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Discipline is not Prevention:
Transforming the Cultural Foundations of
Campus Rape Culture

Megan K. McCabe

N APRIL 4, 2011, THE Department of Education’s Office of

Civil Rights issued a “Dear Colleague” letter on the issue

of sexual violence on college campuses. It maintains that

“The sexual harassment of students, including sexual vio-
lence, interferes with students’ right to receive an education free from
discrimination and, in the case of sexual violence, is a crime.”* Title
IX of the Education Amendments of 1971, which prohibits sex dis-
crimination in higher education, had previously been most commonly
known among the general population to stipulate gender equity in uni-
versity sports. The “Dear Colleague” letter indicated a new enforce-
ment and interpretation of the law, pushing universities to develop pol-
icies, procedures, and programs to prevent assault, counsel those who
have been victimized, and discipline perpetrators.

One of the most significant and most well-known results of this
intervention was the development of Title IX offices run by Title IX
coordinators at colleges and universities.? And while Title IX coordi-
nators do the work of supporting survivors with the options available
to them, their work is most popularly known for the disciplinary
measures that have been developed on campuses across the country.
Such policies have fostered considerable public debate about the rights
of the accused, even prompting an assessment of and revision of the
Department of Education’s rules and guidelines under current Secre-
tary of Education, Betsy DeVos.® Some accused students who have
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been formally disciplined by university policies have pursued lawsuits
in response under claims of failures of fairness and appropriate due
process.* Other institutional responses to the demands of Title IX re-
garding sexual assault have included training for both employees and
students. Employees go through what is typically brief, potentially
online, training regarding what is expected of them to fulfill Title IX
and the Clery Act,” namely that they must report any instance of sexual
assault when they learn of it. Some universities provide guidelines to
faculty to inform students of this requirement to report. Students may
hear an instructional talk about consent and assault during first-year
orientation or complete a brief online training. Often campus health
services or offices within Student Affairs will provide programming
about consent, healthy relationships, and assault prevention.

Such institutional programs and policies certainly give universities
and colleges things to point to as evidence of a demonstrable effort
and commitment to comply with Title IX. However, if success is
measured by an actual reduction in sexual assault and dating abuse,
their success remains unclear at best. Despite these efforts, sexual as-
sault and other forms of abuse within romantic and sexual contexts
persist. Indeed, as one recent study found, “Students were already ed-
ucated about the importance of consent, but the rote answers they so
expertly reproduced about the importance of ‘yes’ bore little resem-
blance to the ambiguous realities of sex as they actually described it
unfolding in their lives.”® While policies and training are necessary
and have their place, meaningful work toward prevention requires a
transformation of the cultural factors that give rise to abuse and allow
it to continue, both on campus and in the broader society. Here I ex-
amine three such factors: students’ senses of self and their value, the
use and meaning of alcohol on campus and in cases of sexual violence,
and socially defined meanings of gender and sexuality. At the same
time, it is impossible to isolate each of these factors from one another.
Instead, they come together in mutually informing ways, ultimately
allowing for sexual violence and relational abuse to occur as well as
covering over these realities.
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THE REALITIES OF ABUSE ON CAMPUS

High rates of rape on college campuses were first reported in 1988
by Robin Warshaw in I Never Called It Rape,” which included the data
from a study conducted by Ms. Magazine and Mary Koss. Koss named
a now-famous statistic: one in four college women experienced either
rape or attempted rape, the vast majority of whom did not identify their
experience as an assault. Koss found that a typical sexual assault was
perpetrated not by strangers but by somebody known to the victimized
person, many of which took place in the context of dates. Today, the
contours of campus social life have changed; students typically do not
go on dates but instead participate in campus party and hookup cul-
tures. It is in this context that the majority of assaults on campus occur.
And while it is now more accurate to talk about “party rape” instead
of “date rape” when talking about campus sexual assault, the rates of
rape have remained fairly steady. Data similar to Koss’s was affirmed
in 2009’s Unsafe in the Ivory Tower? which suggested that 20-25 per-
cent of college women were likely to experience an attempted or com-
pleted rape. A 2017 study of students at Columbia University and Bar-
nard College found that 13.6 percent of women, and 20.5 percent of
women in their fourth year of college, surveyed reported experiencing
“penetrative assault.”® This same study went further than previous re-
search, surveying the student population, not exclusively women on
campus, and found that 5.2 percent of men on campus experienced a
penetrative assault. This evidence suggests that while women are not
exclusively harmed, they are disproportionately represented among
those victimized by sexual assault on campus.

