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Abstract 

Rape culture is often described as a complex in which male aggression and 

violence against women is normalized (Buchwald et al. 1993). It is a dark truth that all 

too many college students who have been influenced by a larger, mainstream American 

rape culture commit acts of sexual violence against their peers (Armstrong, Hamilton 

and Sweeney 2006; Bohmer and Parrot 1993; Flowers 2009; Sanday 2007). 

Acknowledging that rape culture has been studied at both the national and collegiate 

levels, this thesis aims to answer two questions; Are Whitman College students 

currently in an environment in which rape culture is perpetuated? And if so, are 

members of single-gendered subcultural groups like Greek organizations, varsity 

athletic teams, and a cappella groups more, less, or just as likely to be in an 

environment in which rape culture is perpetuated than Whitman students who are not 

members of these single-gendered groups? This thesis utilizes data gathered via a 

survey that was sent out to the Whitman student body in the Spring of 2015. Responses 

to the survey illuminate the ways in which Whitman students experience or do not 

experience the five dimensions of rape culture in their everyday lives. For this thesis, I 

have organized rape culture into five dimensions: avoidance and trivialization, gender 

normativity, sabotage of reformative efforts, victim blaming, and presence of a 

patriarchy. When all are present, the five dimensions work together to determine the 

existence of a rape culture. 

 

Keywords: rape culture, college, subculture, gender, gender normativity, patriarchy
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Foreword 
 
 I first encountered the term “rape culture” during my sophomore year at 

Whitman College. I was in the student center when a friend approached me and asked 

if I would be willing to start a club with her. The club, she explained, would focus on 

challenging rape culture on campus by promoting a consent culture instead. Because I 

had yet to declare my Sociology major at this time, I was confused by what she meant 

by “rape culture.” So, she responded with, “Rape culture is that vicious cycle where 

women are told by society that they have to prevent their sexual assault, otherwise it is 

their fault. Meanwhile, perpetrators, most of whom are men, continue to rape because 

no one tells them it’s wrong.” As she continued, I remember nodding along, feeling 

like there was finally a term to describe my everyday experiences.  

See, as a survivor of sexual violence, I have experienced this so-called “rape 

culture” firsthand. I feel shame whenever I tell people that I am a survivor. Whenever I 

decide to go to a party, I try to make sure that my outfit is not too revealing in case 

people might interpret my clothes as “asking for it,” with the “it” in this case being 

sexual assault. I still feel terror as men shout sexual obscenities at me as they drive 

down Isaacs Street here at Whitman. The list goes on and on. 

Ever since the day I became a survivor, I have not stopped thinking, reading, 

and/or talking about rape culture. In case you are wondering, I did go on to start this 

club with that friend, along with several others who joined us thereafter. Today the 

organization is called All Students for Consent (ASC), and they are still very active 

here at Whitman. They send student representatives to Greek chapter meetings, 

residence hall sections, and other groups in order to provide consent presentations. In 
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these presentations, participants learn the truth behind rape myths, are forced to 

challenge their assumptions about sexual violence, and are then encouraged to take 

personal responsibility in preventing future sexual violence by ensuring that they ask 

for and themselves give enthusiastic, explicit consent before engaging in any sexual 

activity.   

Because of my ready acceptance of the idea that rape culture exists here at 

Whitman, I have taken the existence of rape culture for granted. I have assumed there 

is a rape culture on campus, and so I have spent a lot of my time and energy figuring 

out how I can challenge its existence. And yet I have been unable to describe what the 

“it” has been that I have been confronting all along. When asked to define rape culture 

prior to embarking upon this thesis, I struggled to come up with a satisfying definition. 

Describing it was easy -- I just described my personal experiences -- but defining it and 

making sense of it, that was the tricky part. However, now I understand that rape 

culture is a lot more nuanced than I originally realized. To me, rape culture is more 

than just a taciturn way of life in which the act of rape is accepted and normalized. 

Rape culture is about violence against women, about promoting gender norm 

conformity, about silencing survivors so that people do not have to engage with such a 

difficult subject, and about sympathizing with perpetrators before believing in 

survivors.  

Engaging with this topic for the last seven months has been as rewarding as it 

has been challenging. Because the issue is so close to home, I have had to master the 

practice of self-care. And yet being able to conduct this kind of research is exactly why 

I decided to major in Sociology. As a queer, working-class, first-generation Latin@, 
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being able to study the forces in our society that impact my everyday life has been 

incredibly fascinating and empowering.  

Having described my personal experiences and thoughts regarding the matter of 

rape culture through biographical statements, for the purpose of this research project, I 

have done my very best to silence my biases and instead enter this investigation with 

an explorative mindset. Instead of asking, “What is rape culture like at Whitman 

College?” I have strived to answer the questions, “Is there a rape culture at Whitman 

College? And if so, who is a part of it and how likely are they to be in an environment 

in which it is perpetuated?”  

This thesis will hopefully provide the reader with a glimpse into what the 

Whitman culture is like for many students, as we each navigate gendered subcultures 

on campus. Often, we as students complain about the Whitman “bubble” that prevents 

us from impacting our surrounding Walla Walla community, while we simultaneously 

remain unscathed by “real world” problems. And yet, this thesis also aims to answer 

the question, “Just how impermeable is this Whitman ‘bubble’?”  Read on to find out.  
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Introduction 

I would like to begin by addressing the part of my thesis entitled “Bringing 

Blurred Lines Into Focus.”  This particular aspect of my thesis title has multiple 

meanings. The first is that it serves as a reference to the 2013 hit song titled “Blurred 

Lines,” by Robin Thicke, a song and music video that many feminists and activists 

criticized for its promotion of sexual violence against women (Hughes 2013; Powers 

2013). In fact, the song was referred to as a “rape anthem” (Johnson 2013) and dubbed 

as “rapey” (Mosbergen 2013), which, needless to say, turned it into a symbol of rape 

culture for those who feel most affected by it today. In the song, the lyric, “I hate these 

blurred lines,” refers to Robin Thicke’s frustration with women’s “mixed messages.” I 

interpret this line as Thicke expressing his frustration with women in society who, he 

believes, play “hard to get” because they want to protect their image, even though they 

actually do want to have sex. Therefore, according to Thicke, when a woman says, 

“No, I don’t want to have sex,” that can often actually mean, “Yes, I do, I just want to 

toy with you first.” Of course, this logic is ill-conceived and flawed because assuming 

that someone might want to engage sexually with you does not actually equate to 

acquiring their explicit, enthusiastic consent. To make matters even worse, the women 

in the song’s music video are incredibly objectified as they prance about naked solely 

for Thicke’s entertainment. All in all, Thicke’s, “Blurred Lines,” has served as a 

perfect example of how our media can expose dark social realities.   

What I have learned from the responses to this particular song and its 

accompanying music video is that rape culture is about more than just the trivialization 

and celebration of rape -- it is also about the promotion of the objectification of 



women; the acceptance of rape myths as undisputed truths; and an adherence to 

cisnormativity, gender normativity, and hegemonic masculinity. The concept of 

“blurred lines,” therefore, refers to more than just socially constructed modes of 

behavior -- it also refers to the blurred boundaries that exist between cultures and 

subcultures. What is a culture? What is a subculture? How can we tell where a culture 

ends and a subculture begins (Downes 1966)? As both a student at Whitman College 

and Sociology major, I have attempted to answer these questions by analyzing the 

cultural and subcultural phenomena that drive student attitudes and behavior in this 

particular environment. 

Whitman College, a small, liberal arts college located in Eastern Washington, is 

the subject of this thesis. I have been a student at this institution for almost four years 

now, so I am quite familiar with what one might call “the Whitman culture.” To me, 

the Whitman culture is about being friendly to others, taking pride in academic pursuits 

and achievements, and launching oneself into all that is liberal and progressive. Of 

course, there are exceptions to this rule. As with any other kind of community, there 

are always outliers who may share the same physical space as others but not 

necessarily the same values, beliefs, and behaviors. However, this thesis presupposes 

the notion that a Whitman culture does exist and that that culture has had tangible 

effects on the quotidian lives of students on campus. For a college, ensuring that all 

students have the opportunity to learn in a safe, supportive environment is a top 

priority. Therefore, Whitman College has a vested interest in understanding the ways in 

which students understand, think about, and navigate sexual violence on campus, 

because social dynamics greatly impact an individual’s college experience.  
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I am specifically interested in the ways in which larger cultural phenomena and 

gendered subcultures interact on campus. I have come to understand single-gendered 

organizations like Greek groups, varsity athletic teams, and a cappella groups as 

existing as subcultures within the larger, dominant Whitman culture. A subculture can 

be defined as a group of people who exist within a larger culture while working to 

differentiate themselves from the larger culture to which they also belong (Fine and 

Kleinman 1979; Jenks 2004). A culture can, in turn, be understood as a way of life in 

which people share certain understandings and modes of behavior (Bohannan 1995; 

Brooker 1998; Jenks 1993). Although cultures and subcultures can seem like 

amorphous and complex phenomena, they can also be understood by their everyday 

manifestations in the form of social interactions. 

 At the core of the field of Sociology is the concept of the sociological 

imagination (Mills 1959). The sociological imagination is the understanding that what 

we do as individual actions have significant social outcomes. In other words, our 

actions, regardless of whether we intend them to or not, have social consequences. In 

order to have a sociological imagination, one must be able to shift from one of these 

perspectives to the other, acknowledging that everyday occurrences may be driven by 

larger, social phenomena at work. It is with this sociological imagination that I have 

delved into the study of rape culture and gendered subcultures at Whitman College.   

As a Whitman student generally and as a member of the Delta Delta chapter of 

the women’s fraternity Kappa Alpha Theta, I have often heard peers talk about “rape 

culture,” at Whitman as something that they feel exists and affects them on a personal 

level. Most often, those who express their concerns about rape culture on campus are 
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women and survivors of sexual violence. For those people, rape culture feels very real 

because they are aware of how it negatively impacts their lives. For instance, a friend 

of mine, who is also a survivor of sexual violence, expressed her frustration with men 

at parties who would touch her without her consent. Another friend, who is not a 

survivor, admitted that she is terrified to walk alone down Alder Street because she is 

afraid that someone might assault her. These specific instances do not exist in a 

vacuum, but rather, together, they come to form on a microsocial level what we think 

of as rape culture. Now, with all of that said, how rape culture manifests itself 

specifically on campus, if at all, is what I have been exploring the last several months.  

My first goal through this research is to identify whether or not Whitman 

students are currently in an environment in which rape culture is perpetuated. 

Secondly, I aim to investigate if whether or not Whitman students who identify as 

members of single-gendered subcultures on campus like athletic teams and/or Greek 

organizations are more, less, or just as likely to perpetuate rape culture than Whitman 

students who are not active members in single-gendered subcultures on campus. 

In a larger sociological context, this study of Whitman students has significant 

implications: my micro-level approach to rape culture is unique in that it attempts to 

define rape culture in terms of its everyday occurrences. By observing interpersonal 

interactions as manifestations of specific dimensions, which altogether comprise rape 

culture, I am furthering the work that has been done in the filed of Sociology regarding 

the understanding and analysis of cultures. My approach is also quantitative as opposed 

to the oft-used qualitative approach evident in previous literature (e.g. Koss et al. 

1985).  
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I am specifically interested in exploring how rape culture is a part of Whitman 

culture at large, not as a subculture but as a tenant of the larger Whitman culture. I see 

gendered organizations like single-gender Greek groups, varsity sports teams, and a 

cappella groups as existing as subcultures on Whitman’s campus. Rape culture in those 

cases would be a part of these subcultures and define the nature of these subcultures, 

but it would not exist as its own separate subculture. That is to say, a rape culture on 

campus would not be comprised of a group of individuals who identify as Whitman 

students but also identify as part of a community that specifically normalizes and 

celebrates sexual violence. Rather, if rape culture were to exist, it would be as part of 

the larger Whitman culture, and then within that, it would either manifest or not 

manifest in the various gendered subcultures.  

In a social context, this thesis is significant because understanding rape culture 

as it impacts our everyday lives in this society is not only important, it is also 

necessary. From the University of Virginia fraternity gang rapes (Coronel et al. 2015) 

to mishandled Title IX investigations (Nathanson 2014), as news reports and personal 

anecdotes emerge, they expose the pernicious effects that a rape culture has had on our 

society, including on our college communities (Maxwell 2014; Ridgway 2014). 

College campuses should be safe, supportive environments in which students can 

freely learn to the best of their ability. And yet, if a rape culture exists, those kinds of 

opportunities are denied to those struggling with the stigma and trauma that often 

accompanies the survival of sexual violence.  

Unpacking a rape culture is no easy task, but by focusing on Whitman College 

specifically, I hope to be able to explore the existence of a rape culture as it may or 
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may not be present in our community today. Due to time constraints and lack of 

previous research done on the matter, my study cannot grasp the ways in which rape 

culture has changed on Whitman’s campus throughout the years. However, I encourage 

future Sociology students to expand upon my research. Until then, my findings may 

impact how Whitman College, or perhaps even other comparative schools, conducts 

their sexual misconduct prevention efforts, since understanding the student culture is 

key to implementing effective programming and policy.  
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Overview of Relevant Literature and Theoretical Framework 

What is Culture? 

