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Abstract 

 College male assault victims remain heavily under-researched despite an 

increasingly growing discourse on college campus assault (Fedina et al. 2016). Male 

and female victims are known to report assault for different reasons and still there 

remains a gap in sociological literature for male bodied college assault victims 

(McLean 2013). Whitman College and colleges like it strive to provide a safe learning 

environment free from the effects of sexual misconduct. In order to do so, 

understanding male bodied assault victims is key. If Whitman seeks to assist all 

students, they need to understand the differences between male bodied victims and 

female bodied victims so that they can assist each accordingly. This thesis aims to 

expand research and discourse on male sexual assault on college campuses as well as 

find tangible ways to encourage male victims at Whitman to report their assault. A 

survey that evaluated Whitman College male bodied students’ willingness to report 

hypothetical assaults was distributed and aimed to answer two questions “At Whitman 

College, how does male bodiedness affect willingness to report sexual assault?” and 

“How do male bodied individuals change their willingness to report according to the 

biological sex of perpetrator, signs of resistance, and the type of assault committed?”. 

The study found that male bodiedness caused Whitman College students to 

hypothetically not report for four reasons: self-victim blaming, shame and 

embarrassment, a need to be perceived as strong, and distrust towards Whitman 

College. The study also found that biological male perpetrators, signs of resistance, and 

penetrative sex gave male bodied Whitman students more cause to report the vignettes. 

Suggestions for solutions are provided at the end. 
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PART I: Introduction 

In 2016, singer Lady Gaga performed a song at the 88th Academy Awards 

about sexual assault titled “Till it Happens to You”. The song spoke to the singer’s 

personal experience with sexual assault and highlighted the psychological toll and 

trauma that can arise from being a victim. The song’s message was further emphasized 

to audiences worldwide when fifty other sexual assault survivors of all genders and 

sexualities came to the stage, wearing labels such as “survivor” and “it happened to 

me”. The emotional performance was enthralling and provided a strong message to the 

world: “we are here and we exist”. The performance’s notable significance was 

furthered by, then, Vice President Joe Biden who gave a short speech before the 

performance. He urged Americans to make themselves aware of the female and male 

assault victims who are both on and off college campuses. He claimed it was 

imperative for all to intervene in situations where consent has not or cannot be given. 

The performance was one of the strongest moments of media visibility for sexual 

assault survivors and the backing by the Obama administration had made it all the 

more powerful (Sinha-Roy 2016). 

This moment was indicative of a greater shift in American culture on how 

Americans talk about sexual assault. Many have expressed that just a decade ago, 

sexual assault felt like something private and something that was ashamed to be 

acknowledged. However, in recent years, movements like the “Me Too” movement and 

campaigns like “It’s On Us” have brought sexual assault to the forefront of attention 

(Gilbert 2017). And while politics have shifted dramatically to an administration that 
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doesn’t prioritize sexual assault (Wiseman 2017), the discussion of assault hasn’t been 

silenced.  

However, this shift into the spotlight, while positive, hasn’t been viewed as 

completely favorable to all victims. Some male bodied victims of sexual assault have 

expressed criticisms towards the “Me Too” movement and other discussions of sexual 

assault. They still praise these discussions and movements for spreading awareness of 

assault, but they stress a concern that these movements and discussion fail to 

acknowledge male individuals as victims and female bodies as perpetrators. Many 

stress that when these movements and discussions remain one sided, they feel their 

identity as a sexual assault victim isn’t valid, simply because of their male bodiedness 

(Roycroft 2018; Bartgis 2018).  

As an individual and social actor in society, I couldn’t help but see these male 

bodied victims’ criticisms present throughout my years here at Whitman College 

(Whitman College is a small liberal arts college located in Eastern Washington). The 

essence of sociology is based in the sociological imagination - the idea that our 

individual actions and choices are tied to larger sociological phenomena (Mills 1959). I 

was often curious if there are larger sociological forces causing male bodies to feel 

certain ways about sexual assault. At Whitman, I often have had conversations with my 

male bodied friends about sexual encounters that they would describe as sexual assault, 

but not label it as such. I would often question why they didn’t view the interaction as 

assault and they would often justify their feelings by saying things like “I didn’t resist”, 

“if the genders were reversed it’d be different”, and “the type of assault wasn’t that 

serious”. These excuses almost always pertained to showing signs of resistance, the 
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biological sex of the perpetrator, and type of assault that was committed. I was curious 

to see if these conversations existed on their own or if the sociological imagination 

indicated that these conversations were a part of something larger. 

Sociological Significance and Goals 
Historically, sexual assault discourse has focused predominantly on 

heterosexual women. This is believed to be because historically sexual assault victims 

have been depicted as females, and not males. Because of this, much of this discourse 

has conceptualized and reinforced ideas of victimization as something inherently 

female bodied (Cohen 2014). While there are statistically more female assault victims 

than male victims, male victims are still often ignored in sexual assault discourse and 

remain heavily under-researched (Fedina et al. 2016). This is problematic as sexual 

assault discourse as a whole should serve to assist all who are sexually assaulted, not 

just those who pertain to a specific identity group.  

Despite the underresearched discourse, male sexual assault is real. 16-22% of 

male bodied college students report being forcibly assaulted at one point in their 

college career (Tewksbury & Mustaine 2001) And yet the reality of these assaults are 

constantly challenged by false myths about male rape that still permeate our culture. 

These rape myths emphasize false narratives such as the idea that male bodies aren’t 

capable of being assaulted or that men always want sex. These rape myths can not only 

cause people to misunderstand sexual assault but also prevent victims from reporting it 

as well (Turchik & Edwards 2012:212). 

Generally, underreporting by men is far more pronounced than women as only 

about 5-10% of men report their sexual assault (McLean 2013). The reality is that most 
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men who are sexually assaulted do not report or seek help for lengthy periods of time if 

not ever (King and Woollett, 1997; Walker et al. 2005). This lack of of reporting can 

be harmful to victims of sexual assault both physically and mentally. Research shows 

that men who report having been sexually assaulted as adults report poorer physical 

health statuses than men who do not report sexual victimization (Plant et al., 2005). In 

addition to being physically damanging, male sexual assault  can also be 

psychologically scarring. Victims of male sexual assault itself can be very traumatized 

and can often experience PTSD-like symptoms known as rape trauma syndrome 

(Tewksbury 2007). This is further exemplified by Huckle (1995) who found that most 

male sexual assault survivors experience an assault specific post-traumatic stress 

disorder.  

However, despite the research that indicates how detrimental assault is and how 

reluctant participants already are to report, the Trump administration is not listening. 

Education Secretary Betsy DeVos has recently rescinded the Obama-era policy on 

sexual assault; a policy enacted to take sexual assault on college campuses more 

seriously. This removal is expected to create even more vagueness and a lack of 

guidance in an area in which people are already hesitant to act. Therefore, these 

rollbacks are likely to discourage future victims of assault from reporting (North 207). 

Thus, due to the danger sexual assault poses to victims and the rescinding of the 

Obama Title IX guildelines, Whitman College and other colleges should feel the need 

to understand and help students who don’t report their assault now more than ever. And 

if Whitman and other colleges seek to assist all students, they need to understand the 

differences between male bodied victims and female bodied victims so that they can 
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assist each accordingly. This is vital as responses to sexual assault affect a survivor's’ 

ability to recovery as well as their emotional and mental well being in the future (Smith 

and Freyd 2013; Krebs and Lindquist 2007). 

Overall, this lack of discourse on college male bodied victims, the danger that 

sexual assault poses to male bodies, and the conversations I’ve had with male bodied 

individuals at Whitman have caused me to create six goals for my thesis. I aim to 1) 

expand research and discourse on male sexual assault on college campuses, 2) give all 

male bodies more of a voice in sexual assault victim discourse, 3) understand why male 

bodies at Whitman choose to report a sexual assault or not, 4) better understand how 

male bodies perceive sexual assault, 5) see how signs of resistance, biological sex of 

perpetrator, and type of assault affect male bodies’ interpretations of assault, and 6) 

apply the data I find to create possible methods for college sexual assault education 

programs to assist male victims. 

Research Questions 
As a result of my goals and interactions here at Whitman, I’ve come up with two 

research questions. My questions are: 

1. At Whitman College, how does male bodiedness affect students’ willingness to 

report sexual assault?  

○ Here I use sexual assault to reference “any type of sexual contact or 

behavior that occurs without the explicit consent of the recipient” 

(United States Department of Justice). Meanwhile, the term “male-

bodiedness” in this question refers to an individual whose biological sex 
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is male, meaning the label that you're given at birth based on specific 

medical factors like genitalia, chromosomes, and hormone levels. 

