feminist-driven ‘moral panic’ has fueled a growing trend among 

Men’s/Father’s Rights Activists” (PettyJohn, Muzzey, Maas, & McCauley, 2018). These 

behaviors only serve to further subjectify men and boys into the cycle of toxic masculinity. 

Understanding the crime of rape as one of power is complex. While McDermott and 

Kilmartin’s (2015) review of research found that men conforming to norms emphasizing 

dominance and power over women is closely related to assault perpetration. It also follows that it 

is triggered by feelings of powerlessness. As has been noted, rape culture has been constructed 

by men, who are the hegemonic or dominant social group in society, however Kimmel notes that 

rape is a way to get even, to exact revenge for rejection, to retaliate (Kimmel, 2005). Similarly,  
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 McDermott and Kilmartin found that a desire for power stems from a place of feeling powerless, 

even though men maintain privileges of power. Scully and Marolla note, “We found that rape 

was frequently a means of revenge and punishment” and “These factors - revenge, punishment, 

and the collective liability of women - can be used to explain a number of rapes in our research” 

(Scully & Marolla, 1985). Those feelings of powerlessness, coupled with the sense of entitlement 

to women’s bodies creates a mix of powerlessness and entitlement, impotence, and a “right” to 

feel in control (Kimmel, 2005, 190). This can be partly explained through masculinity’s 

association with being a flight from the feminine. “Masculine identity is born in the renunciation 

of the feminine” and from this comes a systematic devaluation of women. Kimmel states that 

men embark on a lifelong journey to avoid possessing the traits that his mother embodies, and 

from this, men learn to devalue women as a means of proving this accomplishment. Ingrained in 

this system of masculinity, as if to keep the cycle going forever, is that it is other men that grant 

men’s acceptance into manhood. Kimmel (2005) cites David Leverenz who argues that 

“‘ideologies of manhood have functioned primarily in relation to the gaze of male peers and 

male authority’” (p. 32-33).  

All of these aspects of masculinity come together to create rape culture and the 

normalization of violence against women. Violence against women is so entrenched with 

masculinity that rapists can actually be described as “overconformists to a set of norms about 

masculinity that makes every encounter with every women potentially about sexual conquest, 

that turns every date into a contest” (Kimmel, 2005, p. 189). This can be seen in Boswell and 

Spade’s (1996) research where “Men said that, when together in groups with other men, they 

sensed a pressure to be disrespectful toward women,” which is evident in the way that men talk 

about women’s beauty and sexuality (p. 141). Kimmel cites Beneke on this issue where “A 
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 woman is a ‘bombshell’, a ‘knock-out’, a ‘femme fatale’” as though women’s beauty is 

experienced as an act of aggression (Kimmel, 2005, p. 190). 

Theories 

Communication is at the core of constructing and maintaining rape culture and 

hegemonic masculinity.  Therefore, it is important to note theories within the field of 

communication that can be used to analyze and explain the communication functions at work to 

establish and maintain this ideology. Harris notes that those working to intervene in this sexually 

violent culture “have called for complex conceptualizations of communication, yet 

communication studies scholars have not written extensively on consent. Moreover, researchers 

outside the field rarely rely on insights from the discipline” (Harris, 2018, p. 1). This shows a 

need for communication research on the topic of rape and gender violence, combined with the 

work of other disciplines. Communication theories provide a unique lens through which to view 

and explain how society has oriented itself and constructed reality. 

Standpoint Theory 

This system of masculinity and its influence can be better understood through standpoint 

theory. “A standpoint is a place from which to view the world around us” and standpoint 

theorists Harding and Wood “claim that the social groups within which we are located 

powerfully shape what we experience and know as well as how we understand and communicate 

with ourselves, others, and the world” (Griffin, 2012, p. 447). Theorists Harding and Wood 

suggest that “Our standpoint affects our worldview” (Griffin, 2012, p. 447). This theory provides 

insight into how standpoint affects the ways in which individuals orient themselves to the world 

and the severe implications this has in the realm of sexual assault and gender. The implications 

of standpoint are so important that “the social group that gets the chance to define the important 
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 problematics, concepts, assumptions, and hypotheses in a field will end up leaving its social 

fingerprints on the picture of the world that emerges from the results of that field’s research 

process’” (Griffin, 2012, p. 451). 

Due to the nature of standpoint and the effect dominant standpoint has on marginalizing 

others, standpoint theory serves as an appropriate lens through which to analyze the differences 

between dominant and subordinate groups. This analysis allows for a space through which to 

better understand the standpoints of marginalized groups, in this case women, as well as to lend 

credibility to this standpoint over that of the dominant perspective. The dominant group often has 

few reasons to attempt to understand or assist the groups they are benefiting from through 

oppression. For marginalized groups, “taking the role of the other is a survival skill for those 

who have little control over their own lives. Lacking this motivation, those who wield power 

seem to have less reason to wonder how the ‘other half’ views the world.” (Griffin, 2012, p. 

453). In fact, those who wield power have the benefits they receive at the expense of others as 

more reason to actively not perceive the social inequalities at work (Griffin, 2012, p. 453). This 

is not to say that all members of social groups can be grouped into maintaining the same 

ideologies.  For instance, there are men that fit into the definition of a man benefiting from their 

position in society that actively work to be allies and activists within the feminist movement 

against hegemonic masculinity. Rather, as a system at-large where masculine ideals are deeply 

ingrained, it is not so easy to understand standpoints of oppressed groups while existing as a man 

benefiting from hegemonic masculinity and being constantly socialized into this ideology. 

Harding elaborates stating, “One has to either live as a member of an oppressed group, or do the 

necessary work to gain a rich and nuanced understanding of what such life-worlds are like, in 

order to think within that group’s standpoint” (Harding, 2009, p. 194). The purpose of defining 



              13
  

        
 this theory in relation to masculinity and sexual assault is to expand upon the relationship of 

hegemonic masculinity to constructing and maintaining rape culture, as well as to highlight how 

women are systemically oppressed and muted. There is clear danger to men maintaining this 

dominant societal role, and that danger has played out time and time again in the form of rape, 

assault, silencing, victim blaming, and resocialization to rape culture. 