The term “culture” is incredibly broad and amorphous. This thesis cannot 

possibly cover all of the various definitions of culture across various fields, so I will 

instead focus on the sociological definition of culture. A culture can succinctly be 

defined as a sociological phenomenon in which people are connected by shared values, 

beliefs, traditions, and/or behaviors (Jenks 1993). Additionally, this thesis views 

culture as operating as both a noun and a verb. Culture as a noun is a process or a 

construction that acts upon participants of that culture while culture as a verb is the 

process through which meaning is made. 

Though not commonly cited for his theoretical perspective on culture, Emile 

Durkheim (1987) was a sociologist who addressed issues such as suicide from a 

perspective that sought to understand how society could create a space where people 

might feel motivated to end their lives. Durkheim’s theory on culture stipulates that 

culture is an amalgamation of agreements that are socially created by as well as 

characteristic of a group of people (Poggi 2000:60). In this way, culture exists and 

influences members of that particular culture to act in certain ways, whether they 

recognize it or not. It can be said that students at Whitman experience this kind of 

predetermined culture, that in many ways they simply adapt to or subvert. There is an 

alternative model to this more passive understanding of culture, and that is a kind of 

culture in which members are the ones who define the nature of the culture they belong 

to. 
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According to Spillman (2002) and Lamont et al. (2010), a meaning-making culture 

is one in which people are defining and reifying the norms, expectations, and 

guidelines of behavior for members of a particular group based on their shared, 

common values. This kind of culture is only created when people come together and 

begin to share meanings and understandings.  Members of any given group create 

meaning through everyday interactions, and it is through that shared meaning that a 

group like the Whitman student body also creates culture (Spillman 2002).  

 

What is a Subculture? 

One can think of a subculture as a culture within a larger culture. Sociologist 

Chris Jenks (2004) describes a subculture as a group of people who exist within a 

larger culture while working to differentiate themselves from the larger culture to 

which they also belong. Though the Whitman culture affects and is affected by 

students on campus, the Whitman culture is also fragmented into several subcultures. A 

subculture can be defined as a group of people in which shared values and group 

behavior expectations vary from the larger, more dominant culture (Jenks 2004). 

Subcultures exist and are influenced by a larger culture while also having their own 

distinct identifications.  

Subcultures on Whitman’s campus are not necessarily formed around shared 

ideas, but rather they originate from shared identities. Sociologist Arnold Green (1946) 

asserts,  

In modern society no individual participates in the total cultural complex totally 
but primarily in a series of population segments grouped according to sex, age, class, 
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occupation, region, religion, and ethnic group – all with somewhat differing norms and 
expectations of conduct (P. 534).  

 

What this suggests is that no one individual participates wholly in one culture, 

but rather, that individual is engaged in various other smaller cultures based on their 

social identities. Similarly, no one Whitman student is affected solely by the Whitman 

culture, but rather as they join clubs or live in specific places on campus, they find 

themselves being part of a subculture. For this thesis, I explore the gendered 

subcultures of Greek organizations, single-gendered varsity sports teams, and single-

gendered a cappella groups, arguing that these groups all function as their own 

subculture within the larger Whitman culture.  

 

What is Rape Culture? 

Rape culture is a kind of culture that is often described as the celebration and 

normalization of rape in any given society (Buchwald et al. 1993). Of course, such a 

broad definition does not actually tell us what rape culture looks, sounds, or feels like, 

so by examining rape culture through its everyday manifestations, rape culture as a 

whole can be better understood. Amidst this unpacking of rape culture, I have found 

five dimensions to be particularly salient, and it is through these five dimensions that 

this thesis explores whether rape culture exists or not in the Whitman culture, and if it 

does, how it manifests amongst gendered subcultures at Whitman College.  

From disempowering those who have been sexually violated to letting rapists 

off the hook for their actions, this thesis argues that rape culture is both the frame and 

the picture. “Rape culture as frame,” drives how people talk about rape: whether that be 
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describing how much a victim had to drink the night they were assaulted or whether 

that be focusing on the rapist’s achievements rather than on the survivor’s traumatic 

experience. “Rape culture as image,” helps explain why people rape in the first place. 

The news story may be of a man raping a woman, and if that does not surprise us, then 

that is a sign that we have become numb and desensitized from the horror that is rape 

and all forms of sexual violence. Rape culture normalizes rape to the point where we 

might not even recognize when it happens. 

On March 10th, 2014, Shannon Ridgway released an article titled “25 Everyday 

Examples of Rape Culture,” in the magazine Everyday Feminism. Ridgway describes 

rape culture as a “social conditioning that we experience culturally” (1). To someone 

who does not study or understand cultural sociology, that phrase may make little sense, 

which is why Ridgway goes on to provide 25 examples that get at how rape culture 

informs our everyday lives today. Examples include mothers of male rapists blaming 

female victims for “leading their sons into sin” by taking sexual selfies (digital 

portraits) rather than holding their sons accountable for their own behavior; journalists 

who use the words “rape” and “sex” interchangeably when reporting on incidents of 

rape; calling college students who report their rapist(s) liars, etc. The list continues 

with Ridgway admitting that her list is by no means exhaustive. In truth, how we 

understand rape, and how we discuss it in public, speaks to our inability as a society to 

hold perpetrators accountable and empower survivors after they have been violated. 

The popular social media hashtag, “#rapeculture,” and others like it that seek to 

debunk myths surrounding rape and sexual violence, have attempted to increase 

dialogue surrounding these kinds of issues. From the Steubenville Rape Case of 2008 
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(Beck 2013) to the controversial University of Virginia Gang Rape incident just last 

year (Coronel et al. 2015), magazines, newspapers, radio stations, and even everyday 

conversations have addressed the ways in which our media has traditionally framed 

publicized incidents of sexual violence. Well-known anti-rape culture activist Zerlina 

Maxwell calls the conglomeration of blaming victims for their sexual assault by asking 

questions like, “What were they wearing?” and, “How much did they have to drink?” 

or making comments like, “She was asking for it,” are symptomatic of a more 

pervasive and insidious rape culture (Maxwell 2014).   

Rape culture is a phenomenon that, although often invisible, becomes salient 

through the stories of survivors of rape who refuse to be silenced. When women who 

have experienced rape share their stories, they are often met with the skepticism and 

disdain indicative of a deeply ingrained rape culture. In her book Rape on Prime Time: 

Television, Masculinity, and Sexual Violence, Lisa M. Cuklanz (2000) describes rape 

culture:  

…From police attitudes toward rape claimants to courtroom procedures and 
standards of evidence and proof, to comments and attitudes of friends and 
family, victims noted that they had met with suspicion, distrust, and blame as 
they attempted to discuss their rape experiences (P. 9).  
 

People’s attitudes and actions towards survivors of rape greatly impacts how 

the survivor may proceed with openly sharing their story and even has an effect on 

whether or not future survivors report or share their stories of rape. Cuklanz explores 

how popular culture and, more specifically, how representations of ideal masculinity 

influence men to act in a sexually violent manner as well as allows for the perpetuation 

of the rape culture described.  
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Presence of a Patriarchy 

Men have traditionally created and perpetuated rape myths as a means of asserting 

their dominance over women in a patriarchal society (Brownmiller 1975). According to 

Sylvia Walby (1990), a patriarchal society is one in which men are privileged over 

women; men have access to social, economic, and political opportunities that women 

are most often denied. This inequity that women experience in a patriarchal society is 

also known as sexism; the patriarchy is sexist because it limits the mobility of women 

and further disempowers them (Ward 1995). In addition, rape myths that lead women 

to believe they are at fault for their assault or that they cannot be trusted for telling the 

truth, allows for sexual violence to continue because it redirects personal responsibility 

from perpetrators (most often men) onto women (Katz 2006). Rape myths, particularly 

by way of scripts, encompass a wide swathe of misconceived notions regarding who 

assaults who and why. 

Kathryn Ryan (2011) claims that rape myths are significant to the understanding of 

rape culture at large because they generate the scripts that are used to dictate sexual 

behavior, including sexual violence. Scripts that are associated with rape myths dictate 

that men cannot control their sexual impulses and that women are to blame for taking 

advantage of this weakness. Under this purview, it is women, rather than men, who are 

responsible for committing sexual violence because men are just behaving the way 

they know how (Ryan 2011). This kind of rape myth mentality normalizes violence 

against women, which is something rape culture further promotes. Rape myths and 

accompanying scripts that validate men’s violence against women are therefore 
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dangerous because they influence people to act in these sexually violent ways without 

necessarily having to take responsibility.   

Rape myths are comprised of sexist attitudes, and it is these attitudes that influence 

behavior. According to Colleen A. Ward (1995), “Sexist attitudes and the acceptance 

of violence, shaped by patriarchal values, directly contribute to sexual assault” (23). 

This kind of tendency towards violence is not determined necessarily by one’s sex, but 

rather by one’s sexist attitudes. In that vein, one could argue that one’s sexist attitudes 

are to blame rather than a propensity towards violence being the natural order of 

people, specifically men. 

When discussing any kind of sexual violence, scholars from various fields have 

searched tirelessly for explanations as to why men in particular tend to be perpetrators 

of sexual violence against women, children, and even other men. In his book titled The 

Macho Paradox, Jackson Katz (2006) argues that violence against women is more 

prevalent in a society in which male privilege is dominant. According to Katz, “Less 

than one 1% of rape is committed by women. Let’s state this another way: over 99% of 

rape is perpetrated by men” (7). Therefore, it can be said that men largely perpetrate 

violence against women. Perhaps that may be due to societal influences rather than 

biological justifications. Reductionist theories blame violent tendencies on men’s 

biology – men are simply innately physically and mentally aggressive (Fawcett et al. 

1996).  

Fawcett et al. (1996) examine the development of dominant versus submissive 

power relations. For instance, they suggest that men often resort to violence when they 

feel that their power and privilege is being challenged; for men, the most effective way 
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to assert this power is through sexual violence. They also assert that, “the structural 

perspective on the normality of men’s violence within dominant masculinities and 

men’s domestic power within patriarchy is not necessarily at odds with psychoanalytic 

accounts of men’s violence” (31). In this case, psychoanalytic accounts may refer to 

reductionist arguments that are used to explain why people act in certain ways; the 

argument may be that those who commit violence are simply mentally ill. And yet even 

though all men may have the capacity to be violent, not all men are, and so this is 

where an analysis of an influencing force other than psychology is needed.  

In his book titled Sexual Violence and American Manhood, T. Walter Herbert 

(2002) argues that “there are distinct historical traditions of American masculinity, and 

that prominent among these is a despotic manhood at odds with democratic principle, 

whose psycho-social requirements promote the sexual violation of women” (2002:16). 

For Herbert, internalized prescribed notions of manhood lead men who may fear their 

manhood is being threatened to act in a hyper-masculine way in the form of sexual 

violence against women and children. Herbert believes that by studying sexual 

violence through the lens of manhood as defined by American history and culture, one 

can begin to understand why it is that men assault people at a higher rate than women 

do. 

Challenging the notion that only males can exhibit violent sexual behavior are 

Christine M. Drea and Kim Wallen (2003). In their article, “Female Sexuality and the 

Myth of Male Control,” Drea and Wallen  mention Randy Thornhill and Craig T. 

Palmer’s (2001) claim that “rape has been evolutionarily selected as a human male 

mating strategy” (29). Drea and Wallen disagree with Thornhill and Palmer because 
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they believe that the role of reproduction should not be placed solely under the control 

of male-bodied people, but rather females also do play an integral role in reproductive 

decisions and sexual behavior more broadly. Drea and Wallen’s comparative analysis 

between humans and other primates’ behavior challenge the notion that women are 

passive in the process of sexual coercion. I am inclined to disagree with the 

reductionist assertion that women can somehow prevent their own assault by simply 

exerting power over their sexuality, but what piques my interest in this article is the 

focus it has on female sexuality and how that can influence a woman’s sexual behavior. 

Women who choose to suppress their sexuality may do so because they feel expressing 

it might undermine their conformity to the gender norm of female sexual control and 

suppression. 

If a patriarchy were to exist within the fabric of the Whitman culture, there 

would be evidence to suggest that men are asserting their dominance over women in a 

way that subjugates the women on campus. Furthermore, students might easily 

recognize or identify with scripts associated with common rape myths. The presence of 

a patriarchy is indicative of a rape culture because men have largely maintained and 

perpetuated the normalization of violence against women (Brownmiller 1975). For 

male students at Whitman to be exerting power over female students means that not 

only does a patriarchy exist on campus, but also, if other aspects of rape culture are 

present, then a rape culture may be perpetuated by men on campus as well.  
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Avoidance and Trivialization 
 

Silencing sexual violence survivors is one of the most disempowering effects 

that rape culture has, which is something that Patrizia Romito (2008) investigates. In 

Deafening Silence: Hidden Violence Against Women and Children, Romito asserts that 

rape culture can be maintained through a myriad of ways, one of which is denial. “The 

perpetrators of the violence deny it; their friends, relatives, and accomplices deny it; 

the witnesses deny it, because they share fundamental values, because they are ignorant 

and because they are cowardly” (122). Romito is very direct here in how denial can be 

sustained through shared values, ignorance, and fear. A denial of both the act and the 

culture that endorses the act leads to the presumption that neither act nor culture exists. 