○ My decision in using the term “male body” and sex comes from the fact 

that college sexual assault discourse has primarily focused on female 

bodied individuals (Fedina et al. 2016). Thus, it is male bodies that have 

been underrepresented in discourse, not just “male” identifying 

individuals. Using the term “male-body” allows me to receive data from 

participants who are male bodied but don’t necessarily identify as the 

male gender. 

2. How do male bodied individuals change their willingness to report according to 

the biological sex of perpetrator, signs of resistance, and the type of assault 

committed? 

○ This question arose from the themes of the conversations I’ve 

encountered at Whitman. 
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PART II: Theoretical Framework & Literature Review 

This chapter describes the various theories that will be used as lens for the 

analysis of my results and will also discuss the important sociological literature relating 

to male sexual assault discourse. This section starts out with a description Judith 

Butler’s theory of gender and sex and how it connects to gender role conflict. 

Patriarchy theory is then defined and connected to hegemonic masculinity theory. 

Afterwards, relevancy of intersectionality theory to sexual assault victims and male 

identity is defined and elaborated. Following is the importance of symbolic 

interactionism and its relation to identity work and emotions. Proceeding is the 

definition and history of rape myths and the creation of male rape myths and how they 

affect male victims. Afterwards describes social constructionism’s relevance to rape 

scripts and an explanation on how rape scripts impact decisions to report assaults. 

Afterwards the main findings on how male victims respond to sexual assault are 

described. Important research pertaining to why college students choose to report or 

not report is then listed. The theory and literature review section ends describing the 

gap in literature on male sexual assault and what research needs to be done. 

Sex, Gender, & Gender Role Conflict 
 

Gender has historically been defined in many ways but in order to provide a 

key understanding of what my thesis determines, I must emphasize the distinction 

between sex and gender. Diamond (2001) emphasizes that gender is related to an 

imposed or adopted social and psychological condition. Sex on the other hand is 

“related to the anatomical structure” (Diamond 2001:321). This ties in with Butler’s 
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argument that “sex poses as ‘the real’ and the ‘factic,’ the material or corporeal ground 

upon which gender operates as an act of cultural inscription” (199). Butler’s theory 

emphasizes that gender is something that is done unto the body rather than gender 

being predetermined by the body itself. Thus gender is something predicated by 

cultural context and that is what determines how the bodies themselves are expected to 

behave and interact with others and the self (Butler 1990:199).  

With this inscription of gender comes expectations and roles that must be 

fulfilled. These gender roles are “the expected attitudes and behaviors a society 

associates with each sex” (Lindsey 2015:5).  These roles differ depending on whether 

you are inscribed the male or female gender. However, for those who are inscribed as 

the male gender, the roles they take on are a lot less flexible than females. While 

females roles are more subordinate and less prestigious, cross-gender behavior in boys, 

such as sissies, is viewed in a much more negative light than girls who cross gender 

lines like tomboys. This inflexibility in gender roles for males is an explanation as to 

why males express more insecurity about their gender identity. Typically in groups of 

males values like toughness and aggression are encouraged and stressed as important, 

reinforcing the strict roles that males must adhere to (Lindsey 2015:71).  

 The negative effects of these socialized gender roles that come as a result of the 

strict adherence of gender roles have been labeled as gender-role conflicts. Gender role 

conflict is “a state where gender roles have negative consequences or impact on a 

person or others” (O’Neil, David, & Wrightman 1986:336). Men are believed to 

engage in gender role conflict due to a fear of overlapping into the realm of femininity. 

This likely stems from the strict gender role expectations that they are held to. Gender 
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role conflict for male bodies is composed of four different factors. The first is success, 

power and competition; the second is restrictive emotionality; the third is restrictive 

affectionate behavior among men; the fourth is conflict between work and family 

relations (Wich et al. 1995:78). Ultimately, these negative effects of gender role 

conflict cause a restriction upon the individual from actualizing their human potential 

(O’Neil, David, & Wrightman 1986:336).  

 Gender role conflict is key to understanding male victims in sexual assault 

discourse especially in regard to “success, power & competition” and “restrictive 

emotionality”. Success, power, and competition is defined as the emphasis that a man 

places on achievement, authority, and control over others. Restrictive emotionality 

refers to a man’s difficulty with his own emotional self-disclosure as well as 

discomfort with the emotional expressiveness of others (Wisch et al. 1995:78). This 

lack of emotional disclosure can cause difficulty in processing and deciding whether or 

not to report sexual assault. Accounts from survivors stress that normative expectations 

about masculinity such as keeping emotions to oneself and inability to be in control 

discourages male victims from reporting sexual assaults in fear of being seen as 

inadequate (Doherty 2004:3). These normative standards of masculine ideals 

emphasize a disregard to submissiveness, emotionality, compliance, and homosexuality 

(Pleck 1981). All of these standards are often factors that are taken into account in 

sexual assault cases where males are the victim (Chapleau et. al 2008:603). 

Patriarchy & Hegemonic Masculinity 
When discussing and evaluating gendered expectations in a societal context, it 

is important to note patriarchy theory and hegemonic masculinity. Patriarchy is defined 
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as a male-centric, male-identified, male-dominated social structure that dominates our 

society. It emphasizes the values of control and domination as control ensures the 

safety of men’s position at the top (Becker 1999:24). The patriarchy is not a conscious 

effort enforced by men but rather it functions as a pre-existing social structure that is 

upheld by societal expectations and beliefs. Thus, not only do men uphold patriarchy, 

but all individuals, including female bodies, uphold its standards. And while patriarchy 

theory emphasizes that power is given to men over women, it also highlights that men 

can be victims of the patriarchy itself. The patriarchy creates standards to which male 

bodies must meet in order for the patriarchy to uphold itself. These standards can be 

difficult for men to meet, which cause men to repress their emotions and deny 

connection and intimacy (Becker 1999:30). These standards are often labeled as 

hegemonic masculinity. 

 Masculinity, in general, is defined by its strict contrast to femininity - it is what 

men ought to be and what women should not be (Connell 1995:70). However, 

masculinity is not an achieved status or state of mind but rather something that is done 

in day to day life. The man “does” being masculine, by for example, “taking the 

woman's arm to guide her across a street” (West & Zimmerman 1987:135). Why 

certain actions are indicative of “doing” masculinity is according to the standards set 

by hegemonic masculinity. The standards set by hegemonic masculinity have been 

debated and refined throughout sociological discourse. Hegemony refers to the cultural 

structure in which a particular group claims and sustains dominance in social life, thus 

hegemonic masculinity is a form of masculinity that is culturally exalted over others. 

Thus, at its baseline, hegemonic masculinity upholds the patriarchy as its main function 
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is to uphold the dominant position of men. However, the standards of what hegemonic 

masculinity actually sets are not clear cut. As cultural changes and patriarchy finds new 

ways to defend itself, hegemonic masculine expectations are eroded and replaced with 

a new hegemony. Thus, hegemonic masculinity is ever changing in terms of specific 

set rules and expectations as it is a historically mobile relation (Connell 1995:77).  

However, in discourse on hegemonic masculinity, there are key themes that are 

omnipresent in it’s upholding of the patriarch. For one, hegemonic masculinity is both 

a “personal and collective project” (Donaldson 1993:645), meaning that doing 

masculinity not only causes individuals to regulate themselves but others as well. In 

addition to this, hegemonic masculinity is not only established and regulated by 

individuals but by institutions as well. This is because institutions help established and 

regulate the norms and social practices that individuals engage in (Connell & 

Messerschmidt 2005:841).  

In general, hegemonic masculinity is often defined by its relation to 

heterosexuality and maleness: hegemonic masculinity is defined as a standard that is 

everything “not gay” and “not female”. Thus, the key standards of hegemonic 

masculinity include “performance of heterosexuality, dominance and control over 

women, and competition among men” (Jewkes and Morrell 2017:3) as well as “being 

sexually potent, dominant, and in control” (Weiss 2010:277). It’s important to note that 

these key standards are not essentialist but are rather conditioned by their location. 

These standards were evaluated using American culture so they are reflective of 

standards and practices of hegemonic masculinity in the U.S. (Connell & 

Messerschmidt 2005: 847) not necessarily elsewhere. 
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These standards have a huge impact on deciding whether or not to report a 

sexual assault. “Real” men, those who meet the hegemonic standards, take on 

masculine roles and completely avoid any femininity and homosexuality. Male rape 

victims may be viewed as individuals who are not “real men” for they have engaged 

with something that is typically associated with women, being a victim of assault (Lees 

1997). Men who have been the victim of a sexual attack, “undermine the dominant, 

social ideal of masculinity” (Javaid 2014:288). This is due to the fact that the victim is 

often viewed as vulnerable and physically weak, thus unable to meet the expectations 

of masculinity such as being dominant and in control (288). Thus, hegemonic 

masculinity is key to understanding male bodies in sexual assault discourse. 