Symbolic Convergence Theory 

Symbolic convergence theory also contributes to the construction of rape culture. The 

first core principle of symbolic convergence theory is that “Sharing group fantasies creates 

symbolic convergence” where symbolic convergence is defined as “the way in which ‘two or 

more private symbol worlds incline toward each other, come more closely together, or even 

overlap’” (Griffin, 2012, p. 251). Bormann and Bormann found that some dramatizing caused a 

symbolic explosion in the form of a chain reaction. These moments of dramatization that excite 

all or most group members to participate are called group fantasy chains (Bormann & Bormann, 

1988, p. 82).  

While the dramatizations and fantasies shared by groups are most often seen played out 

in small groups, these elements can be culture forming as well. Bormann states that “On 

occasion, one creative person may dramatize a powerful personal consciousness so skillfully that 

it is shared by others in the group until it becomes the basis for their culture” (Bormann & 

Bormann, 1988, p. 84). Within this theory Bormann asserts that a group is formed through the 

symbolic convergence that occurs, and that group is connected through a shared rhetorical 

vision. “Bormann coined the term rhetorical vision to designate ‘a composite drama that catches 

up large groups of people into a common symbolic reality.’ He called the wide-ranging body of 

people who share that reality a rhetorical community” (Griffin, 2012, pp. 251-253). A shared 
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 reality and vision is absolutely imperative to the assembly of the group because “without a 

common history, no small group can come to cohesiveness, no larger collective to a sense of 

community, no mass of people to a sense of nationhood” (Bormann & Bormann, 1988, p. 87). 

The rhetorical vision is evident in public speech and mass media, which will “serve to sustain the 

members’ sense of community, to impel them strongly to action (which raises the question of 

motivation), and to provide them with a social reality filled with heroes, villains, emotions, and 

attitudes” (Bormann, 2003).  

The symbolic reality that has ”chained out” of men’s rhetorical vision can also be 

understood as rape culture. It is the way in which men oriented themselves and their worldview, 

co-created meaning within this group, and caught up all other groups into men’s constructed 

symbolic reality. Rape culture is a male-constructed reality. Male-constructed and male-

dominated language allows for this culture to become so deeply embedded that it becomes 

normative. As well, Bormann states that groups often share dramas with power motives and 

“Groups in whose culture such stories predominate will have members who share a power 

motive and also try to gain control over others and to rise to high-status positions” (Bormann & 

Bormann, 1988, p. 87). This is common to men’s history in the United States and serves as the  

basis for a culture that features historic male power motives and women playing a much different 

role. While women’s rights have certainly progressed since the creation of this culture and more 

individuals from all groups are fighting to break out of this culture, the longstanding history 

makes that difficult. In addition to history, males have been holding the majority of high-status 

positions creating a vast equity gap. 
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 Muted Group Theory 

         This exclusion that women experience from language is explained through muted group 

theory. This theory states that “women’s words are discounted in our society; women’s thoughts 

are devalued. When women try to overcome this inequity, the masculine control of 

communication places them at a tremendous disadvantage” (Griffin, 2012, p. 460). This lends 

even more credence to the oppressive nature of hegemonic masculinity, pulling together ideas 

from both standpoint and symbolic convergence theory. Even further, “Muted groups must 

change their language when communicating in the public domain, and thus cannot fully share 

their true thoughts. As a result, they are often overlooked, muffled, and rendered invisible—

’mere black holes in someone else’s universe’” (Griffin, 2012, p. 461). This is consistent with 

Kramarae’s other research and findings, and has immense implications for rape culture, most 

specifically in the courts. 

Izabelle Barraquiel Reyes’ 2003 article in the UCLA Women’s Law Journal indicates that 

victims of rape face skepticism, mistrust, and doubt in the court of law. Those willing enough to 

go to the court are often met with revictimization, attacks on their credibility and sexual history, 

and inadequate sentencing of their attackers (p. 358). In the most common cases of rape, a man 

raping a woman, it is the word of the woman against the man. It is a crime in which a woman’s 

body is used as evidence, often against her, as she tries to utilize masculine language to reflect 

the reality of the crime. Reyes further notes that “Society has perpetuated and institutionalized 

myths about rape and its victims: rape is a crime of sex (not violence); there is no such thing as 

rape; and that women say ‘no’ when they really mean ‘yes’” (Reyes, 2003, p. 363). To be one of 

the few survivors of sexual assault or rape to go to court is to run the high risk of being blamed  

and discredited for the trauma they experienced. 
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 The myths about rape, circulated and constructed in this rape culture, provide a method 

for validating the culture and the space that women are removed from. This makes sense within 

the context of the culture, particularly within courts, as “Legal thinking and communication 

strongly reflect masculine language styles, morals and values because our current legal system 

has evolved from an institution run entirely by males” (Easteal, Bartels, & Bradford, 2012, p. 

325). 

Genderlect Styles 

In contrast to the masculine language styles present in legal communication, genderlect 

styles define the feminine style as being in direct opposition. Genderlect styles asserts that the 

communication between men and women is essentially cross-cultural communication, a type of 

communication in which both styles are equally valid, but there is a disconnect that results in 

men and women often talking past each other (Griffin, 2012, p. 435). These styles are not 

inherently biological, but rather stem from the gender roles that are constructed in society and 

that determine what is considered “appropriate” language. From this, “socially constructed 

‘appropriate’ language styles often put [women] in a disadvantaged position, as they may cause 

women to appear submissive and deferential,” which results in a “more indirect and self-effacing 

and less powerful” manner of communication “that minimize the impact of what they are saying” 

(Easteal, Bartels, & Bradford, 2012, p. 327). By contrast, “masculine interactional style is direct 

and outcome-focused, while the female genderlect is indirect and person-oriented” (Easteal, 

Bartels, & Bradford, 2012, p. 327). These differences in genderlect styles intersect with 

Kramarae’s muted group theory.  For example, in a court of law, direct and assertive language is 

valued more highly and is seen as credible. In the case of women who are survivors of sexual 

abuse, “victimization and its accoutrements of low self-esteem, self-doubt, vulnerability, fragility 
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 and distrust contribute to a deferential speech style” that is noticeably different than the style of 

men (Easteal, Bartels, & Bradford, 2012, p. 333). This has been noted as “survivorlect” and is an 

extreme variant of the female genderlect. Esteal, Bartels and Bradford (2012) note that this style 

lacks credibility, where credibility is defined in the masculine sense as “direct and assured.” This 

is seen most often in the courtroom where “the object in cross-examination often seems to 

retrigger victim trauma, confusion and inconsistency” (Easteal, Bartels, & Bradford, 2012, p. 

334).  