Much of the public attention to the problem of sexual violence on
campus focuses on the most predatory of perpetrators, such as Brock
Turner, who was on the swim team at Stanford University, found
guilty of assaulting an unconscious woman, Chanel Miller, behind a
dumpster.’® Such cases appear clear cut and, for many, suggest that
the problem of assault on campus would be addressed by rooting out
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the repeat offenders.™ As sociologist Lisa Wade explains, one theory
about the problem of assault on campus “holds that rape is a crime
committed by dangerous psychopaths: a small percentage of men who
deliberately and routinely exploit and abuse women and other men.
These men strategically choose their victims, carefully plot their
crimes, lie in wait, and rape with glee.”? As she argues, such serial
perpetrators are, indeed, on campus, but the pervasive problem cannot
be reduced to those who appear to be the most obviously violent.
There are also those who rape due to the environment in which they
find themselves: “For these individuals, being in a rape-prone place
among rape-supportive people can incite predatory behavior, and even
compel it. According to this theory, even otherwise good people may
become sexually aggressive in circumstances that allow and reward
that behavior.”*® Both situational and serial rapists rape on college
campuses. And both cases are enabled by the social environment that
dominates college campuses: college hookup and party culture. As
Wade maintains, “Hookup culture is implicated—in the first case as a
camouflage and in the second as a catalyst.”*

Many students participate in hookup and party culture in order to
have fun and live up to the expectations of the “college experience.”*®
They view their time in college as a time to enjoy themselves through
partying, sometimes so much so that it becomes a pressure rather than
an expression of freedom and fun. Even students who are not them-
selves partiers believe they are “supposed to” party in college, which
includes alcohol use and the pursuit of no-strings-attached sex.*®

But parties and hookup culture are not the safe spaces for letting
loose that many students imagine them to be. The majority of campus
rapes occur within the social and party scene that dominates campuses.
As first uncovered by Koss in the 1980s, rape on college campuses is
most likely to be perpetrated by somebody known to the victim.
Women on campus report being assaulted by their classmates, friends,
boyfriends, and ex-boyfriends, at parties or in residences, including
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12 Lisa Wade, American Hookup: The New Culture of Sex on Campus, (New York:
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2008); Jason King, Faith with Benefits (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017).
16 Elizabeth A. Armstrong, Laura Hamilton, and Brian Sweeney, “Sexual Assault on
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both on- and off-campus housing. These assaults are typically after 6
p.m., with the majority occurring after midnight.*” Such statistics con-
firm the insights of another study that found that college rapes are not
exactly “date rape” but are more accurately described as “party-rapes”
that occur in residences, often fraternity houses or other off-campus
houses, or in students’ residences and dorms after being in a party en-
vironment.'® In agreement with these findings, Wade concludes that
hookup culture is “a rape culture, a set of ideas and practices that nat-
uralize, justify, and glorify sexual pressure, coercion, and violence.”*°
And further,

Hookup culture is dangerous because it’s the ideal environment for
the serial rapist. But it is dangerous, too, because it seduces too many
students into thinking that in certain situations sexual aggression is
allowed. We need to fear it because it puts students at risk of being
victimized, but also because it puts students at risk of committing a

crime, even if just once, because hookup culture says that they can
and they should.?

And it is within this context that student perceptions of their own
selves and value, alcohol, and social norms governing gender, power,
and sexuality combine to form campus rape culture.?