While hegemonic masculinity emphasizes a standard for men to meet that is 

overarching and upholds the patriarchy, there are other masculinities underneath 

hegemonic masculinity that can be used to look at sexual assault. Homosexual male 

bodied individuals strive to meet their own masculinity that is referred to as 

“homosexual masculinity”. This masculinity is known as a subordinated masculinity, 

meaning that the homosexual masculinity overall has less power and control than that 

of the hegemonic (which is inherently heterosexual). Homosexual masculinity provides 

a different set of standards than hegemonic masculinity as they are in relation to the 

expectations of homosexual male bodies (Connell 1995:78). Thus, when looking at 

sexual assault, it’s important to keep in mind sexuality of the victims and how this 

could change their perception of a masculinity to adhere to.  

Overall, patriarchy theory and hegemonic masculinity provide a lens of what 

male bodies are expected to adhere to and how they function in according to these 
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expectations. This allows insight in how these expectations affect male bodied 

individuals decisions in willingness to report assault. 

Intersectionality Theory & Male Victims 
 

Using “intersectionality theory”, it becomes clear that we must understand that 

the male bodied experience as a sexual assault survivor is inherently different than that 

of female survivors. Black feminist, Kimberly Crenshaw, originally coined 

intersectionality theory in the late 1980s. Her definition of intersectionality focused on 

how women of color’s experiences are an intersection of both the effects of racism and 

sexism, not just each one individually (Crenshaw 1989). However, since Crenshaw 

used the phrase, the theory’s meaning has been expanded and more generalized 

throughout the years. (Walby et al. 2012:225) 

A more modern take on intersectionality theory focuses on “the relationships 

among multiple dimensions and modalities of social relations and subject formations” 

(McCall 2005:1771). This theory emphasizes that when standing social phenomena or 

people, we cannot narrow down a simple label or identity as something completely 

isolated from other identities. Intersectionality emphasizes that our experience as 

individuals is a blended mix of multiple identities and modalities, not just the result of 

a specific one. Thus, when evaluating groups of people and social phenomena, it’s 

important to look at how identities overlap and affect subjects (McCall 2005:1771). 

Previous research has shown that being a male victim is unique in its 

positionality. There’s a reporting gap between male and female survivors as 

underreporting by men is more pronounced than women (McLean, 2013). Male victims 

face specific factors when dealing with choosing whether or not to report sexual assault 
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and how it conflicts with masculinity (Groth & Burgess 1980). In addition to this, those 

who identify as non-heterosexual male victims also face different factors as well. A 

common fear that heterosexual male victims have when revealing that they’ve been 

sexually assaulted by a male is being labeled as “homosexual” when they’re not 

(Turchik & Edwards 2012). On the other hand,  self-identified gay men “may face 

homophobic stereotypes that suggest they ‘wanted it,’ got pleasure from it, or colluded 

in their own abuse” (Kassing, Beesley, and Frey 2005:322). Thus, intersectionality 

theory is key as a lens to understanding sexual assault as it provides insight as to how 

identity overlap with the assault victim identity and how that overlap may affect the 

victim in deciding to report an assault or not. 

Symbolic Interactionism: Identity Work & Emotions 
 
 Symbolic interactionism is key to my research as it provides a framework of 

construction of meaning and the self. We dictate our meaning in relation to the social: 

knowing what objects mean to people provides insight in how our social lives play out 

in society (Fields et al. 2006:164) We attach these meanings to ourselves and to others, 

using identity labels that signify, “the powers, status, inclinations, and feelings - in 

short the self - of the persons to whom they attach.” (Schwalbe and Mason-Schrock 

1996:115).  

This causes people to engage in something known as identity work to uphold 

their identities. Identities are not stoic but rather they are static and constantly 

developing, and through various actions and symbols we are able to convey our 

identity to others through day to day life. Identity work allows us to understand our 

own identities and others around us, allowing us to signify who we are and identify 
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who others are. Since identity work is in part established through how others perceive 

the meaning of our actions, maintaining our identities is in part reliant on how others 

define that identity. (Fields et al. 2006:164). This is important in evaluating sexual 

assault as reporting sexual assault can be conflicting with a sense of identity work. For 

example, if other individuals believe that male bodies can’t be raped (Turchik and 

Edwards 2012:212), being male bodied and reporting an assault is contradictory to 

one’s identity work. 

Identity work is also strongly tied to emotions as emotions, “provide a means to 

communicate our identity claims, our imputations of other people’s identities, and our 

responses when our identity expectations are met, breached, or challenged” (Fields et 

al. 2006:164). Symbolic interactionism emphasizes that this emotion is always intact 

with the social - emotions keep us in check in regards to social expectations or when 

the social expectations held to our identities are unjust. Emotions are a tool under 

symbolic interactionism that allow us to estimate how our actions are in accordance to 

these expectations. We feel pleasure in satisfying those expectations but 

embarrassment when we defy them (Fields et al. 2006:158). Emotions are strongly 

linked to deciding whether or not to report an assault, especially emotions like 

embarrassment and shame (Spencer et al. 2017:174) (Sable et al. 2006:157). Symbolic 

interactionism theory allows us to look at how male bodied victims’ emotions contest 

with standards of hegemonic masculinity and thus give us greater understanding of 

how male bodied expectations factor into sexual assault. 
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Rape Myths & “Male” Rape Myths     
The concept of “rape myths” was originally coined by Brownmiller in 1975. 

She defined rape myths as conventional ideas that reject the reality of sexual assault 

and defer the blame off the assailant and while also trivializing its occurrences. As time 

has passed, other definitions of rape myths have come about. Lonsway defines rape 

myths as “attitudes and generally false beliefs about rape that are widely and 

persistently held” (1994:134). These rape myths originally started out as more general 

concepts that often suggest that the women lie about being raped and were asking for it 

(Edwards et al. 2011:761), that the victim is not a “type” of person who gets assaulted 

(i.e. they don’t get around enough), or that the victim is someone who changes their 

story soon after (i.e. they wanted it when it was happening). Other myths often excuse 

the behavior of the assailant or argue that rapists can only be sex crazed psychopaths 

(i.e. he seems perfectly nice). (Franiuk 2008:289). Others have gone and developed 

instruments to determine what exactly rape myths are. A rape myth acceptance scale 

was developed in 1999 by Payne Lonsway, and Fitzgerald. This scale identified seven 

types of male rape myths: “she asked for it”, “it wasn’t really rape”, “he didn’t mean 

to”, “she wanted it”, “she lied”, “rape is a trivial event”, and “rape is a deviant event” 

(37).  

There are several reasons as to why these rape myths seem to be so 

omnipresent. Lerner (1980) argues that a belief in a just world allows people to give 

order to and make sense out of troubling event. This ideology promotes the idea that 

good things happen to good people and bad things happen to bad people. As a result, 

when something devatingly negative like rape or sexual assault occurs to anyone, 

people try to justify it as deserving in some aspect. In addition, believing this way 
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provides stability and control to the individual’s life. Internalizing these rape myths can 

be away of protecting ourselves from the thought that we ourselves may someday be a 

victim. It’s important to remember that these myths are not always consciously 

perpetuated but rather something we internalize and subconsciously process (Lonsway 

& Fitzgerald, 1994).  

Overall the vast majority of scholarly research on rape myths has been focused 

on  female rape victims and male perpetrators (Turchik & Edwards 2012:211). It 

wasn’t until the mid 2000s that research was done to investigate myths on male rape 

myth (Chapleau et al. 2008). The myths that Chapleau et al, developed were built upon 

previous research and emphasized things distinct in expectations of men. However, 

both female rape myths and male rape myths still hold similar themes of gendered 

expectations and victim blaming. Male rape myths seem to be more based on values 

hegemonic masculinity. Male rape myths were defined as being raped by a male 

attacker is synonymous with the loss of masculinity (Groth & Burgess 1980), men who 

are sexually assaulted by men must be gay (Stermac, Del Bove, & Addison 2004:901), 

men are incapable of functioning sexually unless they are sexually aroused (Smith, 

Pine, & Hawley 1988:103), men cannot be forced to have sex against their will 

(Stermac et al. 2004:901), men are less affected by sexual assault than women 

(Stermac et al., 2004, p. 901), men are in a constant state of readiness to accept any 

sexual opportunity (Clements-Schreiber & Rempel, 1995:199), and that a man is 

expected to be able to defend himself against sexual assault (Groth & Burgess, 

1980:808).  
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 Turchik & Edwards (2012:212) took this data a step further and looked into 

more potential male rape myths. They concluded the following list: 

men cannot be raped, real men can defend themselves against rape, only 
gay men are victims and/or perpetrators of rape, that men are not 
affected by rape (or not as affect as as women are), that a women cannot 
sexually assault a man, that male rape only happens in prisons, that 
sexual assault by someone of the same sex causes homosexuality, that 
homosexual and bisexual individuals deserve to be sexually assaulted 
because they are immoral and deviant, that if a victim physically 
respond to an assault he must have wanted it.  
 