The combination of these four theories can help explain the construction and perpetuation 

of rape culture. It is important to understand the various components and how they operate 

within this frame to be able to fully discuss and analyze rape culture at work. Without analyzing 

the problem itself and the intricacies of its construction, it is impossible to fully grasp how 

ingrained the issue is and be able to pose solutions that may contribute to changing the dominant 

culture. 

Theoretical Application 

To better understand how these theories apply in practice, I will detail and analyze three 

high profile cases. In this section, the cases of Brett Kavanaugh, Brock Turner, and Matthew 

Barnett will be discussed, all of which occurred when the individuals were around the young 

adult age range. Understanding this impact, and specifically focusing on this age, will provide 

the rationale for focusing university prevention education on the specific communication issues 

addressed. 

Case Overview  

On July 9th, 2018 President Trump announced Judge Brett Kavanaugh as his pick to 

replace Justice Anthony Kennedy on the U.S. Supreme Court. Kavanaugh’s nomination was 
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 already a contentious decision.  However, when Dr. Christine Blasey Ford sent a letter to Senator 

Feinstein in July detailing her sexual assault that she claimed was committed by Kavanaugh in 

high school, the nomination process became even more contentious.  Although her letter was 

initially anonymous, Dr. Ford came forward after her story was leaked and published in various 

news outlets (Traynor, 2019).  Ford noted that she came forward with her story only when 

Kavanaugh was being considered for the Supreme Court.  Because this was a Congressional 

hearing, it was highly televised and published, allowing for a much greater range of public 

conversation on the topic of sexual assault and the justice system than generally occurs when 

cases are brought forward. 

         Dr. Blasey Ford recalls that a very inebriated Brett Kavanaugh pushed her into a bedroom 

at a small gathering when she was 15 years old, pushed her onto the bed and groped her, 

attempted to take her clothes off, and put his hand over her mouth when she tried to yell for help. 

At the time, Dr. Ford believed Kavanaugh was going to rape her or accidentally kill her as it was 

hard for her to breathe.  She alleged that Kavanaugh and his friend Mark Judge, who was in the 

room with the two the entire time, drunkenly laughed at her expense (Bloomberg Government, 

2018). Dr. Ford’s testimony about this decades-old sexual assault was showcased in the 

Kavanaugh’s Congressional hearing for appointment to the U.S. Supreme Court. The goal in 

coming forward, according to Ford, was not for personal justice.  Rather she was thinking about 

the common good. She says, “I was calculating daily the risk/benefit for me of coming forward, 

and wondering whether I would just be jumping in front of a train that was headed to where it 

was headed anyway and that I would just be personally annihilated” (Bloomberg Government, 

2018). In addition to this, she stated, “My motivation in coming forward was to be helpful and to 

provide facts about how Mr. Kavanaugh’s actions have damaged my life, so that you could take 
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 into a serious consideration as you make your decision about how to proceed” (Bloomberg 

Government, 2018). 

         The second case involves Brock Turner, a 20-year-old champion swimmer, Olympic 

hopeful, and Stanford University freshman.  Turner sexually assaulted 22-year-old Jane Doe at 

around 1 a.m. on January 18, 2015 after a fraternity party at Stanford. A 2016 New York Times 

article notes the “unusual” aspect of this case:   

The assault was not hidden in a dorm room or clouded by the complex emotions of a 

college romance. Mr. Turner and his victim had met only minutes before their encounter. 

The assault was taking place beneath the tree when a pair of Swedish students passed by 

on bicycles. The men stopped, and Mr. Turner began to run away. They chased him down 

and tackled him (Fuller, 2016). 

Turner was caught red-handed committing the assault. Turner told deputies that the victim was at 

the frat house. He walked away from the frat house with the victim and they kissed. They ended 

up on the ground, where he removed the victim’s underwear and digitally penetrated her for 

about five minutes. Turner denied taking his pants off and said his penis was never exposed 

(Sanchez, 2016, CNN). There were two witnesses to the assault who held the perpetrator in their 

custody until police arrived. This alone should have been enough to convict to him to a fitting 

sentence. However, he only served four to six months in a county jail, even though Mr. Turner 

faced a maximum sentence of 14 years in state prison (Fuller, 2016). According to Fuller, 

(2016), Judge Monica Lassettre “based her recommendation on what she said was his ‘sincere 

remorse and empathy for the victim,’ and his lack of a prior criminal record.” Turner ultimately 

ended up being sentenced to “a six-month jail term with the possibility of being released after 

three months” (Fuller, 2016). 
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          My third case involves Daisy Coleman. At 5:00 a.m. on January 8, 2012, Daisy Coleman 

was found on the porch of her family’s home in Maryville, Missouri. She had been outside for 

three hours, “unconscious, in freezing temperatures in just a T-shirt and sweatpants. Her hair was 

wet; vomit was splattered nearby. She doesn't remember dragging herself to the front door” 

(Lowe, 2013, NPR). Coleman, 14-years-old at the time, and her 13-year-old friend had been 

drinking in her room when they were invited to hang out with a 17-year-old, high school athlete, 

Matthew Barnett. The two girls snuck into Barnett’s parents’ home where they drank more 

(Lowe, 2013, NPR). “Ms. Coleman alleged she was assaulted while intoxicated by a 17-year-old 

boy, Matthew Barnett, at a house party in January 2012, when she was 14” (BBC, 2020). 

“Barnett admitted to having sex with Coleman but said it was consensual.” His 17-year-old 

friend Jordan Zach and another underage boy had sex with Daisy’s friend despite her saying 

“No” (Lowe, 2013, NPR). A video of the act was recorded and Coleman stated that she has no 

recollection of the events that occurred after drinking the vodka and before waking up on her 

porch.   

Barnett was sentenced to four months in jail under terms imposed by the judge—but the 

sentence was suspended in favor of two years of probation. Additionally, during his probation, 

“Barnett must avoid alcohol, undergo substance abuse counseling and routing drug testing, and 

have no contact with Coleman or her family. He must perform 100 hours of community service 

and pay restitution of $1,800 to provide counseling services for the victim” (Drehle, 2014, 

TIME). Prior to this sentence, County prosecutor Robert Rice dropped the case, just three 

months after the charges were filed, citing insufficient evidence. Rice, an up-and-coming 

Republican, was accused of dropping the charges because of the Barnett family's deep political 
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 ties — Matthew Barnett's grandfather, Rex, is a former state legislator. Rice denies that claim” 

(Lowe, 2013, NPR). 