To believe a culture does not exist when it has social ramifications is to deny the 

experiences of those who have been negatively affected by that culture (Buchwald et 

al.1993).  

A study conducted by Colleen A. Ward (1995) regarding the negative attitudes 

towards rape that either deny its existence or trivialize its effects show that these 

attitudes play a large role in shaping a rape culture. It is through these misconceived 

and widely held attitudes that rape myths are upheld and other kinds of normative 

behaviors are validated. In her survey, Ward writes that rape attitudes include the 

following: “It would do some women good to be raped;” “In most cases when a woman 

was raped she was asking for it;” and, “If a woman is being raped, she might as well 

relax and enjoy it” (38). These attitudes seem to be heavily influenced by patriarchal 

hegemony and gender normativity, both of which are cultural phenomena that make up 

rape culture. These attitudes may seem harmless at first because perhaps people are not 
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acting upon them, but the fact that these attitudes are held at all indicate that people 

who hold these beliefs are getting it from somewhere; that somewhere could be the 

surrounding cultural environment.  

By unpacking the ways in which attitudes and actions towards rape survivors 

are influenced by other societal factors, we can get a better sense of how rape culture is 

formed and maintained. At Whitman, if students were to avoid discussing or were to 

trivialize the issue of sexual violence, that would send a message to survivors that their 

peers do not care what they have to say, and survivors may be more likely to stay silent 

while their perpetrators may face no repercussions. Additionally, if gendered 

subcultures like Greek organizations, varsity sports teams, and a cappella groups were 

to avoid and trivialize sexual violence as often as other students, then they would be 

strengthening the Whitman culture of avoidance and trivialization. If subcultures were 

to disagree with the larger Whitman culture, then students might find that the attitudes 

students hold in regards to rape are impacted by subcultural group memberships.  

 

Sabotage of Reformative Efforts 
 
 George Herbert Mead’s (1934) understanding of the, “I,” versus, “Me,” in 

relation to a “generalized other” helps explain why people act in certain ways in order 

to maintain good relations with their identified groups. Mead stipulates that the, “I,” 

represents the dominant core of an individual that, though initially strong as a person is 

developing their sense of self, often becomes weaker in the face of groups that may 

dictate how a person makes sense of who they are. Mead argues that because we are 

social beings this, “I,” often becomes muddled by the resounding, “Me.” It is the, 
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“Me,” that sees itself as part of a group, more than just the individual. The, “Me,” pays 

attention to what the, “generalized other,” or an entity representing what a person 

might think others might expect from her or him, wants. Therefore, individuals who are 

very aware of their identity in relation to a group they are a part of might be likely to 

conduct their behavior in a way that conforms to the desires of the group (Mead 1943). 

 If a group feels that reformative efforts are not in the best interest of the group 

for whatever reason, then an individual who is a member of that group might go along 

with the interests of the group and act in a way that will be deemed as acceptable by 

others (Breakwell 1986). The Whitman culture is a kind of, “generalized other,” that 

Whitman students might want to cater to. In turn, Whitman’s gendered subcultures 

function as smaller generalized others in that members of those groups may also feel a 

sense of loyalty to group norms and expectations. Therefore, according to the, 

“generalized other,” paradigm, if programs like bystander intervention and consent 

education are not adopted on a cultural level, then individuals may be less likely to 

follow through as well.  

 

Victim Blaming 

 According to Carine M. Mardorossian (2014), “Victims often blame themselves 

when they are raped, and they are routinely blamed when it occurs” (1). When victims 

blame themselves or when they are blamed for the violence they may have 

experienced, it allows perpetrators to go unpunished. Mardorossian argues that rape is 

a crime that is seen as only affecting women compared to other crimes like murder, 

which are seen as predominately victimizing men. The reason for this, Mardorossian 
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and Jackson Katz (2006) argue, is that rape has often been framed as a women’s issue. 

The blaming of victims of sexual violence is a kind of sexual script that is a direct 

result of the perpetuation of rape myths (Ryan 2011). 

Mardorossian further argues that violence against women has become so 

normalized in our society that people now expect women to anticipate sexual violence 

against them. Essentially, the argument is, if women know there is a strong chance they 

might be assaulted at a party or on a date, then they should not engage in behavior that 

might increase that chance. Examples of such behavior include dressing provocatively, 

consuming copious amounts of alcohol that results in impairment of judgment, walking 

alone at night, forgetting to hold on to a drink to make sure no one slips a common 

“date rape” drug, and/or consenting to any kind of sexual behavior. And the more 

combinations of the aforementioned behavior, the more a woman is blamed for her 

own assault (Mardorossian 2014). Victim blaming exists because other forces like 

patriarchal hegemony and gender normativity exist as well.  

If Whitman students were to experience their peers blaming victims of sexual 

violence, then that might suggest that those students may have bought into the notion 

that victims can or should be blamed for their experiences. However, if victim blaming 

were to occur at both the Whitman cultural and gendered subcultural level, then it 

would also be indicative of other cultural phenomena. When victim blaming is used as 

a sexual script to validate patriarchal values, which often sabotage reformative efforts 

and avoid or trivialize the issue of sexual violence altogether, this further validates 

gender normativity, which dictates what women can or cannot do, and it is when we 
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take all of this into account that we then start to see a rape culture begin to form and 

manifest through these various dimensions.   

 

Gender Normativity 
 

Sociologists have conducted research on the link between gender norm 

conformity and attitudes towards rape (e.g. Friedman and Valenti 2008; Huong 2012; 

Nagel et al. 2005), finding that the two are in fact closely linked. These studies have 

shown that those who conform to gender norms are often more likely to have attitudes 

towards rape that devalue survivors and excuse perpetrators for their behavior. My 

research in this field will be specific to the Whitman culture and will also investigate 

Whitman’s single-gendered subcultural groups and how those environments inform 

attitudes towards sexual violence (Armstrong and Bernstein 2008).  

According to Michael Kimmel (2013), gender roles, like gender, are socially 

constructed (Andersen 2000). He argues, “Through a process of socialization, boys 

acquired the male sex role, girls, the female one” (110). Whether they want to or not, as 

children develop and mature, they find themselves being molded by these socially 

dictated gender roles. Kimmel’s framing of these gendered roles as ever changing, 

socially defined, and often functioning on a gender binary of men versus women, 

suggest that individuals who fulfill their appropriate roles, contribute to the process of 

what may be known as gender normativity. Gender normativity, according to a study 

conducted by Martin et al. (2012) on the difference between gender normative and non-

gender normative pre-school students, is a phenomenon in which people behave in a 

way that conforms to established gender norms and expectations. 
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Gender normativity can be defined as the process by which conformity to 

prescribed gender norms is both normalized and accepted. Gender roles have a 

significant impact on the thoughts and actions of individuals, and upholding these 

socially constructed expectations perpetuates gender normativity. According to 

Margaret Anderson (2000), the social construction of gender is the process by which 

the “expectations associated with being a boy (and later a man) or being a girl (later a 

woman) are passed on through society. This process pervades society, and it begins the 

minute a child is born” (260).  Therefore, according to this theory, society is based not 

on biological differences amongst people, bur rather by the social constructed 

differences across gender. In some ways, people cannot control how others will 

perceive them due to these gendered expectations that are imposed upon members of 

any given society. This viewpoint understands gender normativity as relying upon 

individuals’ passive acceptance of their prescribed gender norms.  

According to Carol Bohmer and Andrea Parrot (1993), “Most women are 

socialized to put up with harassment…because saying something assertive is 

considered contrary to proper feminine behavior” (19). The idea that men will act in a 

certain way in order to appear more masculine is similar to the idea that women will 

also engage in or avoid certain behaviors in order to appear more feminine. Reasons for 

conforming to gender norms vary from individual to individual, but in social settings, it 

is undeniable that people will choose to act in gender normative ways if they feel they 

will be punished for acting otherwise.  

Though there are micro-level approaches to gender normativity that view 

individual interactions as the mechanism by which gender is created and understood 
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(Lorraine 1990; Lindsey 2005), it is this macro-level framework of gender normativity 

that is essential to understanding how gendered subcultures function at Whitman 

College. From the outset, I am asserting that groups in which membership is dictated 

by gender, function as gendered subcultures. A subculture that is gendered implies that 

gender is an identifying component of that social phenomenon.  

If gender is socially constructed, then gender norms must also be socially 

constructed (Andersen 2000). Whitman students who identify with these predetermined 

gender norms may illuminate the ways in which the Whitman culture is or is not 

gender normative. Furthermore, depending on how members of gendered subcultures 

identify or do not identify with gender norms, then gendered subcultures can be 

defined as either gender normative or non-gender normative. Gender normativity plays 

an important role in rape culture because gender norms, as defined by a patriarchy, 

place women in the subordinate position while placing men in the dominant position, 

furthering the acceptance of violence against women as a norm (Millett 1970). 

Therefore, gender normativity, on this macro level comprehension, is inherently part of 

a rape culture.   

 

Rape and College Campuses 
  
 As outlined in the previous subsections, when a patriarchy is present as well as 

the dimensions of avoidance and trivialization, sabotage of reformative efforts, victim 

blaming, and gender normativity, then can a rape culture really begin to take form. And 

yet, without any actual rape, there would be no rape culture. While rape culture allows 

for the continuity of rape, it is the act of rape and the ways we make sense of it that 
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come to inform the culture itself (Buchwald et al. 1993). Rape, as an act, is most often 

defined as “sexual intercourse against a victim’s will and without the victim’s consent” 

(Bohmer and Parrot 1993:4).  Though rape is pervasive throughout all facets of society, 

this thesis focuses primarily on rape on the college campus.  

According to Bohmer and Parrot (1993), sexual assault, an umbrella term that 

also encompasses rape, is prevalent on college campuses. They view campus sexual 

assault as a pervasive issue because of administrative incompetence. They argue that 

because college administrations do not handle cases in an appropriate manner, meaning 

in a way that empowers the victim and holds perpetrators accountable, it sends the 

message to victims that their trauma is illegitimate.  While this argument is certainly 

valid, for the purpose of my thesis, I argue that the student culture might also be to 

blame for survivors’ disempowerment and perpetrators’ lack of accountability. I argue 

that if a student culture is one in which women are devalued, reformative efforts are 

subverted, and people are expected to abide by gender norms, then an environment in 

which rape is accepted and normalized is likely to occur. Colleen Ward (1995) supports 

the viewpoint that student culture is a driving force that affects sexual violence on 

campus. 

Colleen Ward has extensively studied American university students’ attitudes 

towards rape as well as has surveyed people in countries like Singapore and Australia. 

In her book Attitudes Towards Rape, Ward provides an extensive overview of previous 

literature and uses some of her own data as well as those of other researchers in the 

field to support certain theories. For instance, Ward discusses Susan Brownmiller’s 

(1975) work in the field of violence against women as being, “one of the first to 
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identify ‘deadly male myths of rape’ which distort and govern female sexuality” (23). 

Again, myths of rape are closely linked to maleness. This suggests that males create 

and perpetuate rape myths that have a direct and negative impact on female sexuality. 

The attitudes that Ward observed included a belief in myths such as women often 

falsely claim rape in order to protect their reputation and women who have been raped 

are somehow bad women. These attitudes also seemed to be linked to the variable of 

previous knowledge regarding the ways in which rape works at a medical, legal, and/or 

political level. Ward surveyed many doctors, lawyers, counselors, and police officers in 

order to gauge how their knowledge of rape impacted their views. If the people who are 

expected to have a realistic understanding of the ways in which rape work and manifest 

in our society can be found guilty of harboring misconceptions, then it can only be 

assumed that people who do not spend much time interacting with rape victims, like 

college students, can only have worse misguided attitudes. 

Collegiate communities often function as their own society with shared values 

and agreed upon norms that may differ from American society at large. One of the 

largest and most commonly cited surveys of higher education students on the subject of 

sexual assault is a study conducted by Mary Koss et al. (1985). She administered a self-

report questionnaire to 3,187 female students and 2,972 male students in 32 different 

colleges and universities across the United States. One of the key components of the 

questionnaire was the Sexual Experiences Survey (SES), which asked women 

questions about their experiences with unwanted sex while men responded to questions 

regarding their experiences with forcing someone to have sex with them. In this way, 

Koss et al. were able to determine how many women have been assaulted versus how 
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many men have assaulted people. The main issue with this study is that it ignores the 

fact that men can also be raped. Otherwise, the study was able to more accurately 

calculate incidents of unreported rape. 