While there are many ways to interpret and measure what a rape myth is, it is clear that 

rape myths are dangerous. The acceptance of these rape myths have been shown to 

indicate greater victim blame, lower conviction rates for accused rapists, and cause 

easier sentences for those found guilty of rape (Franiuk 2008:289). Myths are disablers 

of social action, and therefore, rape myths serve as potential explanations as to why 

assaults are not reported. 

Social Constructionism: Rape Scripts and Acknowledging Assaults 
 

 In addition to rape myths, something key to navigating and studying sexual 

interactions are sexual scripts. Sexual scripts are based around the notion of social 

constructionism theory. Social constructionism theory emphasizes that the 

interpretation of reality is derived from shared beliefs within a particular social group 

(DeLamater and Hyde 1998). We often derive this interpretation of reality from 

metaphorical scripts individuals have learned and incorporated as a function of their 

involvement in the social world (Simon and Gagnon 1986). Sexual scripts are a type of 

this metaphorical script that determine patterns of behavior and expectations “that 

inform desire and influence sexual behavior” (Ryan 2011: 774). Sexual scripts are 
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predicated by preconceived conceptualizations that emphasize what sexual behavior 

and interactions should or shouldn’t look like. They inform participants not only how 

to act sexually but also what to expect from their partner(s) and how to make sense of 

different experiences.  

In reality, these scripts aren’t necessarily indicative of how actual sexual 

intercourse plays out and can actually be rather erroneous. These inaccurate scripts can 

be especially dangerous when looking at “rape scripts”, a type of sexual script that 

focuses on what rape should hypothetically look like (Ryan 2011:775). According to 

Crome and McCabe (2011), rape scripts are general beliefs about the nature of rape, the 

roles that each sex plays in rape, the boundaries of vulnerability to rape, and the 

disposition of the victims. Thus, rape scripts provide an insight into what individuals 

view and define as “rape”. (Ryan 2011:775).  

This stereotypical rape script as described by Ryan is one that is perpetrated by 

a male stranger to a female who is walking home alone in the dark. There is often 

physical violence, screaming, and resistance (775). Krahé et al. (2007) elaborates on 

this scenario and found that most individuals view the stereotypical rape script as non-

consensual intercourse that often involved the threat of physical force, threat with a 

weapon, and victim resistance (316). Other authors, such as Clark and Carroll (2008), 

found that both men and women viewed stereotypical rape as one in which the man 

only wants sex, the women does not want the sex or is not ready for it, and then the 

women becomes upset. These studies make clear that rape is often viewed as 

something that necessitates resistance and involves a male perpetrator and female 

victim. Similarly to hegemonic masculinity, it’s important to note that rape scripts are 
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dictated by the location and culture one is a part of. Studies on rape scripts have all 

been done in the United States, so these scripts are indicative of American ideas of 

rape.  

Research shows that there is still a strong number of individuals who hold these 

American “stereotypical” rape scripts. Many individuals in studies have been found to 

describe something similar to stereotypical rape even when asked to describe rape 

between acquaintances, making it clear that preconceived notions of what rape is 

influence how individuals define it and interpret it (Ryan 2011:774). This is key when 

evaluating sexual assault on college campuses as Wade (2017) found that most college 

sexual assaults happen at or after a college party (2017:205), indicating that reality 

most of college assaults is contradictory to stereotypical rape scripts. 

The influence that rape scripts have on interpretation of rape can decrease the 

likelihood that a victim will even acknowledge an assault as rape (Peterson and 

Muehlenhard 2004). This is due a conflict of real life experiences versus stereotypical 

rape scripts, in which experiences that don’t meet the same standards that stereotypical 

rape scripts hold can cause victims to not acknowledge they’ve actually been raped 

(Ryan 2011: 774). Artime et al. (2014) found this to be the case with their study as only 

24% of the male rape victims they sampled identified their assault as “sexual assault”. 

These studies underline that when choosing whether or not to report a sexual assault, 

how you interpret it is key in factoring in whether or not to report it. Taking rape 

scripts into account is key to understanding male victims, as the existence of a male 

victim already violates what is typical in the stereotypical rape script: a male 

perpetrator and a female victim. 
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Male Victims’ Responses: Shame, Blaming Alcohol, and Violence 
 As mentioned earlier, male sexual assault victim discourse is heavily under-

researched.  (Fedina et al. 2016:90). Few studies have been done that evaluate how 

male victims respond to their assault and how masculinity factors into the equation. Of 

the studies done, however, some major themes have come up. One major response 

male victims have to being a victim of assault is shame. This shame comes in forms of 

embarrassment and guilt for being a victim. (Weiss 2010:291). There are two main 

theories for why this is: one is that it is believed to come from rape myths that endorse 

ideas that victims wanted it or deserved it. (Lonsway & Fitzgerald 1994:134). Another 

is that men are too embarrassed to admit that they were forced into submission and 

overpowered (Weiss 2010:285). Sable et. al (2006) found similar findings in that that 

male victims often perceived shame, guilt, and embarrassment as reasons to not report 

their assault. And while there are many theorized reasons as to why this shame and 

emotion arise, it’s one of the biggest findings for why male victims choose to not 

report their assault. (Weiss 2010:291).  

 Another constant theme is blaming alcohol for their victimization. Often sexual 

assaults involve consumption of alcohol by the victim or the perpetrator and male 

victims may have a tendency to blame their vulnerability for victimization on the 

consumption of alcohol. Alcohol acts as a plausible explanation for why a male body 

could be overpowered by another body (female or male) and why they were unable to 

defend themselves (Weiss 2010:289). In their study, Weiss found that all male victims 

specifically referred to alcohol as a factor in their inability to control the sexual assault 

situation.  
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 Another theme found in how male victims respond to sexual assault is violence. 

Many victims describe the need to fight back or get even with their perpetrator, 

whether that was during or after the assault. By using violence, men are able to uphold 

their masculine image and validate their sense of identity. This also allows victims to 

disclose victimization without identifying themselves as “passive, weak, or feminine 

victims” (Weiss 2010: 289). This is consistent with previous research that emphasizes 

men have a need to prove their toughness in assault situations (Doherty 2004:3). 

Overall, these themes may be present with college student male victims, and are key 

findings to look for in my results. 

Victim Blaming & Identity, The Kind of Assault, and Behavior 
 
 When reporting a sexual assault, one of the biggest barriers for reporting and 

realities faced when deciding to report is victim blaming. In fact, victim blaming is 

often cited as a main reason for not coming forward with sexual assault on college 

campuses (Spencer et al. 2017:175). In general, rape victim blaming is when others, or 

the victim themselves, attribute responsibility to the victim of the sexal assault (Sleath 

& Bull 2010:970). Research suggest that this victim blaming comes in many forms and 

also ranges in level of blame depending on the the victim’s identity, the kind of assault, 

and how the victim behaves. In terms of identity, most studies have found that male 

victims of rape are often blamed significantly more than female victims (Gerber et al. 

2004). However, some studies found the opposite: that female victims of rape are 

attributed more blame than male victims of rape (Wakelin & Long 2003) Other 

research suggests that those who are viewed as the typical sexual partner of a man (i.e. 

a homosexual male or heterosexual female) could be blamed more as they are seen as 
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individuals who could behave in a manner that would elicit rape (Sleath & Bull 

2010:970). Overall, however, most studies find that male bodies are more significantly 

blamed (Gerber et al. 2004). 

In addition to the identity of the victim, the kind of assault also strongly affects 

victim blame. When victims of assault are victims of acquaintance assault (an assault 

where the victim knows the perpetrator), they are often held to be more responsible 

than those who do not (Sleath & Bull 2010:971). This suggests that victims who know 

their perpetrator are more likely to be believed to somehow have been asking for it 

when they were assaulted. Part of this victim blaming for acquaintance rape is believed 

to comes from rape myths and rape scripts, as both emphasize a stranger commits 

sexual assault, not an acquaintance  (Turchik & Edwards 2012) (Ryan 2011:775).  

 Victim blaming can also focus on the character and behavior of the rape victim. 