Students’ Self-Worth & the Fuel to Participate in Party and Hookup
Culture

According to Christian ethicist Jennifer Beste, student reflections
consistently reveal that participation in the alcohol-laden party culture
and hooking up is often motivated by students’ understandings of their
own identities and self-worth. As she observes, “Not a single student
rated inherent human value more highly than accomplishments/social
status.”?> Whether communicated to them by their parents, peers,
schools, or popular culture and social media, these students had in-
stead learned, perhaps indirectly, that their identities and self-worth
are contingent upon with their accomplishments, achievements, what

17 Fisher, Daigle, and Cullen, Unsafe in the Ivory Tower, 70-73.

18 Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney, “Sexual Assault on Campus,” 483-84.
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helm Garbers, “Christian Sexual Ethics and the #MeToo Movement: Three Moments
of Reflection on Sexual Violence and Women’s Bodies,” Journal of the Society of
Christian Ethics 39, no. 2 (2019): 339-56.

22 Beste, College Hookup Culture and Christian Ethics, 131.
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they own, peer acceptance, and social status.?® Beste found through
extensive research that students held beliefs that society is based on
winners and losers, with their survival being contingent on them being
winners.? Thus, as she observes, “Many students acknowledged that
their priorities about how to spend their time and energy in the present
are frequently determined by whether they think these activities will
result in securing a successful future.”” For many students, this pur-
suit of being a “winner” means that they are stretched between an
overloaded academic schedule, internships, co-curriculars, and any
jobs they may also be working. Participation in hookup and party cul-
ture is both a way to find another form of success and an escape from
the demands of academic and professional success that students face.

In partying and hooking up, students noted that they and their peers
sought to pursue increased social status on campus. In the context of
social life, success meant having the most fun, being the center of at-
tention, drinking the most, or hooking up with the right person.?® By
hooking up with somebody who is considered socially desirable,
whether due to physical attractiveness or status on campus, both
women and men may hope to increase their own social status or even
boost their self-esteem, which may require walking a fine line for
women who face a sexual-double standard while men are typically so-
cially rewarded for the same behaviors.?’

Drug and alcohol induced intoxication allows students to pursue
reveling in the party environment with wild and life-of-the-party be-
haviors without having to face judgment or fear social vulnerability
because they can always claim “they were so drunk they didn’t know
what they were doing.” According to Beste, “a lack of self-acceptance
underlies the practice of excessive drinking.”?® Students communi-
cated that in seeking to be successful within the social scene they use
intoxication as a way to shield themselves from judgment while they
engage in potentially outrageous behavior in pursuit of attention and
status.?® At such parties, it is not only expected to drink, but some stu-
dents report experiencing confused responses or even hostility from
their peers when they choose not t0.*? Alcohol and drug use has a more
insidious connection to students’ lack of sense of their own intrinsic
worth. By drinking heavily, often to the point of being “blackout

2 Beste, College Hookup Culture and Christian Ethics, 130.

24 Beste, College Hookup Culture and Christian Ethics, 132-33.
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drunk,” students both conform to their expectations of the social
norm® and attempt to escape the anxieties, stresses, and pressures that
they face as they strive to become “winners” who can secure profes-
sionally successful futures. For many students who party, the week-
ends bring an alternate persona. As one student reported, “Thanks in
large part to alcohol, your behavior and attire are suddenly following
a completely different value set and social script: seeking freedom
from school pressures, life stresses, and normal inhibitions.”%?

Students certainly do not become rapists or accomplices because
they ground their sense of self and self-worth in their worldly suc-
cesses. But this reality fuels their participation in the hookup and party
culture that is the context for sexual harassment and assault to occur.
As Wade argued, this environment is, itself, a rape culture, and it can
only exist if students actually participate in it. And students’ desire to
have the “full college experience” and be social “winners” may lead
them to accept or remain silent about social norms within this culture
that foster a rape-prone environment. Further assessment of the role of
alcohol and social norms and scripts about gender and sexuality is nec-
essary to further understand the cultural foundations of sexual assault
that must be untangled if universities are going to actually work to-
ward prevention.