I have found several studies that research college student attitudes towards rape 

and what kinds of factors determine those beliefs. Katherine A. Black and Kathy A. 

McCloskey (2013) both examine the effects that participant gender and victim 

resistance have on date rape perceptions. They looked at whether or not gender role 

attitudes of participants had any impact on their perspective of date rape scenarios. 

Participants were given examples of date rape situations with information regarding 

how the victim responded. For instance, what they found was that women with 

traditional gender role attitudes were more likely to find a perpetrator not guilty of 

rape. Across the board, participants were less likely to believe a victim was raped if the 

victim only resisted verbally as opposed to resisting verbally and physically. Similarly, 

in their study that investigated the relationship between gender role beliefs, perpetrator 

motivation, and relationship length to perceptions of date rape, Angelone et al. (2012) 

surveyed 348 U.S. college students. What they found was that “…gender role attitudes 

exert a more significant influence on rape attributions than participant gender” (2582). 

In other words, whether a college student resists or embraces it, gender roles has more 

of an influence on attributions regarding the culpability of perpetrators and victims of 

date rape than does one’s actual gender identity. 

In yet another similar study to the two mentioned previously, Davies et al. 

(2012) all examine the relationship between the acceptance of rape myths, attitudes 

towards gay men, views on gender role and sexism, and victim blame and assault 
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severity. This particular study received responses from 146 male and 177 female 

undergraduate students from a large university in northwest England. The findings 

indicated that men were more likely to have negative, stereotypical attitudes regarding 

women and survivors of sexual violence than were women. Men were more likely to 

buy into rape myths than were women. This gender disparity, with men tending to have 

more negative attitudes towards women and survivors than are women, indicates the 

impact that men can have on people’s general perceptions of rape and its survivors.  

Lastly, a study conducted by researchers at a Midwestern American university 

revealed that attitudes and perspectives about rape can be communicated on cultural, 

social, and individual levels. What these researchers discovered by observing focus 

groups was that women are often muted by the students who hold on to negative views 

towards victims of rape. Silencing women who may debunk rape myths allows for a 

rape culture to perpetuate, so figuring out how to empower these voices is key in 

dismantling such a hegemonic system present on college campuses nationwide. 

Groups on campus like Greek organizations tend to be cited as places where 

rape and sexual violence generally are more likely to occur. In their work, Martin and 

Hummer (1989) found that sexual violence was prevalent amongst the fraternity 

community. They claimed that due to hyper-masculine tendencies and a camaraderie 

that often involved supporting fraternity brothers who may have been accused, not only 

did sexual violence run rampant in the community, but also, a kind of culture where 

these behaviors were acceptable was present as well. This work, along with news 

stories like the one on the University of Virginia fraternity rape (Coronel et al. 2015), 

suggest that fraternities may provide environments in which sexual violence is 
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accepted and celebrated. In the case of fraternities, groups of men seem to pose a threat 

to the elimination of sexual violence. However, authors argue that it is not only 

possible for men to help in anti-sexual violence efforts, but their involvement is also 

necessary. 

Martin D. Schwartz and Walter S. DeKeseredy (1997) examine the extent of the 

issue of sexual assault on college campuses in their book Sexual Assault on the College 

Campus: The Role of Male Peer Support, with the goal of emphasizing the role of men 

in mitigating this issue. They argue that men must be proactive in the prevention of 

sexual violence in order to eliminate it. Similarly, Katz (2006) argues that men need 

see violence against women as a men’s issue rather than as a women’s issue because it 

is mostly men who commit the act of sexual violence. Additionally, data from Koss et 

al.’s study shows that women have a reason to fear being assaulted by men. Her study 

implies that by believing in rape myths that place the blame from the perpetrator onto 

the victim, that it contributes to a culture in which men who do rape tend to not see 

their actions as truly harmful. These researchers and authors argue, therefore, that men 

need to be held accountable to doing something to put an end to sexual violence. 

However, though all these recommendations have good intentions, they still draw upon 

the significance of gender norm conformity, which in the end could actually be harmful 

to the movement.  

In his study on female rugby players, Matthew B. Ezzell (2009) coined this 

defensive mechanism of deflecting negative attributes by instead placing them onto 

other spaces, “defensive othering.” In his study, Ezzell discovered that rugby girls were 

more likely to conform to prescribed gender norms and embrace cisnormativity by 
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acting in hyper feminine ways, or as he defined it, embracing a “heterosexy-fit” 

identity (111). In some cases, women felt insecure by playing a stereotypically 

masculine sport, so they instead chose to conform to prescribed gender roles such as 

wearing makeup even when it seemed impractical to do so simply because they did not 

want to be viewed negatively by their male peers. Though this study focuses mainly on 

women in sports, perhaps gendered subcultural groups on campus may use the 

mechanism of “defensive othering” to actually conform to traditional gender norms. 

Conforming, whether that be in regards to gender expectations or any other kind of 

expectation, can contribute to the formation of a rape culture because it encourages 

members of a culture to act in certain ways so as to not disrupt the status quo. If 

conforming to gender roles also involves allowing a patriarchy to continue to exist, 

avoiding or trivializing rape, blaming survivors, and sabotaging reformative efforts, 

then a rape culture is more likely to be present as well.  

Whitman College and Rape 
 

In 2014, Whitman College processed 49 reports of incidents of sexual offenses, 

which under the purview of Title IX, were in direct violation of the Whitman College 

Sexual Misconduct Policy. Title IX is, “the federal law that prohibits discrimination on 

the basis of sex in schools that receive federal funding – including their athletics 

programs.”1 Sexual violence of any kind, including sexual harassment and assault, 

constitutes as a direct violation of Title IX because those kinds of experiences disrupt a 

student’s ability to perform to the best of their ability.  Whitman College must adhere 

1 http://www.nwlc.org/our-issues/education-%2526-title-ix/athletics 
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to Title IX because we receive some form of federal aid. This means that Whitman 

College also delineates its own policy regarding sexual violence on campus. 

The Whitman Sexual Misconduct Policy statement reads as follows, “The 

College prohibits sexual misconduct in any form.  Sexual misconduct is a broad term 

encompassing any unwelcome behavior of a sexual nature that is committed without 

consent or by force, intimidation, coercion or manipulation.”2 As written here, sexual 

violence of any kind against any person is strictly prohibited on campus. And yet, even 

though Whitman’s policy clearly prohibits sexual misconduct of any form, students 

have been violating these guidelines. In the last three years 49 incidents have been 

reported to the College, with 94% of those cases filed by students.3  

This thesis stems from the reality that students have been experiencing sexual 

violence at Whitman. Additionally, the College maintains information regarding the 

group affiliations of both victims and perpetrators. According to Whitman College’s 

Associate Dean of Students and Title IX Administrator, Juli Dunn (2015), of those who 

have been investigated for violating the policy, 63% were reported to have been 

students. 41% of complainants in these cases have been Greek-affiliated while 29% of 

respondents (those who have been accused) have also been Greek-affiliated. This 

suggests that almost half of the reported sexual misconduct cases have been made by 

Greek members while almost 1 in every 3 people accused of violating the policy are 

affiliated with a Greek organization.  

2 http://www.whitman.edu/offices-and-services/dean-of-students/sexual-misconduct-
policy 
3 This and all following data can be found in Appendix A. 
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The data for athletes does not suggest that many athletes have reported 

experiencing sexual misconduct with 4% of complainants having identified as athletes. 

However, 22% of the respondents have been identified as athletes, which means that 

almost every 1 in 5 students accused of violating the policy identify as athletes. 

Unfortunately, there is no data that suggests how many people who are both athletes 

and Greek members have reported or been reported against, which means there might 

be some overlap. Regardless, these figures do suggest that members of these groups are 

experiencing and are perpetrating sexual violence on campus. 

Out of all the cases of sexual misconduct policy violations, 45% of those have 

been incidents involving nonconsensual penetration and/or people being forced to 

penetrate. This violation is most closely linked to a broader definition of rape (Bohmer 

and Parrot 1993; Mardorossian 2014), which means that rape, in particular, is an act 

that one too many students are experiencing on campus. In light of this, rape culture 

may be a phenomenon that affects everyone, even people who have not raped. By 

analyzing and exposing rape culture, campus community members can better 

understand the forces at play that influence and affect behavior to a certain extent. 

When a force as powerful as rape culture goes unnoticed or ignored, it continues to 

negatively impact the lives of many.  

 

Rape Culture Dimensionality 

Since I have outlined through these various sections the various dimensions of 

rape culture, I will now delineate them here so that as you move forward, you have a 

firm grasp on the rape culture paradigm this thesis draws upon. 
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My two main research questions were:  

1. Are Whitman students currently in an environment in which rape culture is 

perpetuated?  

2. Are Whitman students who are active members in single-gendered subcultural 

groups more, less, or just as likely to be in an environment in which rape culture is 

perpetuated than students who are not?  

Because culture is a phenomenon that can often be difficult to codify, I have found 

that the best way to analyze rape culture and to answer these questions is to look at 

rape culture as a conglomeration of the following dimensions:  

A. Presence of Patriarchy: Patriarchal behavior that places men in the dominant 

position and women in the subordinate position (Brownmiller 1975; Fawcett et 

al. 1996; Gilligan and Richards 2009; Ryan 2011; Ward 1995). 

B. Avoidance and Trivialization: Tendency to avoid discussing issues of sexual 

violence by either changing the subject or trivializing survivors’ experiences 

(Romito 2008; Ward 1995). 

C. Sabotage of Reformative Efforts: Mocking or denouncing the importance of 

preventative programs like Green Dot and consent education (Breakwell 1986; 

Mead 1934).  

D. Victim Blaming: Doubting the experiences of survivors while holding on to the 

belief that most women lie about experiencing sexual assault in order to gain 

attention (Katz 2006; Mardorossian 2014). 
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E. Gender Normativity: Perpetuating the notion that only men are perpetrators of 

sexual violence while only women are victims (Andersen 2000; Bohmer and 

Parrot 1993; Ezzell 2009; Kimmel 2013; Lindsey 2005). 
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Methodology 

After careful consideration, I ultimately decided that a quantitative analysis 

would be the best approach for this research. I chose this particular method because it 

allowed me to survey a large portion of the Whitman student population, and therefore, 

make more accurate generalized claims about the group. I chose to distribute a survey 

to the entire student body via student class email list serves. The survey consisted of 

close-ended questions rather than open-ended ones, and I decided to utilize statistical 

significance tests, such as the Pearson Chi Square test, to determine variable 

probability between certain variables.  

Using the software program Qualtrics, I created a survey4 containing a 

combination of multiple-choice and Likert (1932) scale questions. The multiple choice 

questions sought to gather demographic information from each participant, including, 

but not limited to, their class year, gender, and specific group affiliation. Meanwhile, 

the Likert scale questions, which asked participants to rank their level of agreement 

with certain statements, sought to gather information regarding the survey takers’ 

experiences with certain everyday occurrences (Likert 1932). These occurrences 

consisted of examples of rape culture I have observed in my everyday life, social 

media, news outlets, and simple observations of others’ lives.5 Additionally, I designed 

the survey so that the respondent, rather than having to feel culpable for engaging in 

specific behaviors, was instead positioned as an “expert” on Whitman culture. The 

questions asked how often they heard or observed Whitman peers engaging in certain 

4 Survey can be found in Appendix B. 
5 Refer to the Literature Review for theoretical and literary works that address each of 
the five dimensions of rape culture. 
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behaviors. I hoped that by displacing this blame onto others, the participant would be 

more likely to answer candidly.  

Finally, as mentioned previously, it was not until I began to analyze the data 

preliminarily that I devised the five dimensions of rape culture. As I was searching for 

ways to categorize responses, I found myself being able to group statements into five 

distinct, separate dimensions. I have found that rape culture is a system of attitudes, 

beliefs, and behaviors that consist of what I have defined as five distinct dimensions, 

each measurable and observable. These five dimensions are critical to understanding 

how this thesis has been able to address my two research questions. 

 

Survey Questions by Dimensions 
 

The following statements were formatted into Likert scale questions, so 

respondents were asked to rank the degree by which they agreed with each statement. 

Afterwards, I organized each statement into the five dimensions of rape culture: 

A. Presence of Patriarchy: 

1. I hear Whitman students use the word “bitch” in reference to a woman. 

2. I observe male-identified peers Whitman peers verbally interrupt 

female-identified Whitman peers.  

3. I hear Whitman peers use sexist language and/or behavior. 

B. Avoidance and Trivialization:  

1. I hear Whitman peers use the word “rape” to describe an academic 

achievement or failure. 
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2. I hear Whitman peers change the topic of conversation it if involves 

sexual assault. 

3. I hear Whitman peers use the word “rape” in adjective form (e.g. That 

guy is rapey).  

C. Sabotage of Reformative Efforts:  

1. I hear Whitman students describe a sexual encounter in which consent 

was not given. 

2. I hear Whitman peers call out other peers for sexist language and/or 

behavior. 