For example, Anderson (1999) seeked out how male and female victims  of rape are 

blamed in terms of their behavior and in terms of their character. Both played a role in 

level of victim blame and they found that participants often emphasized that victims 

should’ve been more aware of their surroundings and taken more precautions. On top 

of this, victims often blamed participants personality traits as reasons they were 

deserving of the assault (Sleath & Bull 2010:971).Thus, whether it has to do with the 

victim’s gender, their behavior, or the type of assault, victim blaming remains a huge 

reason as to why individuals choose to report or not, 

Other Known Reasons for Not Reporting on College Campuses 
 

Several other reasons have been found for why and why not individuals choose 

to disclose an assault on a college campus. While most of these findings are mostly 
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related to female victims, they still remain relevant to my research on male bodied 

victims as the findings could be generalizable to all victims. One main reason college 

students don’t report their assault is they did not view the assault seen as serious 

enough. Survivors often receive the message that a “real” sexual assault involves a 

stranger and fear, and thus often do not view their sexual assault as something worth 

reporting (Phillips 2000). College survivors often downplay their assaults and 

emphasize that an assault needs to reach a certain standard of seriousness to be “report” 

worthy (Spencer et al. 2017:174).  

Another known reason victims tend not to report is misunderstand or distrust of 

the reporting system. Victims often fear loss of confidentiality and a lack of sensitivity 

from the reporting system. Other factors include survivors’ concern over how they 

would be treated as a factor in the decision to report, specifically fearing that they 

might experience a lack of sensitivity (Logan et al. 2006; Spencer et al. 2017:173). 

Some victims don’t trust the reporting system as they feel their assault isn’t relevant 

enough. Many felt this way because their assault happened off campus or didn’t 

involve a student. This emphasized victims sometimes have a lack of understanding of 

sexual assault (Spencer et al. 2017:173).   

College students also reported a fear for their safety for why they choose not to 

report. They had a fear of making the perpetrator angry and being frightened of the 

consequences that could follow. Another main factor Spencer et al. found was blaming 

their consumption of alcohol and justifying it as a reason to not report. Others didn’t 

want the perpetrator to get in trouble, and finally some felt they would be victim 

blamed for reporting (174).  
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Two other main barriers for why students choose not to report for both women 

and men are “shame, guilt, embarrassment” and “fear of not being believed” (Sable at 

al. 2006:157). This indicates that overall males and females share common prominent 

themes when reporting. However, this is also just one of the very few studies done on 

college student males and more research needs to be done on male bodied victims 

(Fedina et al. 2016:90). Also, while men and women shared the same prominent 

themes, other less prominent themes had significant differences in importance between 

men and women (Sable et al. 2006:160). Men scored higher for the barrier that related 

to trusting institutions, due to the fact that sexual assault is still perceived as a female 

issue. In addition to this, male bodies also scored higher on “unawareness about where 

to obtain help”, an indication that sexual assault education programs are targeted 

towards female audiences and male victims are not as clearly told they can be assaulted 

and where to go for help (161).  

Overall, there several general reasons found for victims on why they don’t 

report assault on a college campus. This research indicates a difference between why 

male and female college students report and more research needs to be done on how 

these reasons differ. 

A Gap In Literature 
 

As seen in this literature review and mentioned in the introduction, there has 

been a focus on heterosexual women as victims and a huge gap in research on male 

victims and how they function on college campuses. Thus, most research done on why 

victims choose or choose not to report assaults are particular to female survivors and 

how they function, rather than male survivors (Fedina et al. 2016:90). While there has 
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been research on male victims from a general standpoint, there is little done on male 

victims on college campuses. As a result, not much is known on what data is 

specifically applicable to female survivors on college campuses and what is more 

generalizable to to victims overall. In addition to this, there is data on male victims in 

general, but there remains a question of whether or not this data is applicable to male 

victims on college campuses as well. Thus, more research needs to be done on male 

boded college students and how that data compare to previous research on female 

victims and male victims overall. 
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PART III: Methodology 

The methodology chapter describes the ethical considerations I took into 

account when constructing the survey, how the survey was constructed and for what 

reasons, how the survey was distributed and the demographic of the participants who 

took the survey, how I chose to do my data analysis, and limitations to consider. 

Ethical Considerations & Constructing the Survey 
 

In terms of constructing the actual survey, I knew that ethical considerations 

were an absolute priority. As described earlier, sexual assault itself is very traumatic 

and victims of sexual assault can often experience PTSD-like symptoms known as rape 

trauma syndrome (Tewksbury 2007). In fact, it’s reported that most male sexual assault 

survivors experience some sort of post-traumatic stress disorder (Huckle, 1995; 

Roggers, 1997). Hence it’s very important and key that studies regarding sexual assault 

carefully navigate the topic as to not pose any risk on their participants. As a result, I 

decided to not ask and seek out participants who have actually be involved in an 

assault, but rather survey male bodies in general and see how they respond to 

hypothetical vignettes of sexual assaults. This allows me to get my data without 

potentially triggering my participants by bringing up their previous assaults. 

While these hypothetical situations are less intense than investigating personal 

experiences, descriptions of sexual assault can still be emotionally upsetting to 

survivors. To make sure my participants knew what they were getting themselves into, 

I made clear in my consent page that their participation in the survey may involve some 

risks. I emphasized that they may feel emotional or become upset when reading the 
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hypothetical vignettes and that at any time they may pause the survey or stop the 

survey entirely without penalty. In addition to this, I included trigger warnings that 

allowed participants to opt out of the survey or skip certain sections. 

Participants may also feel anxious or upset after taking a survey regarding such 

a heavy topic, so I included the number for the National Sexual Assault Hotline and the 

number for the Whitman College Counseling Center. 

The Survey 
 

For the purposes of this study, I used Qualtrics Software to create a survey with 

both open-ended and closed-ended questions. I felt a survey that focused on mostly 

open ended questions was most appropriate for a multitude of reasons. First of all, one 

of my goals in accomplishing this research is to give a voice to those underrepresented 

in sexual assault research. Thus, I wanted to give my participants as much a voice as 

possible. Open-ended surveys create a space for participants to vocalize their true 

thoughts behind a question instead of choosing between pre-selected answers like in a 

closed-ended survey. While one could argue interviews provide this space as well, 

open-ended surveys allow for anonymity instead of confidentiality. Anonymity allows 

participants to be more honest and open in their responses than confidentiality as it 

completely removes the participant’s personal identity from their responses. 

Anonymity also allows participants to not finish the survey, something key as 

described in my ethics section. This is key to my research as I’m trying to get as much 

information as male bodies are expected to not express their emotion outright (Wisch et 

al. 1995:78) I’m trying to get information about sexual assault, a topic that often 

requires a great deal of disclosure to emotion (Doherty 2004:3), so the more possible 
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disclosure, the better. Thus due to its ability to create more of a voice for the 

participants and the anonymous aspect of it, I chose to do a survey that focused on 

open ended questions. 

The survey itself is comprised of eight sexual assault vignettes written in the 

second person. After the participants read each vignette, they were asked if they would 

be willing to report the assault. The participants could choose from “Definitely”, 

“Probably”, “Probably Not”, and “Definitely Not”. Two open ended questions were 

then asked: “Why?” and “How do you feel like your position as a male-bodied 

individual affects your decision?”. The survey then ends by asking participants if they 

feel comfortable revealing their college year, gender identity, and race & ethnicity. If 

so, questions came up allowing them to label their various identities. I then put a free 

response box at the end for any final thoughts and comments.  

The eight vignettes differ according to three different factors: biological sex of 

perpetrator, signs of resistance from the participant, and type of sexual assault. 

Biological sex of perpetrator differed by describing some perpetrators as male sex and 

others as female sex. No signs of resistance was operationalized by describing the 

participant as very passive and not doing any actions during some vignettes. 

Meanwhile, signs of resistance was indicated through a verbal “no” and an attempt to 

push the perpetrator away during some vignettes. Finally, the type of assault differed 

by describing a forced hand job or by describing forced penetration. These differing 

variables allows me to answer my second research research question: how do male 

bodied individuals change their willingness to report according to the biological sex of 

perpetrator, signs of resistance, and the type of assault committed? 
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The vignettes themselves were composed by myself. I wanted to make the 

vignettes accurate to actual assaults so I based it off previous sociological research and 

made sure it aligned with statistics found in Whitman’s 2016-2017 Title IX report. I 

decided to include alcohol consumption in my vignette as Kilpatrik et al. (2007) found 

that 79% of sexual assaults on college campuses involve alcohol consumption by the 

perpetrator, victim, or both before the assault. On top of this, I decided to describe the 

assault happening at a house party as Wade (2017:205) says that most college sexual 

assaults happen at or after a college party. Whitman’s 2015-2016 Title IX report states 

that the two most common known places for reported sexual assaults to occur are either 

off-campus or in the resident halls (2). As a member of Whitman as an institution, I 

have knowledge of its culture and understand that residence hall parties mostly pertain 

to sophomore and first years. Meanwhile individuals of all years attend house parties. 

Thus, since I want something realistic for all participants regardless of their year, I 

chose house parties. 