         While the boys in this case got off easy, Coleman was left to suffer the consequences of 

what happened to her. “Coleman says she was cyberbullied by the boys' friends” (Lowe, 2013, 

NPR) to the extent that “Ms. Coleman and her family eventually moved out of Maryville after 

threats and harassment in school” (BBC, 2020). Coleman later attempted suicide at least twice. 

She was quoted as saying, “’I just felt like if I'm this ugly on the inside, I might as well look it on 

the outside,’ she says. ‘You're the s-word, you're the w-word, ... b-word. Just, after a while, you 

start to believe it’” (Lowe, 2013, NPR). Both Daisy and her mom Melinda Coleman went on to 

work as sexual assault victim advocates, until unfortunately in August of 2020, Daisy succeeded 

in taking her own life. Melinda Coleman, mother of sexual assault survivor Daisy Coleman, died 

by suicide just four months after her daughter’s death (Madani, 2020, NBC News). 

Standpoint Theory 

         To better understand the components of rape culture and hegemonic masculinity at work 

in these cases, four communication theories will be applied. The first of these theories is 

standpoint theory. The core idea behind standpoint theory is “The social groups within which we 

are located powerfully shape what we experience and know as well as how we understand and 

communicate with ourselves, others, and the world” (Griffin, 2012, p. 447). Standpoint theory 

allows for insight into a variety of reactions and allegiances to emerge from these cases, 

especially insights into the relations between the accused and the dominating or hegemonic 

social class. 

In all three of these cases, the perpetrators held elite status, either at the time of the 

hearings or at the time of the assault that took place. According to the theory, this privilege was 
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 either subconsciously present in the public’s minds, or was weaponized for the perpetrator’s own 

personal gain. For instance, Gilmore (2019) discussed Kavenaugh’s reaction during the hearing 

to the allegations made against him:  “For Kavanaugh, as a privileged white man, there was no 

history of injustice to tap. Instead, he weaponized privilege through his bluster, brandishing its 

axiomatic power along with its banality (“I got into Yale”), as if stipulating that his privilege was 

sufficient to silence Blasey Ford. He had no greater brief than that he was owed this deference” 

(p. 613). In the second case, Brock Turner attended a prestigious university, Stanford, in addition 

to being a collegiate athlete who seemed destined for the Olympics. Matthew Barnett, the third 

perpetrator, was also an athlete, in high school at the time, as well as part of a family with deep 

political ties.  

Along with these similarities, all three men are shining examples of the hegemonic 

definition of manhood which “is a man in power, a man with power, and a man of power” 

(Kimmel, 2005, p. 25).  In American culture, men are more likely to perform masculinity and not 

attempt to understand the standpoint of other groups. It also provides space for these men to be 

held in a higher regard by society in general and the term “boys will be boys” often works to 

dismiss their crimes.  

Symbolic Convergence Theory  

         Through symbolic convergence theory, group fantasies are created and can even chain 

out to affect a whole culture. One of the key fantasy themes that is played out in our society 

relating to all of these cases is the “boys will be boys” narrative. This narrative can be found 

across all three of these cases in the way that some in the public and some involved in the case 

reacted. This narrative can be characterized in a number of ways, but is always used to dismiss 
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 blame from boys and men.  In brief, it claims that boys/men are naturally inclined to behave in 

problematic ways. As such, they should not be personally blamed for their problematic behavior. 

  This narrative is chained out through a variety of societal institutions, including families 

and schools.  As such, 

Many boys are steered on an ‘aggression’ track that guides them toward a self-centered 

view of their place in society. They learn to set aside the needs of others, to use physical 

responses to beat an opponent when faced with conflict, and to equate showing empathy 

with being weak and ‘girlish.’ This training often leads to beliefs in sexual entitlement 

and social superiority over women (Murnen, Wright, & Kaluzny, 2002, p. 360). 

This narrative serves as a perfect excused for boy’s and mens’ problematic behaviors.  These 

behaviors are not only explained away as being part of their innate behavior, but also minimized 

in their severity, explained as “no big deal” and therefore not meriting punishment. 

 In Kavanaugh’s case, “many dismissed the allegations out of hand, assuming that ‘nice boys’ 

like Kavanaugh do not engage in these kinds of behaviors” and that “this behavior is common 

and therefore, boys should not be held accountable for their actions” (McGinley, 2019, p. 73). 

Men have been placed on a pedestal within society, with rape culture and male domination being 

enmeshed with the very systems in place. In the case of boys, violence against women is 

recognized as only a slight error or misstep on the boys’ part, which creates a complex frame. 

While “society confers upon men a ‘right of sexual dominance’ and that it espouses a ‘code of 

masculinity that confers sexual privileges upon men,’” rape and sexual assault are still viewed 

negatively by that society (Reyes, 2003, p. 363).  

Since sexual dominance and sexual privilege are afforded to men, that blame is most 

often shifted to the victim or survivor of the assault, particularly because “By participating in 
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 group sexual behavior, even illegal sexual assault, boys perform their masculinities and heighten 

their group status” (McGinley, 2019, p. 72). This is no different for Dr. Blasey Ford, who 

throughout the process of the hearing stated, 

My family and I have been the target of constant harassment and death threats, and I have 

been called the most vile and hateful names imaginable. These messages, while far fewer 

than the expressions of support, have been terrifying and have rocked me to my core. 

People have posted my personal information and that of my parents online on the 

Internet. This has resulted in additional e-mails, calls and threats (Bloomberg 

Government, 2018). 

While men are judged positively for their past accomplishments, current social standing, and the 

future ahead of them, rape victims such as Dr. Ford are often revictimized in the courtroom in 

the form of attacks on their credibility and past sexual history or in the form of inadequate 

sentencing of their attackers (Reyes, 2003). 