3. I hear Whitman peers openly talk about asking for consent as necessary 

to preventing sexual assault.  

4. I hear Whitman peers make fun of the Green Dot program. 

5. I hear and/or observe Whitman students practicing Green Dot. 

6. I hear Whitman peers supporting the consent movement on campus (e.g. 

consent lectures, consent pins). 

D. Victim Blaming: 

1. I hear Whitman peers doubting the experiences of sexual assault 

survivors. 

2. Women lie about being sexually assaulted in order to get attention. 

E. Gender Normativity:  

1. Men think about sex more often than women do. 

2. Men cannot control their desires as much as women can. 
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Participant Demographics 

Tables 1 and 2 are frequency tables that describe the demographics and group 

affiliations of the survey participants. Because I had participants start the survey but 

not always finish, as well as had participants selectively respond to questions, my total 

number of participants varies from question to question. However, in general, I 

received responses from about 39-42% of the total student body. As you can see, 

almost three times as many women than men responded to my survey. In terms of class 

representation, I had even distribution with about a quarter of the participants 

representing a different class level.   

Table 1. Participant Demographics 
 Frequency Percentage 
Gender   
Man 172 29.7% 
Woman 364 62.8% 
Transgender 23 3.9% 
Genderqueer 8 1.4% 
Intersex 4 0.7% 
Other 9 1.5% 
Total 580 100% 
   
Class Year   
2015 (Seniors) 153 26.5% 
2016 (Juniors) 123 21.3% 
2017 (Sophomores) 149 25.9% 
2018 (First-Years) 144 25.0% 
2019 (Other) 8 1.3% 
Total 577 100% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2. Participant Group Affiliations 
 Frequency Percentage 
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Greek Affiliation   
Greek 238 41.2% 
Non-Greek 339 58.8% 
Total Participants 577 100% 
   
Sorority 156 65.5% 
Fraternity 82 34.5% 
Total Greek Members 238 100% 
   
Varsity Affiliation   
Varsity Athletes 53 9.6% 
Non-Varsity Athletes 497 90.4% 
Total Participants 550 100% 
   
Men’s Basketball 1 1.9% 
Women’s Basketball 4 7.5% 
Women’s Volleyball 14 26.4% 
Men’s Baseball 3 5.7% 
Women’s Golf 3 5.7% 
Women’s Lacrosse 7 13.2% 
Men’s Soccer 9 17.0% 
Women’s Soccer 6 11.3% 
Men’s Tennis 2 3.8% 
Women’s Tennis 4 7.5% 
Total Varsity Athletes 53 100% 
   
A Cappella Affiliation   
T-Tones 9 31.0% 
Sirens of Swank 20 69.0% 
Total A Cappella 29 100% 
   
A Cappella Member 29 5.3% 
Non-A Cappella Member 529 94.7% 
Total Participants 558 100% 
 

Criteria for the Determination of Rape Culture 
 

In order to determine whether or not rape culture does or does not exist at 

Whitman College, I decided that responses affirming each of the statements that 

contain examples of the dimensions of rape culture would indicate the presence of a 

rape culture while responses in the negative would demonstrate an absence of rape 
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culture. In other words, for rape culture to not exist at Whitman, as I have defined it, at 

least one of the five dimensions of rape culture would have to be nonexistent. Because 

the statements within each dimension are various examples of that phenomenon, this 

means that all the statements within that particular category would have to reflect the 

nonexistence of rape culture. Using this method, for rape culture to exist, at least one 

statement in each dimension would have to have a minimum of one response in the 

affirmative. All dimensions must be present in order for rape culture to also be present 

in either the Whitman culture or the various gendered subcultures within Whitman.  

When operationalizing the variable “Presence of Rape Culture,” I collapsed 

certain categories of responses so that there were only the binary possibilities of “Rape 

Culture” or “No Rape Culture.”  I combined the responses “Very Often,” “Often,” 

“Sometimes,” and “Rarely” into the category of “Rape Culture” for questions where 

agreeing with the statement to any degree would signal the existence of that particular 

facet of rape culture. Similarly, I collapsed the response “Never” into the category of 

“No Rape Culture,” since never observing certain behavior implies an absence of said 

behavior. For instances where agreeing with the statement would indicate the absence 

of rape culture, I flipped the responses so that “Never,” “Rarely,” and “Often” signaled 

the presence of rape culture while “Very Often” signaled the lack of rape culture.6 If 

every respondent were to agree that they never observe or hear behaviors and/or 

language associated with a dimension of rape culture, then it does not exist under this 

framework of understanding. For some statements, students were given the option to 

6 For these statements, refer to Appendix B. Though I recognize the option “Always” 
would be more appropriate to determining the absence of rape culture in these cases, 
“Very Often” is the closest option out of those available that still get at an environment 
in which rape culture is being challenged and subverted as much as possible.  
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answer “Neither Agree nor Disagree” so that is reflected under the “Neutral” category 

since that response does not offer much in the way of providing an account of a rape 

culture or non-rape culture environment.   

 

Method for Determining Rape Culture Probability Across Gendered 
Subcultures 
 

In order to determine whether or not Whitman students who are members of 

single-gendered subcultures on campus are more, less, or just as likely to perpetuate 

rape culture than Whitman students who are not, I calculated Pearson correlation 

coefficients for the relationship between specific rape culture dimension manifestations 

and subcultural group membership. I decided to utilize this particular method to 

determine statistical significance because I was interested in the correlation between 

subcultural group membership and likelihood to be in an environment in which rape 

culture is perpetuated. Relationships were determined to be statistically significant if 

the significance level was less than .05. Additionally, the larger the Pearson Chi Square 

value, the stronger the correlation between the two variables. For results that were not 

strongly significant, meaning there was a weak relationship, I did not consider their 

responses  

 

Positionality and Ethics 
 

I would now like to address my participation in the Whitman community so that 

you can better understand my personal biases and positionality throughout this project. 

As an active member in several facets of the Whitman community, including Greek 
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life, I have built a rapport with many students. Students know me on campus as a co-

founder of All Students for Consent (ASC), an organization that I launched with the 

help of four other students and which aims to promote a safe, and enthusiastic culture 

of consent in order to reduce sexual violence on and off campus. Consent in this 

context does not only refer to an agreement made between individuals before they 

engage in any sexual behavior. A consent culture, according to ASC, is about 

debunking myths surrounding sex,7 and it is in direct opposition to a rape culture.  

Because of my involvement with ASC and my openness in sharing my 

experiences as a survivor of sexual violence, many Whitman students know me in that 

context. Therefore, I am aware that when students took my survey, there perhaps was a 

desire to impress me or reassure me that my efforts in dismantling a rape culture on 

campus have been successful. In advertising the survey, I simply stated it was a survey 

about rape culture at Whitman, not saying that I was trying prove there was one or that 

there wasn’t one, just simply that the variables rape culture and Whitman were being 

considered.  

Understanding that sexual violence is a sensitive and potentially upsetting topic, 

I made sure to provide content warnings and ask for participant consent before students 

answered the survey questions and once more after they had finished taking the survey. 

Before proceeding onto the survey, participants were presented with a consent request, 

which can be found in Appendix A. Once students clicked the “Next” button, they 

were providing their consent and were then given the opportunity to answer the survey 

7 Refer to Appendix B, third section of the administered survey, for concrete examples 
of today’s common rape myths as understood by the personal experiences of my 
Whitman peers and me. 
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questions. They could discontinue taking the survey at any time, and they also did not 

have to answer each question. At the end of the survey, I included a message that 

outlined the resources available to the participant if taking the survey upset them in any 

way; this included contact information for the Whitman College counseling center as 

well as for the National Sexual Assault Hotline. 

 

Limitations and Improvements to Consider 
 

Due to time constraints and lack of previous research done on the matter, my 

study cannot grasp the ways in which rape culture has changed on campus throughout 

the years, but what I can do is capture the nature of rape culture as it exists today. 

Future sociology students will be more than welcome to expand upon my research if 

they so choose. Until then, my findings may impact how Whitman College, or perhaps 

even other comparative schools, conducts their sexual misconduct prevention efforts, 

specifically the ways in which they engage with students in the promotion of bystander 

intervention and consent education programs. 

There are certainly flaws with my approach to rape culture on Whitman’s 

campus. The first is that by essentializing rape culture into five distinct dimensions, I 

run the risk of neglecting the more nuanced manifestations of rape culture. The second 

is that my quantitative approach, though it lends itself well to statistical analysis, does 

not leave room for personal anecdotes that, again, get at the more nuanced aspects of 

rape culture.  

With more time and resources I would have utilized a two-pronged approach:  
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1. Assess rape culture on the college campus using a quantitative lens, 

including conducting a survey with close-ended questions aimed at measuring the 

relationship between size of group, time spent with group, and overall attitudes towards 

group compared to the likelihood that rape culture will be perpetuated.  

2. Gather an understanding of how students understand rape culture and 

whether or not one exists on their campus by using information gathered qualitatively 

via open-ended survey questions and in-depth interviews. 

Entire theses can be written analyzing each of the three single gendered groups 

on campus that I investigated in my thesis. For instance, a project on rape culture and 

Greek life at Whitman might provide a more nuanced insight into how rape culture is 

created and perpetuated on campus, if at all. I received plenty of responses from Greek 

members because of my own personal affiliation, but had I been a varsity athlete or a 

member of an a cappella group, perhaps I would have received more responses from 

that contingency as well.  
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Discussion and Data Analysis 

Is There a Rape Culture at Whitman College? 

According to my findings, Whitman students are currently in an environment in 

which rape culture is perpetuated. Table 3 clearly outlines the number and percentage 

of Whitman students whose responses to the Likert scale questions on the dimensions 

of rape culture reflects either the presence or absence of rape culture.  

Table 3. Rape Culture and Whitman College 
 Rape 

Culture? 
N % 

 
Presence of Patriarchy    
I hear Whitman students use the word 
“bitch” in reference to a woman. 

No: 45 9% 
Yes: 470 91% 
Total: 515 100% 

I observe male-identified Whitman peers 
verbally interrupt female-identified 
Whitman peers.  

No: 59 11% 
Yes: 455 89% 
Total: 514 100% 

I hear Whitman peers use sexist language 
and/or behavior. 

No: 35 7% 
Yes: 478 93% 
Total: 513 100% 

 
Avoidance and Trivialization    
I hear Whitman peers use the word 
“rape” to describe an academic 
achievement or failure. 

No: 295 57% 
Yes: 220 43% 
Total: 515 100% 

I hear Whitman peers change the topic of 
conversation it if involves sexual assault. 

No: 137 27% 
Yes: 372 73% 
Total: 509 100% 

I hear Whitman peers use the word 
“rape” in adjective form (e.g. That guy is 
rapey).  

No: 171 33% 
Yes: 341 66% 
Total: 512 100% 

 
Sabotage of Reformative Efforts    
I hear Whitman students describe a No: 237 46% 
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sexual encounter in which consent was 
not given. 

Yes: 278 54% 
Total: 515 100% 

I hear Whitman peers call out other peers 
for sexist language and/or behavior. 

No: 32 6% 
Yes: 482 94% 
Total: 514 100% 

I hear Whitman peers openly talk about 
asking for consent as necessary to 
preventing sexual assault.  

No: 108 21% 
Yes: 407 79% 
Total: 515 100% 

I hear Whitman peers make fun of the 
Green Dot program. 

No: 80 16% 
Yes: 435 84% 
Total: 515 100% 

I hear and/or observe Whitman students 
practicing Green Dot. 

No: 47 9% 
Yes: 465 91% 
Total: 512 100% 

I hear Whitman peers supporting the 
consent movement on campus (e.g. 
consent lectures, consent pins). 

No: 121 24% 
Yes: 391 76% 
Total: 512 100% 

 
Victim Blaming     
I hear Whitman peers doubting the 
experiences of sexual assault survivors. 

No: 226 44% 
Yes: 285 56% 
Total: 511 100% 

Women lie about being sexually 
assaulted in order to get attention. 

No: 337 67% 
Neutral: 52 10% 
Yes: 116 23% 
Total: 505 100% 

 
Gender Normativity    
Men think about sex more often than 
women do. 

No: 151 30% 
Neutral: 118 23% 
Yes: 236 47% 
Total: 505 100% 

Men cannot control their desires as much 
as women can. 

No: 304 60% 
Neutral: 68 13% 
Yes: 133 27% 
Total: 505 100% 

 

Is There a Patriarchy Here? 

Whitman students most commonly reported observing peers engage in 

behaviors that perpetuate the patriarchy in everyday interactions, with examples having 
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over 90% of participant agreement. When it comes to hearing the word “bitch” as used 

in reference to a woman, 91% of Whitman students claim to hear this derogatory 

language used on a daily basis. In terms of male-identified Whitman peers verbally 

interrupting female-identified peers, 89% of Whitman students admitted to observing 

their peers engage in this kind of behavior. In general, when it comes to seeing or 

hearing Whitman peers use sexist language and/or actions, 93% of participants cited 

such common experiences. Because of the high number of people affirming their 

experiences with these examples, it is evident that Whitman students are in an 

environment in which sexism is the norm. Whitman women are being called slurs, 

being interrupted, and overall being mistreated by other Whitman students, and it is 

exactly this kind of behavior that upholds the patriarchy (Walby 1990).  