Survey Distribution and Participant Demographics 
 
 Since my thesis focuses specifically on male bodied individuals, I chose to do 

purposive sampling and tried to recruit as many male bodies as I could to take the 

survey. Thus, I sent out the survey to the all student list-serv, the Planned Parenthood 

Generation Action listserv, three of the four fraternity listservs (Phi Delta Theta, Tau 

Kappa Epsilon, & Beta Theta Pi), the Testostertones listserv (the all male acapella 

group on campus), the PRISM listserv (the queer club on campus), and the Men’s Club 

Volleyball listserv. Participants of all genders and sexualities were allowed to take my 

survey, just as long as they were male bodied. I made this choice as I wanted my 
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survey to give a voice to all male bodies, not just cisgender heterosexual ones. I felt 

having genderqueer and other trans participants allowed for more voices to be heard in 

sexual assault discourse overall and also could give insight to how genderqueer and 

trans male bodied individuals function in correspondence with patriarch and 

hegemonic masculinity. 

 In total, sixty three participants started the survey, but only forty participants 

completed it. Thirty nine of these individuals identified as cisgender men while only 

one identified as genderqueer. Thirty five out of the those forty individuals identified 

as heterosexual men while there were three bisexual individuals and two homosexual 

individuals. Three participants chose to skip the vignettes that described penetrative 

assault. Since I ended up wanting to make generalizable statements across all vignettes, 

I decided to take them out. Of the participants revealed their racial identity, all but one 

self-identified as white. 

Analytical Plan 
 
 Because my survey used both statistics and open ended questions, I found 

statistic comparison and coding to be the most fitting forms of analysis for my results. I 

determined willingness to report sexual assault according to the quantitative responses 

to the question “Would you report this incident to Whitman?”. “Definitely” and 

“Probably” were used to indicate more willingness to report the described assault while 

“Probably Not” and “Definitely Not” were used to indicate less willingness to report 

the sexual assault. I only included the data of the participants who took every single 

report question (thirty-seven of the participants) so that the results could be 
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comparable. I then compared the percentages of the qualitative data to see how each 

factor in the vignettes changed willingness to report.  

Otherwise, the rest of my data is qualitative so I found coding the participants’ 

responses into themes to be the most fitting option of analysis. For my coding, I 

decided to include all participants, even those who didn’t finish the survey, as they still 

provided insight on the male body experience. I first conducted general coding across 

all the open-ended responses to the vignettes, finding themes that were omnipresent 

and related to male-bodiedness. This coding focused on what was relevant to the first 

research question: how does male bodiedness affect willingness to report sexual 

assault?  

Then, to answer my second question, I coded common reasons for choosing to 

report or not that were specific to three differing factors in each vignette: biological sex 

of perpetrator, signs of resistance, and the type of assault described.  

Limitations and Improvements to Consider 
 
 My study has a couple of limitations to consider. For one, my survey evaluates 

male bodied responses to hypothetical vignettes of sexual assault, not actual assault. 

Choosing to report an assault can be extremely traumatic and emotional (Sable et al. 

2006:158) and it may be easier to say you’d report an assault in theory than in 

actuality. Thus this data is suggestive of what could be happening with male 

bodiedness and willingness to report sexual assault rather than what is. In addition to 

this, the amount of students that participated in my study is not generalizable to all 

male bodied students at Whitman, so, once again, my data is just an implication of 

what could be going on with male bodies at Whitman College. The demographics of 
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my participants also indicates that my data is limited almost completely to white 

cisgender heterosexual men. This means that my findings mostly relate to that specific 

group of people and that my data cannot necessarily be indicative of other groups of 

male bodied individuals. 

 In addition, if I could go back, I would’ve added a more vignette that described 

a male perpetrator forcing the participants to penetrate them. This would’ve allowed 

my study to gain more insight on the nature of the differences between forcing a male 

body to penetrate and forcefully penetrating a male body.  
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PART IV: Results & Analysis 

Since the demographics of my study ended up being almost all heterosexual 

cisgender the overall answer to my questions applies mostly to cisgender, white, 

heterosexual, male bodies.  

Across all the vignettes, the male bodied Whitman students sampled stated 

many reasons pertaining to their male sex identity for why they chose to not report the 

assault but there were no stated reasons for why they would report sexual assault 

because of their male sex identity. This is not to say that if someone is male bodied 

they are more likely to report sexual assault than if they are not male bodied, but rather 

that male bodies come with their own specific baggage and conflicts that may prevent 

them from reporting.  

Generally, male bodiedness caused Whitman students to not report sexual 

assault for four main reasons: 1) they engaged in self-victim blaming, 2) they felt too 

ashamed and embarrassed, 3) they felt a need to be perceived as strong, and 4) they felt 

distrust towards Whitman.  

In terms of my second research question, biological male perpetrators, signs of 

resistance, and penetrative sex caused the participants to be more willing to report the 

vignettes. 

Self Victim-Blame 
 

Overall, many participants indicated self-victim blaming to how male 

bodiedness would affect their willingness to report. Self victim blaming is when 

victims attribute responsibility to themselves for the assault (Sleath & Bull 2010:970). 
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This attribution of responsibility to themselves was a consistent theme throughout all 

the responses and manifested itself in two forms: responsibility for the assault itself 

(“As a male bodied individual I believe it is my responsibility to do things like set the 

pace and initiate what happens when talking about intercourse”) and responsibility for 

handling the assault afterwards (“I believe it is my responsibility to settle things man to 

man instead of trying get others involved”, “I should be able to...find solutions to 

problems before me without outside help”, “Men are taught to just deal with it”).  

According to patriarchy theory, this sense of responsibility associated with male 

bodiedness likely stems from standards set by hegemonic masculinity. A sense of 

responsibility indicates that one feels they were either were, or were supposed to be, in 

control of a situation. Hegemonic masculinity emphasizes “being sexually potent, 

dominant, and in control” (Weiss 2010:277), so this sense of responsibility may be 

derived from male bodied individuals’ expectation of being in control. This theory is 

supported by other responses in the survey about control. The vignettes specifically 

described situations where participants are not in control of the situation, and yet some 

male bodied participants still viewed themselves as active agents of control (“I had 

more control of what happened next than she did”). Thus we see here that hegemonic 

masculinity sets a standard for male bodies to be in control of situations they’re 

involved in. When these situations don’t go as expected or planned, they feel 

responsible. This responsibility is indicative of self-victim blame for sexual assault 

situations.  
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Too Ashamed and Embarrassed 
 

Many participants said their male bodiedness caused them to feel too ashamed 

and embarrassed to report (“I would probably be embarrassed and just not want people 

to know about it”, “I would feel embarrassed”). This embarrassment and shame was 

felt for a variety of reasons. Some were ashamed of being violated by another male 

body (“An event like this would be more shameful than anything”) while others were 

embarrassed that they couldn’t stop an assault with a female body (“Embarrassment, 

because I could have stopped a situation like that dead cold”). Others felt shame and 

embarrassment for not being able to resist the assault (“There is still some 

embarrassment that goes with freezing up”).  

Overall, all these reasons pertained to failing to meet standards of hegemonic 

masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity emphasizes that male bodies are expected to be 

heterosexual, have control over women, and be in control (Jewkes and Morrell 2017:3; 

Weiss 2010:277).  Symbolic interactionism underlines that emotions like 

embarrassment are indicative that we have failed to meet the expectations of our 

identity (Fields et al. 2006:158). Being assaulted by another male and failing to stop a 

female body are both indicators of failing expectations of the male body identity. Thus, 

the reason participant’s feelings of shame and embarrassment from the hypothetical 

assault are likely because it doesn’t align with the hegemonic standards they are 

expected to adhere to.  

Other participants emphasized that sharing the feelings of shame and 

embarrassment was a reason to not report in itself (“I can’t as a ‘man’ share feelings”). 

These participants reflect ideas presented in gender role conflict. Gender role conflict 
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theory emphasizes that male gender roles often cause male bodies to feel restrictive 

emotionality; difficulty with emotional disclosure to themselves and others (Wisch et 

al. 1995:78). This restrictive emotionality prevents them from actualizing their 

potential and achieving certain outcomes (O’Neil, David, & Wrightman 1986:336). 

This indicates that participants who fear sharing their emotions embrace this restrictive 

emotionality and this prevents them from choosing potential options like reporting their 

assault. 

A Need to Be Perceived as Strong 
 

Other participants emphasized a need to be perceived as strong for why they 

chose not to hypothetically report. Many felt that simply admitting to others about the 

assault felt “like showing weakness”. Others felt like there’s a “stigma around 

reporting something and not appearing masculinely strong” and that male bodies 

“always have to remain strong even if you’re not”. To be strong, in this case, indicates 

an evaluation of one’s ability to maintain power and control rather than one’s physical 

capability. Thus, reporting sexual assault could be viewed as “admitting weakness” due 

to the fact that being a victim of sexual assault is indicative of a loss of control. Sexual 

assault is, by definition, a situation where the victim is forced to participate in 

something against their will; something that they wouldn’t have done if they had 

control of the situation.  