While the “boys will be boys” narrative provides protection for boys and men who 

commit acts of rape and sexual assault, Murnen, Wright, and Kaluzny (2002) ask the question, 

“Will girls be victims?” If following in line with what has been discussed so far, the answer is 

“yes” in the confines of this “boys will be boys” fantasy, or at the very least girls will be made 

scapegoats. While difficult to hear this spoken in such plain terms, this is the argument is used 

successfully and influences verdicts. For the survivor in the Brock Turner case, “The Stanford 

sexual assault victim faced personal questions about her drinking habits, her behavior at parties 

and her body” (Levin, 2016, The Guardian). In the aftermath of her case, Coleman was subjected 

to cyberbullying while “Her mom, Melinda Coleman, accused law enforcement of protecting the 

boys. Authorities accused her of being uncooperative” (Lowe, 2013, NPR). 
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 Genderlect Styles 

Genderlect styles, again, explains that masculine and feminine communication styles 

operate as cross-cultural communication that often results in men and women talking past each 

other. In the Kavanaugh and Dr. Ford case, the nature of the alleged perpetrator and survivor 

created a complex dynamic in terms of bias, credibility, and power. Justice Brett Kavanaugh has 

served on the Washington, D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals since 2006, and has remained a 

staunch member of the conservative bloc (Traynor, 2019). A man of status who was raised in an 

upper-middle class white home with considerable privilege is not an outlier when it comes to 

instances of sexual assault and rape.  As McGinley notes, “The allegations in this case are 

consistent with numerous tales of boys in the same social class and race as Brett Kavanaugh and 

some at about the same time in history” (McGinley, 2019, p. 71). These allegations and profile 

are also consistent with what was discussed in relation to men representing and participating in 

hegemonic masculinity and rape culture. In line with this profile is Kavanaugh’s communication 

style, which is supported by genderlect styles. It is noted through this theory that “Masculine 

interactional style is direct and outcome-focused” (Easteal, Bartels, & Bradford, 2012). It is 

“Kavanaugh's rambling, angry, tear-filled defense of patriarchy” and the way that “Kavanaugh 

came out swinging, accusing the Democrats of corrupting the process and categorically denying 

that he had sexually assaulted anyone” that creates this view (McGinley, 2019, p. 68). Even 

further, “Kavanaugh was angry, evasive, aggressive, and, at times, belligerent. He called the 

hearings a ‘circus,’ the process ‘an outrage,’ and ‘grotesque’ and his treatment ‘character 

assassination’” (McGinley, 2019, p. 69). This behavior from Kavanaugh falls directly in line 

with what is deemed credible from masculine communication styles, but is in direct opposition to 

“acceptable” communication from women. 
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 Conversely when it comes to the victim or survivor in a case, “victims of rape often find 

themselves in the unique position of facing skepticism not only from society, but also from those 

within the legal system - [there is] mistrust of the victim's claim and doubt as to the violent 

nature of the crime itself” (Reyes, 2003, p. 358). Particularly when relating to women genderlect 

styles McGinley (2019) notes, “They must perform their femininity but do so carefully and not 

excessively to avoid the ‘incompetent’ label” without appearing too forcefully masculine or 

aggressive, maintaining a narrow set of behaviors that are viewed as personally acceptable. This 

narrow line is one that Dr. Ford was able to walk throughout the duration of the hearings. It often 

occurs in these hearings that “rape victims are also often revictimized in the courtroom in the 

form of attacks on their credibility” (Reyes, 2003). It is Dr. Ford’s ability to expertly navigate the 

expectations determined “acceptable,” as well as her doctoral status that lends to her credibility.  

Her testimony is noted as “replete with femininities, but at the same time she demonstrated her 

competence in her field, psychology” (McGinley, 2019, p. 65). 

While both parties seemed to play the parts described by genderlect styles, this only 

serves to damn Dr. Ford further. This complication arises because of the nature of these styles 

and how they came to be accepted and socially conditioned. Kavanaugh has the luxury of 

coming from a privileged space, where certain expectations are set on a gendered basis. The 

scene for this is understood best when utilizing the lens of symbolic convergence and standpoint 

theories to look at the rhetorical vision set by the dominating social group. As noted earlier,  

David Leverenz argues that “‘ideologies of manhood have functioned primarily in relation to the 

gaze of male peers and male authority.” It is clear that men vie for each other’s approval and 

acceptance into manhood (as cited in Kimmel, 2005, p. 32-33). With this, in groups with other 

men, men feel a pressure to be disrespectful toward women so as to manage public perceptions 
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 of their masculinity. This is the standpoint that has been set for and by men, and the pressure felt 

comes from this rhetorical vision in which certain actions are “required” to maintain membership 

in their rhetorical community. McGinley expands on Kavanaugh’s detailing of hanging out with 

his “buddies” noting, “Therefore, what Judge Kavanaugh portrayed as an innocent, normal 

environment is actually one that can generate competition to prove one's masculinity to the 

group. And there was evidence from his yearbook page that the boys' behavior may not have 

been as innocent as he portrayed it to have been at the hearing” (McGinley, 2019). This behavior 

depicted drinking, sexual exploits, and a clear need to perform and prove masculinity. 

Muted Group Theory 

         As discussed, social status and communication styles are at the core of the construction 

and maintenance of rape culture and hegemonic masculinity. These theories do well to detail 

issues in their own regard, but also lay the foundation for and funnel into muted group theory. 

Muted group theory is based on three tenets: 

The first concerns dominance; MGT addresses the issues that result from unequal 

participation in generating and expressing ideas. The second concerns acceptability; 

MGT addresses the realities and values of sub- dominant groups when they are 

inadequately recognized by the dominant group. The third pertains to subordination; 

MGT identifies the mechanisms that limit access to arenas where societal rewards are 

obtained (Barkman, 2018). 

The first tenet of dominance is the baseline for creating dominant and subordinate groups, in 

which the dominant group has the privilege and ability to create and define the terms used in 

communication. In addition, the dominant group creates the standards for acceptable 

communication. These standards are enforced by those in power, those who generally hold 
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 membership in the dominant group. For example, in terms of gender, the United States has 

defined hegemonically masculine men as the dominant group, and women as the subordinate. In 

turn, this determines what is viewed as the socially acceptable communication styles by gender. 

Men are able to define masculine communication as acceptable, feminine communication as 

unacceptable, and this standard as a means of oppression and subordination. 

The tenet of subordination is where muted group theory is seen in action.  This is where  

tenets of domination and acceptability come together and the nondominant group is held down in 

subordination through execution. Gilmore notes this event in the Kavanaugh hearing: “when raw 

survivor testimony broke through the carefully managed proceedings, it revealed how much the 

success of male elites depends upon the silencing of all women, and how women’s stories of 

sexual violence are rendered unhearable, to be sure” (Gilmore, 2019). Dr. Ford has obvious 

accolades and credibility, which she displayed through her testimony.  However, in the frame of 

this theory, she still is viewed in the subordinate role throughout the hearing. Rather than giving 

Dr. Ford the fullest attention and understanding, and in some instances before even giving her a 

chance to speak, she was muted. For example, even prior to the trial, it was noted that “Today 

our Republican colleagues are saying, ‘This is a hiccup,’ ‘Dr. Ford is mixed up,’ and declaring, 

‘I’ll listen to the lady, but we’re going to bring this to a close’” (Bloomberg Government, 2018).  