Regardless of the gender of the person or people perpetuating sexism in these 

instances, the belittlement and disrespect that women are being given on a daily basis 

here at Whitman is unacceptable. Under Walby’s (1990) theory of patriarchy, it is these 

kinds of actions that insidiously validate the notion of men as the dominant, more 

respectable, members of our community. Slurs, like the word “bitch” used to refer to 

women or feminine qualities strengthen the patriarchy on campus because they serve to 

dehumanize and objectify women students. Interrupting people in general is rude, but 

when people interrupt women, we are reminded that our ideas are not worth hearing. 

Regardless of intention, because women are still fighting to be heard today in regards 

to obtaining equalities that mirror those enjoyed by men, shaming, silencing, and 

badgering of women contributes to the continued subjugation of women here at 

Whitman College.   
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Do Whitman Students Avoid and/or Trivialize Sexual Violence? 

Many Whitman students have observed their peers avoid and/or trivialize the 

issue of sexual violence. However, considering the patriarchal behavior that Whitman 

students seem to be exhibiting, the lower response rates affirming the existence of this 

dimension come as a surprise. 57% of Whitman students claim to never hear their peers 

used the word “rape” other than to describe an act of sexual violence. In a similar vein, 

66% of participants claimed to hear peers use the word “rape” in adjective form to 

describe something unrelated to sexual violence. Though the figures are lower in 

affirming the presence of avoidance and trivialization, there are still students who are 

hearing other students incorrectly use the word “rape.”  

According to Ward (1995), attitudes as manifested through language are 

incredibly important because the language that we use when communicating these 

attitudes with others can offer insight into how individuals make sense of the world 

around them. On a college campus, using the word “rape” to describe achieving or 

failing on an exam or to jokingly characterize people as socially awkward, trivializes 

the issue of sexual violence because it removes it from its violent context. What this 

means is that, when as a community we become accustomed to hearing something 

violent like “rape” used to describe non-violent things, then when “rape” is used in its 

original context, it does not have the same shock value because it has been diluted 

through improper everyday use.  

Just as important as how we talk about sexual violence, is being able to talk 

about it to begin with (Romito 2008). Romito argues that when people avoid the topic 
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of sexual violence, they are denying that it has real, social consequences, and that 

effectively silences survivors and allows for the act to continue. According to my 

results, 73% of Whitman students hear their peers change the topic of conversation if it 

involves sexual assault. What this means is that most Whitman students do not feel 

comfortable talking about sexual violence, either because they find it too upsetting or 

they do not know how to talk about the issue. Whatever the case may be, not talking 

about sexual violence does not mean it does not exist. In addition, if someone is 

bringing up the topic, particularly if that person identifies as a survivor, to change the 

topic of conversation sends the message to those around you that you do not care to 

acknowledge their reality. Sexual violence is real. The denial of the prevalence of 

sexual violence when it happens, silences survivors and does not hold perpetrators 

accountable for their actions.  For sexual violence to go away, we must acknowledge 

that it exists in the first place. 

Are Whitman Students Sabotaging Reformative Efforts? 
 

When it comes to preventing sexual violence on campus, Whitman students are 

struggling to get on board. 54% of participants claim to hear peers describe sexual 

experiences in which consent was not given. It is important to note that sexual activity 

without all parties consenting to that sexual activity constitutes sexual violence 

(Mardorossian 2014). So, for 1 in every 2 Whitman students to hear their peers 

describe sex in which consent was not given on a regular basis, can negatively impact 

the ways in which students experience sex in their own lives. The issue here is not so 

much that students are talking about nonconsensual sex (survivors should definitely 
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feel safe to voice their experiences), but really the problem is that nonconsensual sex is 

happening at all.  

  There are several opportunities on campus to get involved in preventing sexual 

violence, including learning about consent, bystander intervention, and other proactive 

practices. However, despite these opportunities, only 21% of Whitman students are 

actually talking openly about consent as necessary to preventing sexual violence. 

Additionally, only 24% of students are hearing or seeing other Whitman students get 

involved in the consent movement on campus. To use Mead’s (1934) notion of the 

“generalized other,” what people are doing around you is something that many college 

students consider, especially on a small campus like Whitman. For someone to not see 

many of their peers getting excited about movements, education, and other kinds of 

trainings that work to address and prevent sexual violence, means a person is even less 

likely to get involved on their own. The idea of  “everyone is doing it” motivates 

people to follow others’ lead. Since culture is comprised by agreed-upon values that 

group members adhere to, this kind of mentality is necessary to actually changing the 

culture (Lamont et al. 2010; Spillman 2002). 

  Whitman’s bystander intervention program known as Green Dot is a structural 

program that has aimed to change the culture around sex at Whitman. Green Dot asks 

Whitman students to intervene in situations where a peer may be in a place where they 

either cannot consent to sexual activity or do not want to. This kind of programming 

urges students to be active members of the Whitman community by looking out for one 

another. Most students learn how to implement Green Dot during their first-year 

orientation session, but after that students often forget what they’ve learned and Green 
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Dot even loses its relevance. 84% of Whitman students claim to hear their peers mock 

the Green Dot program. Though humor can be used as a mechanism to grapple with 

difficult subjects like sexual misconduct, the fact that 91% of Whitman students are not 

seeing or hearing their peers practice intervening in situations where it is necessary, is 

telling of how the culture has resisted this Green Dot program.  

 94% of Whitman students do not hear peers call out people for using sexist 

language or engaging in sexist behavior. What students may not realize is that silence 

is complicity. By not correcting, calling out, redressing harmful words and behavior, 

this kind of sexist culture is allowed to persist.   

 

Are Victims of Sexual Violence Being Blamed at Whitman? 
 

Often when we think about rape culture, we imagine victims being blamed for 

their assault. We imagine victims being called liars, attention-seekers, and other 

derogatory slurs (Mardorossian 2014). When victims of sexual violence are blamed 

and humiliated publicly, other victims are less likely to make their experiences public. 

At Whitman, my findings suggest that 1 in every 2 students hears their peers doubt the 

experiences of those who have survived sexual assault. Imagine you are a survivor of 

sexual violence and you are debating about whether or not to report what has happened 

to you when you hear one of your peers express doubt about another survivor’s 

experience. I would imagine that would feel intimidating and discouraging. I have 

heard countless people who have been assaulted at Whitman express concerns with 

coming forward for fear of being doubted or even being retaliated against. Therefore, if 

there is a 50% chance a survivor will be blamed for their assault on campus, they are 
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just as likely to not report the incident(s), creating a dissonance between crimes 

reported and crimes that have occurred.  

In contrast, 67% of Whitman students do not believe that women lie in order to 

get attention. Though this means less people are buying into the sexual scripts that say 

women often lie about rape in order to get attention (Ryan 2011), there are still 33% of 

Whitman students who do. This means that 1 in every 3 Whitman students may believe 

that women who lie about being sexually violated, do so in order to get attention. The 

assumption here is that women have something to gain from being victimized. 

Mardorossian (2014) counters this myth by asserting that by being victimized, women 

actually have so much to lose. Therefore, as we think about why it is that 33% of 

Whitman students are believing that survivors will lie about being raped only for 

attention, we must also think about how that myth upholds the Whitman patriarchal 

structure and validates gender normativity.  

 

Are Whitman Students Perpetuating Gender Normativity? 
 

This set of statements frame sexual violence in gender binary terms: men versus 

women. In addition, these statements expand upon stereotypical notions of male and 

female sexuality. Bohmer and Parrot (1993) argue that men and women have a set of 

expectations regarding their respective sexual behaviors that they often attempt to 

satisfy. The reason for this may be that people are often rewarded in society for acting 

in ways that agree with their prescribed gender identity (Kimmel 2013). I asked 

participants to rate their level of agreement with statements that describe gender 

normative and cisnormative modes of thinking about sexuality.  
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Here at Whitman, 47% of students believe that men think about sex more often 

than women do. The implication here is that men are more sexual than women are and 

in turn men cannot control their desires as much as women can because, again, they are 

so sexually driven. Regardless of the biological veracity of these statements, claiming 

that men are more sexually motivated than women excuses male behavior. It is the idea 

that men are just being men, so they cannot really be blamed for their actions since it is 

in their nature. 

Though almost half of Whitman students buy into the myth that men have a 

stronger libido than women do, 60% of students believe that men can actually control 

their desires as much as women can. This gives hope that the Whitman culture is 

moving in the direction of being less gender normative because it suggests that many 

Whitman students are holding people accountable for controlling their desires, 

regardless of their gender identity. 

 

Rape Culture and the Whitman Greek Subculture 
 

Whitman’s Greek organizations are divided by gender, which allows for a 

culture in which members make sense of their community in gendered ways (Lindsey 

2005). For instance, women in sororities may take pride in being in organizations that 

foster the social and intellectual growth of female members. Men’s fraternities may 

seek to provide a supportive and welcoming community to their male members. And 

yet, while these organizations may seek to be inclusive, there are ways in which their 

behavior and language may be exclusive and different from the Whitman culture at 

large. 
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This study seeks to determine if there are any differences between the Whitman 

subculture comprised of sororities and fraternities, and the Whitman culture at large. I 

acknowledge that members of Greek life are still also members of the Whitman 

community. Because none of the statements under the ‘Presence of Patriarchy” 

dimension were statistically significant at the .05 level or less, I cannot confidently 

deduce that Whitman Greek members are more likely to be in an environment in which 

rape culture is present than students who are not affiliated with a Greek organization. 

Note that this does not mean Greek members are not experiencing rape culture, since 

all statements had at least one person affirm its existence, rather I cannot strongly 

assert Greek members are more, less, or just as likely to experience rape culture than 

all other Whitman students. 

 

Table 4. Greek Members vs. Non-Greek Members 
 Rape 

Culture? 
Greek 
Affiliated 

Non-Greek 
Affiliated 

Pearson 
Chi-Square 

 
Presence of Patriarchy      
I hear Whitman students use the word 
“bitch” in reference to a woman. 

No: 8% 10% .598 
Yes: 92% 90% 

I observe male-identified Whitman peers 
verbally interrupt female-identified 
Whitman peers.  

No: 11% 12% .004 

Yes: 89% 88% 

I hear Whitman peers use sexist language 
and/or behavior. 

No: 7% 7% .009 
Yes: 93% 93% 

 
Avoidance and Trivialization     
I hear Whitman peers use the word “rape” 
to describe an academic achievement or 
failure. 

No: 
 

54% 
 

60% 
 

1.546 

Yes: 46% 40% 

I hear Whitman peers change the topic of 
conversation it if involves sexual assault.* 

No: 24% 29% 1.257 
Yes: 76% 71% 

I hear Whitman peers use the word “rape” 
in adjective form (e.g. That guy is rapey). 

No: 28% 37% 4.769 
Yes: 72% 63% 
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* 
 
Sabotage of Reformative Efforts     
I hear Whitman students describe a sexual 
encounter in which consent was not 
given.* 

No: 40% 50% 5.547 
Yes: 60% 50% 

I hear Whitman peers call out other peers 
for sexist language and/or behavior. 

No: 7% 6% .478 
Yes: 93% 94% 

I hear Whitman peers openly talk about 
asking for consent as necessary to 
preventing sexual assault. * 

No: 27% 17% 7.877 

Yes: 73% 83% 

I hear Whitman peers make fun of the 
Green Dot program. 

No: 16% 15% .092 
Yes: 84% 85% 

I hear and/or observe Whitman students 
practicing Green Dot.* 

No: 12% 7% 4.376 
Yes: 88% 93% 

I hear Whitman peers supporting the 
consent movement on campus (e.g. 
consent lectures, consent pins).* 

No: 30% 19% 9.238 

Yes: 70% 81% 

 
Victim Blaming     
I hear Whitman peers doubting the 
experiences of sexual assault survivors.* 

No: 39% 48% 3.877 
Yes: 61% 52% 

Women lie about being sexually assaulted 
in order to get attention. 

No: 65% 68% 2.478 
Neutral: 9% 11% 
Yes: 26% 21% 

 
Gender Normativity     
Men think about sex more often than 
women do. 

No: 25% 33% 4.969 
Neutral: 23% 24% 
Yes: 52% 43% 

Men cannot control their desires as much 
as women can. 

No: 57% 62% 1.130 
Neutral: 14% 13% 
Yes: 29% 25% 

*These results were statistically significant, meaning their significance level was less 
than .05.  
 