Under symbolic interactionist framework, this desire to appear strong is part of 

male bodied individual’s identity work. Symbolic interactionism emphasizes that 

identities are not stoic and that we maintain our identities through various actions day 

to day (Fields et al. 2006:164). Hegemonic masculinity emphasizes “being in control” 
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(Javid 2014:288) as a main expectation of male-bodied individuals. Thus when a male 

body does an action that signifies a lack of power and control, they are contradicting 

the identity they are trying to establish. Since reporting assault is viewed as a sign of 

weakness, reporting is in itself contradictory to identity work of the male identity. 

Distrust of Whitman 
 Several male bodied students highlighted that because of their male bodiedness, 

they felt they wouldn’t trust Whitman. Some emphasized their lack of trust as their 

claim wouldn’t be taken seriously (“Male victims aren’t taken seriously at this school”) 

while others doubted the abilities of the institution to handle their case (“I...would have 

a lot of difficulty believing that someone I reported it to at Whitman would...be able to 

give me the support I would need”). Many of these responses emphasized that it was 

their male bodiedness that caused this distrust, and it would be different if they were 

female (“Whitman and the rest of society doesn't cater to men in these situations, it 

caters to women”). This is consistent with previous research that emphasizes that 

victims are less likely to report based off distrust with their college campus (Logan et 

al. 2005; Spencer et al. 2017:173). 

One explanation why this sense of distrust feels specifically based in their 

male-bodiedness might be explained by hegemonic masculinity. Hegemonic 

masculinity theory emphasizes that its expectations and standards are not just 

perpetuated and regulated by individuals, but institutions as well (Connell & 

Messerschmidt 2005:841). Whitman College is, by definition, an institution and thus, 

perpetuates standards of hegemonic masculinity. Reporting sexual assault is something 

very traumatic and indicates a loss of control, power, and dominance; all things vital to 
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hegemonic masculinity (Weiss 2010:277). If Whitman is perceived to be perpetuating 

hegemonic masculinity, then that would cause male bodies to believe their cases 

wouldn’t be taken seriously. Hegemonic masculinity also could explain why these 

participants felt like female bodies would be taken seriously instead. Hegemonic 

masculinity asserts that female bodies are not “dominant” and “in control” (Weiss 

2010:277) so reporting doesn’t necessarily violate their codes of expectation.  

How Biological Sex of the Perpetrator Affects Willingness 
 

In scenarios where only the sex of the perpetrator differed, every single 

scenario with a male perpetrator had a higher willingness to report. Thus if a sexual 

assault involves a male perpetrator, male bodied victims may be more willing to report 

than if the perpetrator were female.  

So why male perpetrators? According to the participants responses, male 

perpetrators caused participants to feel they would probably report the hypothetical 

vignettes due to a sense of threat. Many responses emphasized the physical size of the 

biological male, one emphasizing that “the type of body committing the assault makes 

the threat of it more real”. Another participant said that they, “would feel unsafe with 

that person walking around campus” while one said “I would feel less safe….given he 

could be physically comparable to me”. Meanwhile, female perpetrators caused the 

opposite effect: a lack of physical threat. Even when describing the threat found by 

male perpetrators, participants often compared the stature of a male perpetrator versus 

that of a female. (“I would feel less safe in this situation than with the female...given he 

could be physically comparable to me”, “I guess I didn’t feel that way with a woman”).  
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This emphasis on the sense of threat implies that reporting for some individuals 

needs to be indicative of a sense of danger or physical unsafety, rather than a violation 

of their consent and body. Overall, this reason emphasizes that a sense of physical 

threat and danger is seen as a validation of one’s sexual assault. This validation may 

come from stereotypical rape scripts as rape scripts emphasize physical threat as 

something common in sexual assault (Ryan 2011:775; Krahe et al. 2007). Our 

preconceived notions of sexual assault affects our perceptions of how we define and 

interpret rape (Ryan 2011:774) and thus when a sexual assault experience doesn’t line 

up with what is stereotypical, it feels less valid. Thus, how valid an assault feels could 

be key to reporting sexual assault.  

Another reason respondents chose to hypothetically report male perpetrators 

was more perceived belief. Participants emphasized that “people would believe me and 

understand why I considered it assault”. This confidence in being believed in came 

from two main factors. One of the factors only applied to heterosexual participants: this 

was that their was perceived heterosexuality would cause more perceived belief (“[I’m] 

more likely to be believed because people would understand why I as a straight person 

wouldn't want to have gay sex”). This is a new and unusual response to why male-

bodied individuals would report a male perpetrator. Individuals usually fear reporting 

male perpetrators because of male rape myths that assert that if male victim is raped by 

a male perpetrator, the male victim must be homosexual (Turchik and Edwards 

2012:212). Only one or two participants mentioned a fear of being perceived as 

homosexual, but several indicated their heterosexuality as validation for being believed 

in.  
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This may be explained through symbolic interactionism and identity work. To 

engage in heterosexuality is a key part of meeting hegemonic masculine standards 

(Jewkes and Morrell 2017:3). Reporting an assault indicates that you did not want the 

sexual interaction, and since reporting is a form of identity work (Fields et al. 

2006:164), reporting a male on male assault is a way of rejecting a homosexual identity 

and maintaining a heterosexual one. Thus if you maintained a heterosexual identity 

previously, reporting a male assault is a continuation of previous identity work and 

thus viewed as normal and believable by others.  

 Interestingly, homosexual participants did not indicate their perceived 

homosexuality as reason to report female individuals. However, this could be simply 

because there were two homosexual participants in the study. Perhaps this sentiment 

would’ve been expressed if there were more homosexual participants.  

Being believed in also stemmed from the idea that a male perpetrator is more 

believable (“the decision to definitely report this has less to do with me as a victim and 

rather the identity of the perpetrator as a man.”). This likely originates from the fact 

that rape scripts assert male bodies as perpetrators and rape scripts shape our 

understanding and interpretation of sexual assault (Ryan 2011:775). Overall, this could 

mean that perceived belief is a key factor to reporting sexual assault. 

For female perpetrators, participants chose not to hypothetically report in fear 

of victim blaming from others (“I could easily see friends engaging about this with 

some victim blaming”) This is consistent with previous sexual assault data that 

emphasizes victim blaming as a primary reason for not reporting (Spencer et al. 

2017:175). Participants primarily believed that this victim blaming would be caused by 
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the idea that men are implicitly giving consent at all times. One person emphasized 

that, “as a person who normally is perceived to have ‘power’ over others...a lot of 

people would be quick to assume that I must’ve done something to warrant that 

behavior, I must’ve shown some sign that I wanted it to happen”. Others echoed this 

concerned and said “I think that in some ways, the fact that I’m the guy implies the 

assumption of a certain level of consent”. This sense of implied consent could stem 

from a male rape myth that “men are in a constant state of readiness to accept any 

sexual opportunity” (Clements-Schreiber & Rempel, 1995:199). The data suggests that 

this rape myth appears to only be applicable to male victims who are assaulted by 

female perpetrators as participants didn’t list victim blaming as a reason to not report 

male perpetrators. 

Lastly, participants didn’t report female perpetrators due to a fear of a being 

accused back (“I would be afraid of a counter-claim of assault”, “Honestly I would also 

be worried about being accused of something in return for my report”, “I would be 

even more afraid that people would turn and say I was the real perpetrator and not her. 

And that I am just saying this to absolve myself of blame of the assault I 

committed”).This fear of counter claim may come from stereotypical rape scripts. 

Clark and Carroll (2008) noted that stereotypical rape scripts describe a male 

perpetrator and female victim and preconceived notions of what rape is influence how 

individuals define it and interpret it (Ryan 2011:774). If a counterclaim was sought out, 

the female perpetrator may win against them because of how other individuals are 

swayed by these preconceived rape scripts. Thus, stereotypical rape scripts may not 
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only causes male bodies to question the validity of their own assault but also cause 

victims to fear retaliation.  

However, this fear of counter claim also may come from a belief in rape myths 

themselves. Edwards et al. 2011 underlines that a main rape myth held against women 

is that they lie about being raped (761).  No participants expressed fear that male 

perpetrator would counter-claim, perhaps indicating that even potential male victims of 

assault may believe in rape myths against other individuals.  

How Do Signs of Resistance Affect Willingness 
 

In scenarios where only the resistance of the victim differed, every single 

scenario where signs of resistance were indicated had a higher willingness to report. 

The first main reason signs of resistance increased willingness to report was that 

participants felt like the perpetrator had to understand they were violating them. (“I feel 

like I should report it because she knowingly violated me”, “Saying no is clear cut to 

me”). This indicates that some view sexual assault as a possible “accident” and that it’s 

on the victim to let the perpetrator know that they don’t want sexual interaction. This is 

a form of self-victim blaming in relation to behavior as the participant is implicitly 

taking responsibility for part of the assault due to their lack of action (Sleath & Bull 

2010:970). Thus, participants’ lack of resistance caused them to participate in self-

victim blame and caused reason to not report. 