Additionally, Dr. Ford noted, “I have been accused of acting out of partisan political motives” 

(Bloomberg Government, 2018). The message here is that those in the dominant group either 

will hear what Dr. Ford has to say but don’t care if it is true or not, or it is being discounted 

altogether as being motivated by a political agenda rather than a personal and potentially true 

account of trauma. 
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 All three cases also demonstrate bullying and victim blaming of the victims, so severe in 

the case of Daisy Coleman that unfortunately her life was lost to suicide. In the case of Dr. Ford, 

Senator Richard J. Durbin even said during the hearing, “Watching your experience, it’s no 

wonder that many sexual assault survivors hide their past and spend their lives suffering in 

pained silence.”  He went onto say, “The very bare minimum that a person who comes forward is 

owed, is sincere and thorough investigation and you’ve been denied that” (Bloomberg 

Government, 2018). A sincere and thorough investigation entails actively trying to hear both 

parties and take what is said into the highest consideration. This was only ever afforded to one 

party in each case, the defendants, leaving the survivors or alleged survivors to be given less than 

the bare minimum Durbin mentioned, and publicly muted. These cases also make clear that 

while muting often occurs prior to or after the hearing or trial takes place, muting is done also 

during the trials. This may not necessarily be done directly, but in terms of the theory, comes 

from a lack of accessibility to the same communication style that is acceptable to men that was 

referenced in genderlect styles. A female victim’s inability to detail experiences in a male 

context or attempting to translate their experiences to the male communication style does not 

allow for the experience to be conveyed fully. 

By silencing women from the conversation in this context, several purposes are served. 

The first is maintenance of the status quo of the rape culture. This serves to favor men and hold 

them in positions of dominance and power within society.  Lack of reporting, reluctance to 

prosecute, and light sentencing often mean little or no penalty for men.  This minimizes sexual 

assault and rape as a problem that needs to be addressed.  It also means that perpetrators have 

less need to take responsibility for these crimes. As muted group theory explains, whatever the 
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 purpose it is in some way related to upholding the status quo and subordinating another group, as 

is evident in all three of these cases. 

These theories, when applied to real life cases of sexual assault, highlight glaring issues within 

society that help to construct and maintain rape culture and hegemonic masculinity. It is 

important to identify these issues and where they stem from to be able to properly combat them 

in prevention education. Education and understanding is the first step towards enacting legal 

change and shifting towards a culture that actively works to combat rape supportive culture. This 

is why it is necessary to apply these findings to current educational programs related to sexual 

assault, especially programming in college and university settings. In each of these cases, the 

assaults occurred when the victims and perpetrators were in high school and or college. 

According to RAINN, among undergraduate students, a staggering 26.4% of women experience 

rape or sexual assault through physical force, violence, or incapacitation (RAINN, n.d.). Given 

this, the next section will analyze examples of programming designed to reach this audience to 

highlight areas of strength and potential growth. The examples are two campus-wide programs 

disseminated by the Ball State University Office of Victim Services. 

Prevention at Ball State 

Office of Victim Services Education 

This review of sexual assault prevention programming focuses on two presentations from 

the Ball State University Office of Victim Services.  These programs discuss sexual assault 

myths and campus-wide bystander intervention.  The goal of this review is to note the strengths 

and weaknesses of each presentation, as well as to determine and outline further education 

directed to young adults that could be useful in altering the rape culture in the United States. This 
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 will be done by recognizing the issues not already addressed in the programming and 

implementing the communication theories previously applied that strengthen this programming. 

Ball State Presentation Overview 

         Ball State University’s Campus Wide Bystander Intervention Training program outlines 

what bystander intervention is, as well as strategies for intervening in situations ranging from 

potential assault to challenging language that contributes to rape culture. Bystander intervention 

is defined as “When an individual intervenes in a situation in which another individual needs 

help” which is prevented by the bystander effect. The bystander effect is “the phenomenon in 

which someone is less likely to intervene in an emergency situation when others are present than 

when he or she is alone” (The Office of Victim Services [OVS], n.d.). The decision-making steps 

that lead to bystander intervention are clearly listed:  noticing the event, interpreting the event as 

a problem, assuming personal responsibility, knowing how to help, and implementing (OVS, 

n.d.). This process takes place when a bystander is present and, after noticing the event, must 

decide if that event is a problem and if intervention is necessary. 

The program identifies various barriers that may compromise a bystander’s ability to 

notice or gauge the event as being a problem.  It also offers different strategies of intervention. 

These strategies are broken down into the 4 D’s:  “direct, distract, delegate, and delay” (OVS, 

n.d.). The direct method of intervention involves healthy confrontation in the form of explaining 

how the perpetrator’s actions make the bystander feel and asking the perpetrator to stop, 

potentially intervening with a group rather than by yourself for a more powerful message, 

discussing the consequences of the situation with each person, and offering a safe way home for 

anyone in a potentially dangerous situation.  
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 While the direct tactics can be very effective, this method is not always comfortable or 

feasible for everyone who finds themselves in the situation of being a bystander.   Therefore, 

bystanders can also choose from the remaining three D’s. The indirect methods can be summed 

up as distracting the person who is perpetrating the event, through tactics such as engaging in a 

conversation or turning the lights on. A second indirect tactic involves delegating to other 

bystanders or individuals with more social power such as a bouncer or police. Finally, delay can 

be used.  This occurs when the situation is in some capacity too unsafe to intervene.  In this 

instance, bystanders are encouraged to speak with the victim after the event and “provide options 

and a listening ear” (OVS, n.d.). 

The remainder of the Campus Wide Bystander Intervention Training presentation is 

broken into three potential scenarios. Each scenario represents a situation in which individuals 

might find themselves being a bystander. These include seeing a resident attempt to get a 

reluctant and drunk woman to come with him, a student saying “Ball State is seriously 

financially raping us!”, and finally a couple arguing in the student center and the female pushes 

her boyfriend into the wall. In this training, participants discuss the situations and explain their 

train of thought for each situation.  They are asked to think of multiple ways to intervene as well 

as to identify the barriers and benefits to intervening. The presentation is wrapped up by 

providing various reporting options and a summary of the learning outcomes. 