Alcohol Use in Hookup Culture & its Connection to Sexual Assault
Alcohol use and participation in campus party culture may be
fueled by students’ desire to achieve success in the absence of an
equally robust sense of their own inherent worth, but this is also the
same context as the hyper-sexualized reality of campus hookup cul-
ture. In “hookups,” students pursue commitment- and consequence-
free sexual activity, which may or may not include intercourse. But,
as noted above, this is the same environment that the vast majority of
campus rapes take place within. Alcohol use is both an essential com-
ponent of the hookup script and a facilitator of rape on campus.
Heavy alcohol use at parities is a necessary feature of the pursuit
of a hookup. As sociologist Kathleen Bogle explains in her seminal
study of hookup culture, “When I asked students to explain how some-
one would end up hooking up with someone with whom they had no
prior sexual interaction, they would often answer by saying ‘alcohol’

31 As Kathleen Bogle found, it is typical of students to believe that their peers are
drinking more heavily than they actually are. As a result, “Students’ misperception of
their classmates’ alcohol use negatively affects their own behavior. For example,
many students try to ‘catch up’ with their (false) perception of what ‘everyone’ is
doing drinking-wise.” Bogle, Hooking Up, 89.

32 Beste, College Hookup Culture and Christian Ethics, 17.
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or ‘I don’t know, it just happens.””*® Alcohol serves as the “social lub-
ricant” that students believe lowers their inhibitions to make a hookup
possible.3* The students she interviewed also suggested that “beer gog-
gles” are often responsible for leading them to hook up with somebody
they would otherwise reject. And, consistent with the findings of other
researchers, they were more likely to engage in risky sexual behaviors
or perhaps go further sexually than they would otherwise.* Intoxica-
tion facilitates hookups, but also provides social cover, because com-
munication about desires within hookup culture is absent. Rather, stu-
dents rely on nonverbal cues, which may be difficult to read, but also
provide an explanation if one faces rejection. As Bogle explains, re-
jected students “can easily claim, ‘I was drunk, I didn’t know what I
was doing,” rather than admitting, ‘I was rejected.””®® Students also
use this explanation when they regret their hookups after the fact, es-
pecially if the person they hooked up with is not approved by friends.

But alcohol’s use to facilitate sexual encounters is also a danger
within party culture. The authors of Unsafe in the Ivory Tower, Fisher
et al. found that alcohol or drugs were used prior to victimization in
little over half of the rape cases, but had been used less often, 43.6
percent of the time, in attempted rape situations.®” Women on cam-
puses heed cautions to watch their drinks, and companies are develop-
ing various on-the-go tests to check for the presence of “date-rape
drugs.” But these strategies may cause a false reassurance of safety
given that alcohol is the most common drug in rape cases. In fact,
“Men are three times as likely to assault a woman who has been drink-
ing as one who has not.”*®

This data aligns with the predatory behaviors that students them-
selves have observed at parties. For campuses with Greek life, frater-
nity parties offer freedom from university regulations regarding alco-
hol. Given that sorority rules typically bar women’s houses from hav-
ing alcohol at social events, parties are usually controlled by men.
Here, men not only control access to alcohol but also the movement
of guests.®® Such control manifests in weaponizing tactics: “The prom-
ise of more or better alcohol was often used to lure women into private
spaces of the fraternities.” In some cases, men intentionally ply
women with alcohol, taking advantage of social norms around femi-

3 Bogle, Hooking Up, 89.

34 Bogle, Hooking Up, 47.
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ninity in which “Women are expected to be grateful for men’s hospi-
tality, and as others have noted, to generally be ‘nice’ in ways that men
are not.” Donna Freitas recounts hearing from one male student,
“Girls often get the most drunk at these ‘Theme Parties, *? which is
often the incentive for single guys to attend in the hopes of having
sex.” Taking seriously the reality of alcohol- and drug-induced rape,
one wonders exactly what this student and his peers mean by “having
sex.” In his study of college-age men, Michael Kimmel spoke with a
male student who recounted regularly seeing his roommates plying
women with alcohol in order to take advantage of its effects. As he
reflected, “Other times I’ve driven women home who can’t remember
much of an evening yet sex did occur. Rarely if ever has a night of
drinking for my roommate ended without sex. I know it isn’t neces-
sarily and assuredly sexual assault, but with the amount of liquor in
the house I question the amount of consent a lot.”** His narrative pro-
vides an example of weaponized alcohol and coercive tactics. It also
demonstrates the way that this use of alcohol, while it may make this
young man uneasy, is not fully recognized for the violence that it is.
And Wade further highlights the intentionality and predatory nature of
the use of alcohol in these parties:

“Get the bitches in the right state of intoxication,” instructs an email
from American University’s Epsilon lota that was meant to stay be-
tween brothers. Another from the University of Southern California
describes the joy of “taking down” an “easy target” who is drunk. A
member of the Phi Kappa Tau fraternity at Georgia Tech sent out a
guide called “Luring your Rapebait” that included the tip “If anything
ever fails, go get more alcohol” in all capital letters.*

In fact, what this student recounts observing and the tactics promoted
by these fraternities are typical of party rape. Within the alcohol-
fueled party atmosphere, rapes do not typically involve the use of
physical violence or weapons, but are:

41 Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney, “Sexual Assault on Campus,” 490.

42 Theme parties are parties with a set theme which governs the dress code with a
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Schoolgirls,” “Superheroes and Supersluts,” “Politicians and Prostitutes,” etc. More
about the role of theme parties will be offered later in this article. See Donna Freitas,
The End of Sex: How Hookup Culture Is Leaving a Generation Unhappy, Sexually
Unfulfilled, and Confused About Intimacy (New York: Basic Books, 2013), 81-82.
“3 Freitas, The End of Sex, 88.

4 Michael S. Kimmel, Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men (New
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4 Wade, American Hookup, 312.



58 Megan K. McCabe

carried out through a combination of low level forms of coercion—a
lot of liquor and persuasion, manipulation of situations so that women
cannot leave, and sometimes force (e.g., by blocking a door, or using
body weight to make it difficult for a woman to get up). These forms
of coercion are made more effective by organizational arrangements
that provide men with control over how partying happens and by ex-
pectations that women let loose and trust their party-mates. This sys-
temic and effective method of extracting non-consensual sex is largely
invisible, which makes it difficult for victims to convince anyone—
even themselves—that a crime occurred. Men engage in this behavior
with little risk of consequences.*®

The tactics used within campus party and hookup culture to get a
woman drunk in order to extract sex forms what Peggy Reeves Sanday
calls a “rape-prone” culture.*’ This environment is rape-prone not
simply because men at parties try to coerce sex in these ways, but that
they receive social approval, or at least passivity, from their friends.
The alcohol-laden campus party environment is easily exploited by
repeated, predatory rapists on college campuses. But the use of alcohol
to facilitate hookups also makes sex with very drunk, perhaps inca-
pacitated, people seem typical and acceptable. Consequently, the pur-
suit of drunk sexual partners may lead otherwise non-violent men to
become situational rapists.

Because of this invisibility and because so many students enjoy the
party atmosphere, they are more likely to find ways to blame those
who are victimized instead of perpetrators. And women who experi-
enced alcohol- and drug-facilitated rape have been found to be signif-
icantly less likely to file a report with the police or even mention the
assault to others.*®

Due to the overlap among campus parties, the presence of alcohol,
and sexual assault, media coverage and popular debate often focus on
women’s use of alcohol or drugs, often questioning if an experience
of victimization is her fault and responsibility. Yet as outlined above,
alcohol is intentionally weaponized and exploited by perpetrators in
this environment. And evidence suggests that perpetrators are even
more likely than victims to have used some kind of substance, partic-
ularly when harming one’s classmate, friend, or girlfriend. As found
by Fisher et al., perpetrators of rape use drugs, alcohol, or some kind
of substance in 73.8 percent of assaults, and 67.6 percent of the time
in attempted assaults.*

46 Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney, “Sexual Assault on Campus,” 492.
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The alcohol-fueled nature of campus hookup and party culture
makes the campus environment an easy target for serial perpetrators.
The social expectation maintained by the majority of students on cam-
pus that heavy drinking is a fun escape or the model of social success
allows perpetrators to target incapacitated classmates with little
chance of consequences. And this environment suggests to all students
that it is socially acceptable to try to extract or coerce sex through al-
cohol. However, the role of alcohol, on its own, does not cause rape
to occur. Rather, it mixes with the social norms governing gender and
sexuality on college campuses fostering the campus rape culture. And
it is this culture that allows both serial rapists and situational rapists to
violate and harm their classmates, peers, and friends, often without
consequences.