The other main reason participants indicated more willingness to report 

vignettes with signs of resistance was that those vignettes appeared more violent (“The 

situation is more violent”, “The violence is there”). Violence is a key expectation 

described by rape scripts (Ryan 2011:775) rape scripts are dictated by shared 
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metaphorical scripts in society (Simon and Gagnon 1986). Since the experience of the 

participant matches the metaphorical script, they are going to feel more confident in 

reporting (DeLameter and Hyde 1998; Crome and McCabe 2011).  

How Does the Type of Assault Affect Willingness 
 

In scenarios where only the kind of assault being committed differed, every 

single scenario that involving unwanted penetrative sex had a higher willingness to 

report than the unwanted hand job. This seemed to be the case for one main reason: 

handjobs were not seen as a valid form of assault while penetrative sex was. 

The main reason participants were less willing to report unwanted handjobs 

they were not seen as valid sexual assault (“Doesn’t seem like enough to get anyone 

involved”, “It doesn’t feel legitimate enough”). An unwanted handjob may feel like an 

invalid sexual assault because it fails to meet expectations set by rape scripts. 

Stereotypical rape scripts emphasize that sexual assault indicates penetrative sex, not 

an unwanted handjob (Ryan 2011:774). Since our interpretation of reality is derived 

from shared beliefs in society (DeLameter and Hyde 1998) and rape scripts are general 

beliefs about the nature of rape (Crome and McCabe 2011), rape scripts affect our 

interpretation of reality. Thus, participants may have interpreted an unwanted handjob 

as an invalid form of assault because of how general notions of rape emphasize sexual 

assault as being defined through penetration. These ideas based in rape scripts and 

social constructionism also explain why participants found penetration was viewed as 

very serious and legitimate (“I would feel comfortable coming forward as a male 

victim in this case because of the nature of the penetrative sex, ”felt like quintessential 

rape scene”).  
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However, it’s important to note that a few participants felt being forcefully 

penetrated was more reason to report than being forced to penetrate (“being penetrated 

nonconsensually is way worse than penetrating nonconsensually”). This indicates that 

penetration occuring in general does not always cause reason to report, but perhaps just 

when the victim is penetrated. This makes sense as being forcibly penetrated fits the 

metaphorical rape script that we derive our interpretation of reality from (Simon and 

Gagnon 1986, Ryan 2011:774), being forced to penetrate does not.  

 



 
 

46 

PART V: Conclusions & Suggestions 

Male sexual assault is real and those who go through it experience reasons not 

to report predicated simply by their male bodied identity (Sable et al. 2016). This study 

found that these reasons for college male bodies likely include self victim-blaming, a 

need to be perceived as strong, feeling too embarrassed and ashamed, and distrust of 

Whitman as a reporting system. All these reasons but “a need to be strong” are 

consistent with and backed up by other sexual assault research on both male bodies and 

female bodies in general (Sable et al. 2006; Sleath & Bull 2010; Logan et al., 2005; 

Spencer et al. 2017). In addition, the study found that male bodied Whitman students 

would be more likely to report sexual assault that involved male perpetrators, signs of 

resistance, and penetrative sex. Reasons for why all three of these factors caused more 

willingness to report were based partially in stereotypical sex scripts, emphasizing that 

these scripts shape our perception of what is and what isn’t sexual assault (Ryan 

2011:774). As seen in the data and previous literature, the influence that rape scripts 

have on interpretation of rape can decrease the likelihood that a victim will even 

acknowledge an assault as rape (Peterson and Muehlenhard 2004), and thus are less 

likely to report. Overall, both male bodiedness and stereotypical rape scripts prevent 

college students from reporting. The consequences of not reporting for victims 

regardless of identity are both physically and psychologically jarring (Huckle 1995; 

Tewksbury 2007) If Whitman and other college campuses want to promote a safe 

campus free of the detriments of sexual assault, understanding how to deal with 

stereotypical rape scripts and the effects of male bodiedness is key. 
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Suggestions 
 Most of the reasons male bodies were reluctant to report their assault were due 

to hegemonic masculinity and stereotypical rape scripts. As a result, sexual assault 

education programs and masculinity programs could be key to combating these 

reasons. Sexual assault education programs are college programs and/or sessions that 

educate students on the nature and realities of sexual assault. Masculinity programs are 

college programs and/or sessions that focus on male bodied students and how they can 

redefine what it means to be a man (New 2016). Sexual assault education programs 

have been proven to be effective in its ability to increase knowledge and understanding 

of sexual assault (Breitenbecher and Scarce 1999) and while there’s no current 

discourse on masculinity programs, the basis of the program is very similar. Both 

hegemonic masculinity and stereotypical rape scripts are social constructions 

established through social constructionism. Social constructionism emphasizes that our 

perceived reality is derived from shared beliefs within social groups (DeLameter and 

Hyde 1998). If we think of college students as their own social group, how those 

students define a shared belief on ideas or expectations defines the perceived reality on 

that college campus. Mandatory college education programs and masculinity programs 

for all first years provide opportunity to shape the social group’s shared beliefs on 

concepts like “rape” and “masculinity”. While larger institutions like media and 

previous institutions like high school and family may still affect what this shared belief 

is, these education programs are at least a method of combating the issues. Based on 

the data found from my study, I have compiled a list of suggestions and methods for 

college sexual assault education programs and masculinity programs that could help 
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combat reasons that prevent male bodied individuals from reporting on college 

campuses.  

1. All four main reasons related to male bodiedness that were expressed as reasons 

not to report all pertained to various standards of hegemonic masculinity: 

“being in control”, being “dominant”, being “heterosexual”. Thus masculinity 

programs need to emphasize that male bodies that don’t need to be in control all 

the time and that it’s ok to feel out of control. In addition, they need to stress 

that all forms of sexuality are valid for male bodies and not just heterosexuality. 

2.  Male bodied participants hesitated to report female perpetrators as they lacked 

physical threat and reported male perpetrators because of a sense of danger and 

physical unsafety. Sexual assault education programs need to emphasize that 

threat is not necessary for an assault to be reportable or considered assault. 

Assault is a violation of one’s consent and body and not predicated by a fear of 

one’s physical ability or size. 

3. Male bodied participants were more willing to report male perpetrators more 

than female perpetrators as they felt a male perpetrator would have more 

perceived belief by others. This was based in the idea that a male perpetrator is 

what’s expected in stereotypical rape scripts. In order to combat this, sexual 

assault education programs need to emphasize that female perpetrators exist and 

are a problem. Programs should encourage supporting male bodies who report 

female bodies, rather than questioning the validity of the assault based on their 

bodies. 
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4. Male bodied participants felt they would be victim blamed for reporting a 

female bodied perpetrator as they felt like being male bodies implies the 

assumption of a certain level of consent. This sense of implied consent was 

consistent with the male rape myth that  “men are in a constant state of 

readiness to accept any sexual opportunity” (Clements-Schreiber & Rempel, 

1995:199). Thus, sexual assault education programs need to emphasize that no 

matter the body, consent is something verbal and not something implied. 

Consent needs to be verbal and enthusiastic. 

5. Vignettes that described signs of resistance were more willing to be reported 

than those without signs of resistance. Part of this was due to participant’s 

feeling like they were responsible for the assault for not showing signs of the 

resistance. Sexual assault programs need to highlight that not resisting does not 

mean you are asking for it. Sexual assaults often have a lack of resistance as 

victims can undergo tonic immobility, a psychological response characterized 

by involuntary immobility or freezing (Fusé et al. 2007:266).  

6. Participants were less willing to report unwanted handjobs than penetration as 

hand jobs weren’t seen as a valid enough assault. On top of this, a few 

participants expressed that being forced to penetration didn’t feel as valid as 

being forcibly penetrated. Thus sexual assault education programs need to 

highlight that all forms of sexual contact or behavior that occur without consent 

is sexual assault.  
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Possible Future Research 
 After receiving and analyzing the results of my study, I noted several 

opportunities for future research to be done. For one, my study contained a very 

homogenous group of male bodied individuals: almost every single one was white 

heterosexual and cisgender. Doing another study with a more diverse sample and array 

of identities may provide insight into other issues preventing male bodies from 

reporting. As intersectionality theory emphasizes, we have multiple identities and that 

there are important differences to study and acknowledge between different identities 

of male bodies as well (Crenshaw 1989). In addition, doing another study with a much 

larger generalizable sample would further understanding of male bodied victims as 

well. My sample size was too small to be generalizable of all male bodies at Whitman, 

and a larger study would be able to confirm how accurate the results of this study were. 
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