When it comes to sexism and the presence of a patriarchy, members of Greek 

organizations did identify with the everyday examples of this phenomenon at a larger 

rate than non-Greeks. 92% of Greeks hear their peers use slurs like “bitch” to describe 

women while 90% of non-Greek hear these kinds of words. 89% of Greeks see men 
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interrupt women when they are speaking as opposed to 88% of non-Greeks. Greeks 

and non-Greeks are both hearing Whitman peers use sexist language and/or behavior at 

a rate of 93%. Although I cannot confidently assert that Greek members are more 

likely to foster a patriarchy than are non-Greek members, the high percentages of 

Greek members who do feel there is a presence of a patriarchy in their surrounding 

environment might suggest the claims made by Martin and Hummer (1989) that Greek 

organizations, particularly fraternities, are more likely to engage in sexist behavior. 

However, because the numbers between Greeks and non-Greeks are not ultimately all 

that different, their similarities certainly challenge the stereotype of fraternity men and 

women engaging in sexist language and behavior that upholds the existence of a 

patriarchy at a higher rate than all other students (Sanday 1990). 

When it comes to avoiding and trivializing sexual violence as an issue, I can 

assert that Greek members are more likely to come across this phenomenon than non-

Greeks. Where 71% of non-Greeks hear Whitman peers change the topic of 

conversation if it involves sexual violence, 76% of Greeks experience this avoidance 

from their peers. Where 63% of non-Greeks hear peers incorrectly use the word “rape” 

to describe people, places, or things in adjective form, 72% of Greeks hear their peers 

misuse this word. These two statements proved to be statistically significant at the .05 

level, and what they suggest is that Greeks more so than non-Greeks, are likely to 

avoid the topic of sexual assault and also trivialize the issue of rape by using it to 

describe things other than incidents of rape. 

Though I have argued that Greeks are more likely to exhibit behavior and use 

words that keep sexual violence at bay from everyday conversations, Greeks are 
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actually more likely to adopt reformative efforts than non-Greeks. Where 17% of non-

Greeks are hearing their peers openly discuss consent as necessary to preventing sexual 

assault, 27% of Greeks are hearing these kinds of conversations take place. Where 19% 

of non-Greeks are hearing their peers support the consent movement on campus by 

attending lectures or wearing pins that say, “Consent is Sexy,” 30% of Greeks are 

being exposed to this kind of momentum. Similarly, 12% of Greeks as opposed to 7% 

of Non-Greeks observe their peers practice Green Dot by being active bystanders when 

needed. One reason why Greeks may be more likely than non-Greeks to see their peers 

getting on board with movements like consent and Green Dot is because of the focus 

that these groups are given. For instance, All Students for Consent (ASC) typically 

present to fraternity and sorority chapters because they are accessible and easier to find 

in one place at least once a week since all organizations hold chapter meetings. This is 

untrue for non-Greeks who live on and off campus, and who miss out on the 

opportunities only offered to Greeks.  

When it comes to hearing peers doubt the experiences of sexual assault 

survivors, Greeks are more likely to hear students do this than non-Greeks. 61% of 

Greek participants claimed to be exposed to victim blaming while 52% of non-Greeks 

claimed to experience this.  A culture in which people are doubting survivors 

discourages survivors from reporting and/or sharing their experiences with others. 

Considering about 4% of cases reported in the last three years have taken place in a 

Greek environment, it is this kind of victim blaming practice that allows for this pattern 

to continue.  
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Rape Culture and the Gendered Varsity Athletics Subculture 
 

There is certainly a shared culture amongst members who play varsity sports on 

campus considering they spend several hours a day, or more depending on the season, 

together. However, for this thesis, I am focusing on the varsity athletics gendered 

subculture, as comprised by members of single-gendered teams. For teams to qualify as 

single-gendered, practices and games had to occur mostly, if not completely, amongst 

people of a particular gender. What I have found is that like the Greek subculture at 

Whitman, I cannot confidently assert that members who play on a single-gendered 

varsity team are more, less, or just as likely to be in an environment in which rape 

culture is perpetuated. However, I can say that single-gendered varsity sports team 

members are less likely to be in an environment in which the patriarchy is present, 

peers can be heard avoiding and/or trivializing sexual violence, students can be 

observed undermining reformative efforts, and members can be heard doubting the 

experiences of survivors than students who are not members of single-gendered varsity 

sports teams on campus.  

 

Table 5. Members of Single-Gendered Varsity Sports vs.  
Non-Members of Single-Gendered Varsity Sports 

 Rape 
Culture? 

SGVS 
Member 

Non-SGVS 
Member 

Pearson 
Chi-Square 

 
Presence of Patriarchy      
I hear Whitman students use the word 
“bitch” in reference to a woman.*  

No: 22% 7% 12.267 
Yes: 78% 93% 

I observe male-identified Whitman peers 
verbally interrupt female-identified 
Whitman peers.*  

No: 40% 8% 44.110 

Yes: 60% 92% 

I hear Whitman peers use sexist language 
and/or behavior.* 

No: 30% 4% 45.401 
Yes: 70% 96% 
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Avoidance and Trivialization     
I hear Whitman peers use the word “rape” 
to describe an academic achievement or 
failure. 

No: 
 

64% 
 

57% 
 

1.006 

Yes: 36% 43% 

I hear Whitman peers change the topic of 
conversation it if involves sexual assault.* 

No: 55% 24% 21.966 
Yes: 45% 76% 

I hear Whitman peers use the word “rape” 
in adjective form (e.g. That guy is rapey). 
* 

No: 46% 32% 4.010 
Yes: 54% 68% 

 
Sabotage of Reformative Efforts     
I hear Whitman students describe a sexual 
encounter in which consent was not 
given.* 

No: 72% 44% 14.593 
Yes: 28% 56% 

I hear Whitman peers call out other peers 
for sexist language and/or behavior. 

No: 4% 6% .323 
Yes: 96% 94% 

I hear Whitman peers openly talk about 
asking for consent as necessary to 
preventing sexual assault.  

No: 26% 20% .497 

Yes: 74% 80% 

I hear Whitman peers make fun of the 
Green Dot program.* 

No: 42% 13% 29.852 
Yes: 58% 87% 

I hear and/or observe Whitman students 
practicing Green Dot. 

No: 14% 9% 1.697 
Yes: 86% 91% 

I hear Whitman peers supporting the 
consent movement on campus (e.g. 
consent lectures, consent pins). 

No: 18% 25% 1.080 

Yes: 82% 75% 

 
Victim Blaming     
I hear Whitman peers doubting the 
experiences of sexual assault survivors.* 

No: 66% 42% 10.500 
Yes: 34% 58% 

Women lie about being sexually assaulted 
in order to get attention. 

No: 51% 68% 5.722 
Neutral: 14% 10% 
Yes: 35% 22% 

 
Gender Normativity     
Men think about sex more often than 
women do. 

No: 30% 30% 1.344 
Neutral: 16% 23% 
Yes: 54% 47% 

Men cannot control their desires as much 
as women can. 

No: 51% 61% 2.145 
Neutral: 14% 13% 
Yes: 35% 26% 

*These results were statistically significant, meaning their significance level was less 
than .05.  
 

57 
 



It was not until measures like Title IX were introduced that sports were 

organizations banned to women.8 One might expect then, that the sports culture, 

particularly if divided by gender, would be sexist and amenable to a rape culture due to 

its history of male domination. However, at Whitman, while 78% of the members of 

the varsity athletics gendered subculture claim to hear Whitman students use 

derogatory terms like “bitch” to refer to women, 93% of other students are exposed to 

this kind if language. That is about a 20% difference, and it indicates that members of 

gendered varsity athletic teams are cognizant of the language they use in regards to 

women so as to not degrade the people they talk about. While 92% of all other 

Whitman students claim to observe men interrupt their female peers, only 60% of 

members of single-gendered varsity sports teams admit to seeing this type of behavior. 

Overall, 96% of all other Whitman students are hearing peers use sexist language while 

only 70% of members of single-gendered varsity athletics hear this kind of talk.  

According to my results, while 56% of Whitman students who are not involved 

in single-gendered varsity sports teams report hearing peers describe sexual encounters 

in which consent was not given, only 28% of members of the single-gendered varsity 

athletics subculture express hearing these stories. This particular relationship was 

statistically significant at the .05 level, and it suggests that members of single-gendered 

varsity sports teams are less likely than their other Whitman peers to be in an 

environment in which people are describing instances of nonconsensual sex. Note that 

this does not mean nonconsensual sex is not happening, it just hopefully means that if 

8 Refer to the National Women’s Law Center website, under section titled, “Athletics,” 
for more information: http://www.nwlc.org/our-issues/education-%2526-title-
ix/athletics 

58 
 

                                                 



people are talking about their sexual experiences, then they are described as 

consensual. Similarly, while 87% of all other Whitman students hear peers make fun of 

the Green Dot program, only 58% of single-gendered varsity sports team athletes do 

not. This suggests that members of the single-gendered varsity subculture are more 

likely to not belittle campus efforts to curb sexual violence than are all other Whitman 

students. 

Members of single-gendered varsity sports teams do a better job of not blaming 

victims than do all other Whitman students. While 58% of Whitman students doubt the 

experiences of survivors, 66% of single-gendered varsity sports members do believe 

the accounts of survivors. Perhaps because team members often have to trust one 

another on the court, match, field, etc., they are more likely to trust one another off the 

field as well. It might be reassuring, then, for a survivor who is a member of a single-

gendered sports team to know that her teammates are more likely to believe her than 

people who are not necessarily on her team. Despite this reassurance, the fact does still 

remain that 44% of members of single-gendered varsity sports teams are still likely to 

blame survivors for their experiences.  

Because of Ezzell’s (2009) study on defensive othering mechanisms used by 

women on rugby teams to explain their gender normative behavior, I expected 

members of the gendered varsity athletic subculture to engage in behaviors similar to 

those exhibited by the rugby players in Ezzell’s study. However, none of the statements 

under the section titled, “Gender Normativity,” proved to be statistically significant at 

the .05 level. However, at a glance, it does seem that members of the gendered varsity 

sports subculture are more likely than other Whitman students to believe that men do 
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think about sex more often than women do and that men cannot control their desires as 

much as women can. 

 

Rape Culture and the Gendered A Cappella Subculture 
 

Similar to members of the Gendered varsity Athletics subculture, those who are 

members of single-gender a cappella groups are also members of the gendered a 

cappella subculture on campus. The a cappella group known as the Testostertones (T-

tones) is exclusively for people who identify as men while the a cappella group called 

Sirens of Swank is a women-only group. Because I have been investigating gendered 

subcultures on campus and defining them as any group on campus in which gender is a 

criteria for group membership, these two a cappella groups fall into that category. I 

have found that I cannot soundly claim that members of the gendered a cappella group 

subculture are more, just as, or less likely to be in an environment in which rape culture 

is perpetuated. The dimensions of “Avoidance and Trivialization,” “Victim Blaming,” 

and “Gender Normativity” did not have any statements that were statistically 

significant at the .05 level. However, I do have statistically significant findings in 

regards to the  “Presence of Patriarchy” and “Sabotage of Reformative Efforts” 

dimensions.  

 

Table 6. Members of Single-Gendered A Cappella Groups vs.  
Non-Members of Single Gendered A Cappella Groups 

 Rape 
Culture? 

SGAC 
Member 

Non-SGAC 
Member 

Pearson 
Chi-Sqaure 

 
Presence of Patriarchy     
I hear Whitman students use the word No: 37% 7% 29.189 
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“bitch” in reference to a woman.* Yes: 63% 93% 
I observe male-identified Whitman peers 
verbally interrupt female-identified 
Whitman peers.*  

No: 37% 10% .004 

Yes: 63% 90% 

I hear Whitman peers use sexist language 
and/or behavior.* 

No: 42% 5% 53.584 
Yes: 58% 95% 

 
Avoidance and Trivialization      
I hear Whitman peers use the word “rape” 
to describe an academic achievement or 
failure. 

No: 
 

70% 
 

56% 
 

2.062 

Yes: 30% 44% 

I hear Whitman peers change the topic of 
conversation it if involves sexual assault. 

No: 37% 26% 1.529 
Yes: 63% 74% 

I hear Whitman peers use the word “rape” 
in adjective form (e.g. That guy is rapey).  

No: 44% 33% 1.584 
Yes: 56% 67% 

 
Sabotage of Reformative Efforts     
I hear Whitman students describe a sexual 
encounter in which consent was not given. 

No: 48% 46% .049 
Yes: 52% 54% 

I hear Whitman peers call out other peers 
for sexist language and/or behavior. 

No: 7% 6% .478 
Yes: 93% 94% 

I hear Whitman peers openly talk about 
asking for consent as necessary to 
preventing sexual assault.  

No: 27% 17% 7.877 

Yes: 73% 83% 

I hear Whitman peers make fun of the 
Green Dot program.* 

No: 44% 14% 18.700 
Yes: 56% 86% 

I hear and/or observe Whitman students 
practicing Green Dot. 

No: 12% 9% .202 
Yes: 88% 91% 

I hear Whitman peers supporting the 
consent movement on campus (e.g. 
consent lectures, consent pins). 