The Office of Victim Services’ second presentation is titled Sexaul Assault Myth vs. Fact.  

This program contains essential information to help prevent sexual assault and create a safer 

space. The presentation begins by defining consent using the FRIES acronym: “Freely given, 

Reversible, Informed, Enthusiastic, and Specific” (OVS, n.d.).  The second part of the 

presentation discusses reporting options, sexual assault forensic exams, victim responses to 
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 assault, including the long-term effects.  The next major section discusses commonly held rape 

myths. There are ten myths discussed, including: 

1. If a victim of sexual assault does not fight back, they must have thought the assault was 

not that bad or they wanted it. 

2. Victims provoke sexual assaults when they dress provocatively or act in a promiscuous 

manner. 

3. Most sexual assaults are committed by strangers. It’s not sexual assault if the people 

involved knew each other. 

4. A lot of victims lie about being raped or give false reports. 

5. A person who has really been sexually assaulted will be hysterical. 

6. It’s not sexual assault if it happens after drinking or taking drugs. 

7. All sexual assault victims will report the crime immediately to the police. If they do not 

report it or delay in reporting it, then they must have changed their minds after it 

happened, wanted revent, or didn’t want to look like they were sexually active. 

8. If a person goes to someone’s room, house, or goes to a bar, they assume the risk of 

sexual assault. If something happens later, they can’t claim that they were sexually 

assaulted because they should have known not to go to those places. 

9. Individuals with disabilities are at a low risk for sexual assault. 

10. There is nothing we can do to prevent sexual violence. (OVS, n.d.). 

These myths are accompanied by facts that disprove each one. The discussion that follows 

examines how media reinforces these myths; what gender differences are seen in how sexual 

assault is discussed; and how cultural expectations of gender roles, sex, and women’s bodies 

affect attitudes towards consent and sexual assault (OVS, n.d.). 
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 Review of the Materials 

         Both of these presentations contain useful information that is necessary to combat the 

myths and attitudes of rape culture held and reinforced by society. It is necessary, however, to 

extend the information and education in this area because “by talking about communication 

myths and rape myths simultaneously, feminists and their allies can organize a consent discourse 

that more fully destabilizes rape culture” (Harris, 2018, p. 2). 

         The area of consent is an important and complex issue that should be discussed further. 

As standpoint theory and symbolic convergence theory suggest, myths perpetuated via  

communication can contribute to rape culture. Harris (2018) notes two such myths in relation to 

consent, the first being “discourse merely mirrors reality” and “local discourse is disconnected 

from social/historical context” (p. 3). This first myth is directly tied to both standpoint and 

symbolic convergence theory. Harris elaborates on this myth stating, “People’s statements are . . 

. not merely information about the world, but are acts through which the world is continuously 

created and recreated” (Harris, 2018, p.3). Similarly, standpoint theory posits that social groups 

powerfully shape communication and experience .  Symbolic convergence theory explains that 

rhetorical visions can form cultures, such as the rape culture. The argument here is that there is 

more nuance and complexity to the mantras of “yes means yes” and “no means no.” These issues 

are often oversimplified in current broad consent education. 

While it is certainly not problematic to provide education on consent, this 

oversimplification does a disservice to rape prevention materials.  These materials inadvertently 

suggest “the myth that communication can be unambiguous [which] gives rapists an out, and 

when feminists assert the simplicity of consent, we maintain that myth.” In other words, if 

consent is taught and understood as something more complex concept than just the presence of 
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 the words “yes” and “no,” the door opens to explore the complexity and politics of consent.  This 

leaves less room for rapists to escape without punishment.” After all, “empirical studies suggest 

rapists know and understand ‘no means no’ but choose to ignore that knowledge” (Harris, 2018, 

p. 6 ),  Unfortunately, “educators [currently] appear to grant that clarity – and fixed meanings – 

stop rape, even though this is untrue” (Harris, 2018, p. 10).  By pairing this first communication 

myth to consent “feminists and allies can discard the notion that the absence of ambiguity is a 

precursor for basic human decency (i.e., not raping people)” (Harris, 2018, p. 10). 

Broadening programming to note these complexities can help dismantle other rape-

supportive myths and advance larger societal conversations on rape culture.  Recognizing the 

nuances associated with consent opens the door to discussions and public analysis into the 

systemic dimensions of rape culture and the acceptance of masculine excuses. For example, 

oversimplifications, such as “boys will be boys” can benefit from conversations about the first 

communication myth. If, through these programs, we are able to create a larger-scale dialogue on 

the complexity of consent and reduce the room for counter-argument from rape apologists, it 

logically follows that discourse on rape supportive myths such as “boys will be boys” can also be 

understood as culture forming or conforming. This is bolstered even further by the second 

communication myth. Just as “Consent can only be simple if we sever it from cultural contexts 

that exceed interpersonal interaction” (Harris, 2018, p. 13), the same can be said for “boys will 

be boys.” This may seem contradictory, yet when it is applied to excuse individual behavior, the 

closest these discussions come to cultural contexts is painting the boys as victims of a culture 

that they do not have much choice in contributing to. 

As this discussion of rape myths indicates, there is a need for more wholistic education to 

effectively dismantle rape culture via more intensive and effective prevention programs. While 
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 the information provided in presentations such as these is not necessarily poor or unuseful, it 

lacks cultural context to explain the contributors to the creation of rape culture or adherence to it. 

These programs focus a lot of attention on individual behavior, which allows for simpler 

dissemination of information. However, this also removes a great deal of the nuance related to 

cultural context and the systems in place. As noted by PettyJohn, Muzzey, Maas, and McCauley 

(2018), “current antiviolence prevention strategies that aim to engage men fail to adequately 

address systemic inequalities between men and women” (p. 613). When looking at the myths that 

are represented in the Sexual Assault Myths vs. Facts presentation, there are many opportunities 

to address these inequalities and engage in discussion about how to address them. Some of the 

myths and facts that are presented offer more room for these discussions to emerge more 

naturally. Specifically, 

1.  Victims provoke sexual assaults when they dress provocatively or act in a 

promiscuous manner 

2.  A lot of victims lie about being raped or give false reports 

3.  A person who has really been sexually assaulted will be hysterical 

4.  All sexual assault victims will report the crime immediately to the police. If they 

do not report it or delay in reporting it, then they must have changed their minds after it 

happened, wanted revent, or didn’t want to look like they were sexually active. 