No: 19% 24% .389 

Yes: 81% 76% 

 
Victim Blaming     
I hear Whitman peers doubting the 
experiences of sexual assault survivors. 

No: 56% 43% 1.526 
Yes: 44% 57% 

Women lie about being sexually assaulted 
in order to get attention. 

No: 85% 66% 4.437 
Neutral: 4% 11% 
Yes: 11% 23% 

 
Gender Normativity     
Men think about sex more often than 
women do. 

No: 48% 29% 5.179 
Neutral: 11% 24% 
Yes: 41% 47% 

Men cannot control their desires as much No: 74% 59% 4.751 
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as women can. Neutral: 0% 14% 
Yes: 29% 27% 

*These results were statistically significant, meaning their significance level was less 
than .05.  
 

 According to my results, members of the gendered a cappella subculture are 

less likely to be in an environment in which the patriarchy is prevalent than students 

who are not members of these groups. The relationship between these two groups was 

statistically significant across all three statements. Perhaps as Mead (1934) would 

describe it, the cultural pull of the a cappella subculture in terms of influencing 

members to behave in certain ways, is not as strong as the Whitman cultural pull. 

Whitman students who are not members of single gendered a cappella groups 

are three times more likely to hear Whitman students refer to women as “bitches” than 

are students who are members of single-gendered a cappella groups. Similarly, while 

90% of Whitman students are observing their male-identified peers interrupt female-

identified peers, only 63% of members of single-gendered a cappella groups are 

witnessing this behavior. Most telling is that while 58% of members of single gender a 

cappella groups are hearing and/or seeing Whitman peers use sexist language and/or 

behavior, 95% of all other Whitman students are experiencing these occurrences. 

Single-gendered a cappella groups, regardless of whether they are male or female, are 

more likely to be outwardly respectful towards women and be mindful of their words 

and actions so as to not make women feel inferior than are Whitman students who do 

not belong to these groups. 

 When it comes to sabotaging reformative efforts on campus, members of 

single-gendered a cappella groups are less likely to do things like make fun of the 
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Green Dot program than are all other Whitman students. Though the other relationships 

within this dimension are not statistically significant, across the board, members of 

single-gendered a cappella groups are more likely to aid and contribute to reformative 

efforts than are Whitman students.  

 Even though I cannot confidently assert that members of single-gendered a 

cappella groups are less likely to witness group members avoid and trivialize rape, 

blame victims, and promote gender normativity, this trend is still visible in the 

responses. Perhaps with a larger data sample and more focused questions, one could 

have a better understanding of the differences between the Whitman culture in general 

and the gendered a cappella subculture. 
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Conclusion: Cultural and Structural Implications 

The issue of rape culture is not one that is singularly a Greek issue or a varsity 

athletics issue or an a cappella issue, but rather it is a Whitman issue at large. Whitman 

College strives to provide a safe and supportive community in which students can 

thrive and learn to the best of their ability. However, as well intentioned as this goal 

may be, it is often easier said than done. When it comes to sexual violence, there is 

often little an institution can do to control an individual’s behavior. Yet, when a 

powerful force such as culture influences individual attitudes and behaviors, it is an 

institution’s obligation to know how structure can influence culture and vice versa. 

Rape culture as Whitman students have exhibited it in the past year, should be 

redressed.  

Women should not feel like they are being disrespected by peers, being silenced 

when they speak, or experiencing sexism on a daily basis. Whitman students should not 

avoid sexual violence nor should they trivialize it because the only way we can 

eradicate sexual violence is by discussing it openly. We should have the tools and the 

safe spaces necessary to discuss issues of sexual assault, rape, abuse, and all other 

forms of violence. Whitman students should be doing everything they can to prevent 

further sexual violence on campus, including taking personal responsibility. Students 

should also not blame survivors for their experiences, and instead survivors should be 

empowered and supported in any way possible. Lastly, students who do not fit on the 

gender binary should not be made to feel as if their violence is not legitimate or valid. 

No one should be excused for their sexist, homophobic, transphobic, and otherwise 
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violent behavior on this campus. As a college and a student body, we have a duty to 

change this culture in any way that we can. 

Often policies and programs implemented by the administration are met with 

emotions like hesitance or disdain, but even in the face of opposition, an institution like 

Whitman College must listen to student concerns, paying careful attention to those in 

the margins. Survivors of rape know best how they are being affected by rape culture. 

If this thesis has taught me anything, it is that students are listening and paying 

attention to what people around them are saying and doing. So, if we are ever to change 

this culture, we have to listen to those who have been harmed and/or silenced by an 

oppressive culture. 

 

How Can We Challenge the Patriarchy?  
 

Dismantling the patriarchy requires major shifts in our everyday language and 

actions. Though students may not initially realize it, the words they use to refer to each 

other have a huge impact on how people are treated in other aspects of daily life. When 

people use slurs to describe folks who have been historically oppressed, regardless of 

the intention, it further validates the subjugation of those people. Words used by the 

oppressor to refer to those who have been oppressed should not be used on a daily 

basis, lest they lose shock value and become absorbed in the fabric of everyday life. 

When oppression becomes invisible, it becomes that much harder to abolish. 

 In addition, students need to be better about calling their peers out for using 

sexist language and/or behavior. If it happens, people need to know that it is not okay. 

Again, even if the actions are small, all those small actions eventually accumulate until 
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it becomes predictable and common behavior.  Women and people who do not identify 

as men should not be made to feel inferior to men. They should be listened to as well as 

treated and spoken to with respect. Perhaps developing a program similar to Green Dot 

will help mitigate the perpetuation of sexism by teaching Whitman students how to 

identify sexist behavior as well as how to address that behavior in a way that 

challenges it and discourages people from acting that way again. 

 

How Can We Get Students to Talk About Rape? 
 

I have found that when students are given the tools necessary to be able to talk 

about sexual assault, they are more likely to do so. I often discuss my experiences as a 

survivor with people I first meet because I believe that by being open about my 

experiences, people will be more likely to experience talking about sexual assault in an 

everyday context. I think often sexual assault gets categorized as a heavy topic that is 

not appropriate for casual conversation, but I think that sexual violence must become 

dinner table talk if we are ever to feel comfortable talking about it. Making that first 

step is certainly difficult, but once you’ve experienced hearing and talking about sexual 

assault in a context that you consider to be a safe space for you, then you are more 

likely to have a better understanding of how rape occurs in our society. 

 Here at Whitman, we have an event called Take Back the Night where 

survivors are given a night to share their experiences and lead a rally to protest against 

rape culture and sexual violence. This kind of event should one day become obsolete 

because the ideal would be a) we don’t have sexual violence survivors at all or b) if 
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sexual violence is still happening, that survivors feel they can talk openly about it and 

receive support from Whitman community members every single day.  

 

How Do We Get Students to Not Sabotage Reformative Efforts? 
 

My findings suggest that students are more likely to rally around student-lead 

programs like consent education than they are to follow-through with programs 

implemented by the administration such as Green Dot. In order for a program like 

Green Dot to be effective amongst students, it must feel like a cultural shift that 

originates from the students. Perhaps having only students present on Green Dot during 

the Pre-Orientation program, would convince new students that Green Dot is really 

something that Whitman students practice rather than being a program designed and 

enforced by the administration. Of course, this program could still be run by the 

administration, it would just have to seem like a part of the Whitman culture that 

Whitman students are themselves adopting and promoting.  

Additionally, students should be given reminders on how and why to 

implement Green Dot. Because the training and informational session occurs at the 

beginning of one’s first year at Whitman and then rarely, if ever, brought up again, 

unless someone goes through Green Dot leader training, that means that Whitman 

students are forgetting the importance of practicing Green Dot. If all Whitman students 

were to somehow have the opportunity to review Green Dot, I think that would go a 

long way in ensuring it continues to be practiced later on in one’s Whitman career. 
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How Can We Put an End to Victim Blaming? 
 

Victim blaming is an issue all over the nation, in part due to our patriarchal 

society that looks for ways to excuse men from responsibility in instances of sexual 

violence so that they may maintain their position of power and privilege. At Whitman, 

victim blaming stems from this national culture, in addition to the Whitman culture, of 

wanting to know the full story before making assumptions. Whitman students often 

pride themselves in being critical thinkers, and so they may refuse to form an opinion 

on a matter unless they know the full story. This can manifest in not readily believing a 

survivor when they report having been sexually violated. Perhaps the person hearing 

this story does not want to believe that their peer was capable of assaulting someone or 

perhaps they don’t want to side with anyone because the situation might be too messy.  

This kind of indifferent or reticent mentality sends a message to survivors that 

if they speak out, they will not be immediately believed. The myth that women lie 

about being sexually assaulted in order to get attention has gone on for far too long. If 

anything, reporting sexual assault garners incredibly hostile and vicious reactions from 

others. When a survivor reports they risk being doubted (since that has been 

commonplace), losing friendships, being scrutinized, being blamed, etc. Survivors 

usually have nothing to gain from the experience of reporting since, as it stands, the 

process is so stigmatizing and traumatic, that if anything, survivors are less likely to 

come forward about their experiences. 

 Whitman students have a duty to let survivors know that they are here for them 

in any way possible. People need to show up to events like Take Back the Night and 

Breaking Ground Monologues where survivors are bravely sharing their stories. If a 
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Whitman student tells another student they have been assaulted, the response should 

be, “I believe you. I am here for you. What can I do for you?” If Whitman students 

could practice appropriately responding to these kinds of situations in a manner that 

encourages and supports survivors, then that would go a long way to helping those who 

have gone through sexual violence feel as if they are in a safe and empowering 

environment.  

 

How Can We Foster a Non-Gender Normative Culture? 
 

A non-gender normative culture can be fostered on both the cultural and 

structural level. On the structural level, all restrooms should be agender, meaning that 

there should be no distinction between the “men’s” room and the “women’s” room. In 

order to accommodate those who may feel uncomfortable, guiding people to the single-

use or family restrooms would help ameliorate those kinds of concerns. I think overall, 

making this shift sends the message that the College recognizes gender is a spectrum. 

Right now, these gendered restrooms further validate and reify gendered spaces on 

campus and remind us that gender binaries are often the norm. Let us change that norm 

by changing the ways we make sense of gender in public spaces. 

Based on personal experiences, I have found that spaces on campus where 

gender is highlighted tend to reinforce patriarchal values. For instance, Greek 

organizations on campus are differentiated by gender, with little room for gender 

fluidity but great pressure to conform to prescribed gender norms. Women’s 

fraternities are referred to as sororities on campus and rather than inhabiting their own 

houses the way that fraternities do, they all share living accommodations in the 
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women’s residence hall known as Prentiss Hall. This creates a reality in which sorority 

behavior is more closely monitored and regulated than fraternity behavior. 

Additionally, this dissonance amongst gendered groups fosters the development of 

their subcultural identity because their differences are maintained and legitimized by 

Whitman policies.   

 On the cultural level, being aware of our gender normative language that places 

men in the dominant position as well as discounting our use of that language will go a 

long way in making those who do not identify with a gender binary or who identify as 

women feel like they exist and matter. For example, using “First-Years” instead of 

“Freshmen” since the “men” in “Freshmen” promotes both a patriarchal hegemony as 

well as a gender preference.  Another example is using the word “folks” instead of 

“guys” since “guys” is also a term couched in cisgendered masculinity. A crash course 

on gender that addresses our language and everyday actions would be useful for all 

Whitman students, as well as several “refereshers” throughout one’s four years in order 

to accommodate any changes that may occur in regards to gender or just as a way to 

remind people of how and why we should strive to maintain a non-gender normative 

culture. 

 

Concluding Thoughts 
 

My suggestions are in no way thorough, and I could speak at length as to how 

Whitman can challenge the existence of rape culture on our campus. What I hope this 

thesis illuminates is the ways in which seemingly meaningless everyday words and 

actions can actually have a meaningful impact on the student culture. While certain 
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Whitman structures definitely play a role in shaping the Whitman culture, it is 

ultimately the ways in which students interact that shapes what I have come to know as 

the Whitman culture. Because of this volatility, the Whitman culture is subject to 

change every year, if not every four years. And yet, if a study of this nature were to be 

conducted again and if it were to show that rape culture still exists, then it would 

become clear that rape culture is a lasting component of the Whitman culture. Of 

course, that would be problematic. I am hoping that this thesis will be a wake up call to 

those who believe rape culture is not real at Whitman, and especially to those who do 

not think there is anything that can be done. 

 What I have learned from this project is that rape culture will not change if one 

person tries to change everything since one person can neither create nor define a 

culture, but rather, rape culture will only be eradicated if everyone does something 

every single day. It may seem like a daunting task, but changing how we talk about 

women and people of non-conforming genders as well as any and all survivors, can 

dramatically diminish the strength of rape culture on Whitman’s campus. If left 

untreated, rape culture will only get worse, particularly because the more it becomes 

embedded in our everyday lives, the more difficult it becomes to think and talk about it 

critically. Once we dismantle the oppressive framing of the issue of rape, then the 

image inside becomes easier to understand, and therefore, change.  
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