5.  If a person goes to someone’s room, house, or goes to a bar, they assume the risk 

of sexual assault. If something happens later, they can’t claim that they were sexually 

assaulted because they should have known not to go to those places (OVS, n.d.). 

All of these myths are dispelled by the facts provided along with them, however they only skim 

the surface of discussions that can be had on a larger societal or communication-based level. This 
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 can be addressed through the program’s discussion questions which ask how these myths are 

reinforced by media, what gender differences are seen in discussion of sexual assault, and how 

cultural expectations affect attitudes towards sexual assault and consent (OVS, n.d.). However, 

more detailed and nuanced discussion is needed to more effectively address these issues. 

An approach grounded in communication theories, for example, might address myths 2, 

3, and 4 by framing the discussion with genderlect styles and muted group theory. To illustrate, 

genderlect styles can help advance discussion of the myth 3 related to “hysterical response.” This 

myth is countered by facts which indicate that survivors of assault respond in a variety of ways, 

yet these responses are not always publicly afforded to survivors. Analyzing this using 

genderlect styles, as well as drawing on Dr. Ford’s responses, it is clear that society provides 

only an extremely narrow space for “acceptable” communication from women in these 

situations. While “there is no ‘right way’ to react to being sexually assaulted” (OVS, n.d.), it is 

necessary to address that there is an established acceptable way to react according to society. 

When communicating outside of these defined expectations, women run the risk of being labeled 

as “incompetent” or worse (McGinley, 2019).  Genderlect styles enables discussion of a broader 

context from which to discuss the issues raised at the end of the presentation. 

Another example involves the myth regarding false and timely reporting.  This can be 

addressed using muted group theory. Recall the words of Gilmore (2019) regarding the 

Kavanaugh hearing: “when raw survivor testimony broke through the carefully managed 

proceedings, it revealed how much the success of male elites depends upon the silencing of all 

women, and how women’s stories of sexual violence are rendered unhearable.” This quotation 

references how context can impact silencing and can be an important discussion point. Referring 

to the muting of women as a group, and the social benefit men receive, allows for the audience to 
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 have an even greater understanding of the context behind false reporting myths, adding more 

insight than statistics alone. Regarding the myth 4 on timely reporting, the facts outline 

survivors’ fears of victim blaming and revictimization, but could also be paired with muted 

group theory regarding how these are strategies for subordination. 

The remaining myths also suggest places in which research on masculinity can be used 

more specifically to better inform the context for the discussion. While it is noted that sexual 

assault is a crime of power and violence and is not caused by provocative dress or actions, this 

presents an opportunity to address the socialization of hegemonic masculinity. This can also be 

tied in with myth 5regarding assumption of risk, where the fact states “This ‘assumption of risk’ 

wrongfully places the responsibility of the offender’s actions with the victim” (OVS, n.d.). As 

mentioned, Posadas (2017) explains that “rape culture is the mechanism that channels toxic 

masculinity into specific, socially legitimized practices of sexual violence” (p. 178). This 

perspective could be used to address the discussion questions towards the end of the 

presentation, providing information on rape culture and its role in socializing sexual violence 

from men as the norm is necessary. 

Even if the goal of these presentations is not to specifically target these issues in-depth in 

the discussion, it is imperative to provide these contexts and build upon them to engage in more 

in-depth discussion in another presentation. This is true with the Campus Wide Bystander 

Intervention Training as well. While the information provided is not directly focused on 

prevention prior to an incident but rather during, it does provide room for conversation on rape 

culture as a broader concept. This is most evident in the situation of a student saying, “Ball State 

is seriously financially raping us!”  This situation highlights verbal behavior rather than physical 

action (OVS, n.d.), thereby allowing for a different conversation to take place.  This conversation 
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 could focus on the implications of speech alone, discussing how such speech can contribute to 

the wider acceptance and dissemination of rape culture. These conversations on masculinity and 

rape culture can and should be extended after the other examples have been diffused as well, as 

outlined in the presentation, but will look slightly different. Providing more education and 

context surrounding these ideas will allow greater societal change and bolster the prevention 

efforts by targeting rape culture at its source. 

Conclusion 

         The study of rape culture could greatly benefit from examination guided by 

communication theory. Communication is at the heart of the creation of perceived reality and can 

be used as a tool for muting and oppressing groups within rhetorical communities. By applying 

theories of standpoint, symbolic convergence, genderlect styles, and muted group to real-life 

cases, the potential provided by further study and application of communication studies is clear. 

Highlighting this potentiality is the first step toward advancing the dialogue around rape culture 

and sexual assault, therefore providing a more extensive blueprint for future prevention 

programming or improvement to existing programs. 

The ultimate goal of this theoretical application is to do just that. By analyzing 

educational documents from the Office of Victim Services at Ball State through the lens of 

communication theories and the extensive literature surrounding rape culture, the information 

already present could be affirmed through the different theoretical lenses. Therefore, this study 

demonstrates the potential that this programming has for more directly dismantling cultural 

pillars that uphold such a culture. This examination illustrates the need to incorporate 

communication perspectives into rape culture and sexual assault programming to better 

recognize the role that communication plays in actively creating and reinforcing rape culture, 
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 hegemonic masculinity and their associated rhetorical visions. This is not to say that the 

information being implemented in the current programming should be tossed aside altogether, 

but rather it should be built upon within the current presentations or through creation and 

implementation of new programming. These new materials could take the form of similar 

presentations, sequential courses or trainings, or instituted as mandatory trainings for various 

student organizations or the student body at large. 

         One of the main limitations to this theoretical application is the breadth of its work. This 

project dealt with a select group of theories and is by no means exhaustive in terms of 

communication theories that are relevant to the topics of rape culture or masculinity. Therefore, 

this paper only serves as an entry into further studies. The program materials as well were 

limited to Ball State University specifically for the sake of convenient illustration. Examining 

materials from across universities or those developed through state and national organizations 

would provide for a larger sample of available programming and a better sense of applicability.  

However, focusing on one specific university with which I have a relationship allows for a 

higher chance that this proposal might be reviewed and implemented. 

Future research on this topic has wide ranging potential. This could consist of further 

application of different communication theories, a comparison of multiple university’s 

programming materials, as well as research analyzing the effectiveness of programming created 

from this paper. 
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