Gender, Power, and Sexuality Within Campus Rape Culture

The rape culture on college campuses hinges on social norms about
gender and sexuality that promote male sexual aggression, women’s
sexual availability, and eroticized violence. This not to say that col-
leges create these cultural meanings. Rather, they are present within
the broader American culture, shaping the lives of students prior to
their arrival on campus and manifesting in distinctive ways within the
social context of campus life. Within this context, rape is one end of
what Liz Kelly has called, the “continuum of sexual violence,”*
which marks the lives of most women, linking “typical” behavior with
what is more often recognized as “aberrant” behavior.®! As she argues,
“Women’s experiences of heterosexual sex are not either consenting
or rape, but exist on a continuum moving from choice to pressure to
coercion to force.” Ranges of sexual interactions along this contin-
uum are present within campus hookup and party culture. Thus, while
some students do experience fully enthusiastic and consensual sex
within this context, there are also many who experience unequal sex,
sex they agree to because they believe they should or it is easier than
resisting, as well as coercion and rape.

The continuum of sexual violence also includes harassment (both
verbal and visual), stalking, unwanted sexual touching, and rape. As a
result of the varieties of abuse that women on campus face, Fisher et
al. argue that “the risk of female students’ victimization is ingrained
in the very fabric of normal college life,”® which means “that women

%0 Liz Kelly, “The Continuum of Sexual Violence,” in Women, Violence and Social
Control, ed. Jalna Hanmer and Mary Maynard (London: Macmillan, 1987), 46-59.
51 Kelly, “The Continuum of Sexual Violence,” 51.

52 Kelly, “The Continuum of Sexual Violence,” 54.

%3 Fisher, Daigle, and Cullen, Unsafe in the Ivory Tower, 2.
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experience a social ‘cost’ of going to college not imposed on men.”*
This continuum of sexual violence, as expressed in campus life, is
shaped by these shared assumptions about male sexual aggression,
women’s sexual availability, and eroticized violence. The forms of
victimization that women disproportionately experience violate hu-
man dignity and “naturalize, justify, and glorify sexual pressure, coer-
cion, and violence.” They also reveal that the shared assumptions
about gender and sexuality must be confronted generally, not only in
the most violent and criminal of manifestations, if the cultural trans-
formation which is necessary for sexual assault prevention is going to
meaningfully take place.

Hookup and party culture is the dominant social environment on
campuses. Certainly not all students participate, but it remains norma-
tive and the “center of college life.”*® Participation in this environ-
ment, and the ability to meet the gendered norms that govern it, is nec-
essary for the social recognition that many students long for. In one
long term study of first-year women living within the same on-campus
residence, scholars found that “both partiers and non-partiers agreed
that one was ‘supposed’ to party in college.”’ The students they spoke
with generally believed that participation in party culture was a way
to feel involved in campus life to make friends and fit in. One woman
who did not participate felt that she was left without social connec-
tions: “There is a group on the side of the hall that goes to dinner to-
gether, parties together, my roommate included. I have never hung out
with them once.... And, yeah, it kind of sucks.”® And this social en-
vironment has also displaced dating as the primary way that college
students engage with one another both romantically and sexually.>®

Campus hookup and party culture dominates all sexual and roman-
tic interaction, for both LGBTQ+ and heterosexual students, but the
social norms within this culture are governed by hetero-relational in-
teractions. Psychologist Lynn Phillips offers the term “hetero-relation-
ality” to name “the interactions, both sexual and seemingly nonsexual,
that women have with men and masculinities.”® Through her research
interviewing college women about their experiences of power, vio-
lence, and sexuality, she found that “a normalizing of dangerous male
behavior and an eroticizing of women’s objectification and commod-
ification are woven into the very construction of traditional hetero-
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sexuality for women as well as for men.”®! The students Beste sur-
veyed saw that these gender roles are not exclusive to campus life but
are present within the broader culture, often communicated through
dominant forms of pop culture. These gender roles, masculine preda-
tory sexual aggression and feminine availability, are not unique to the
culture of college campuses. But they do take on distinctive forms
within the hookup and party culture. These norms may result in be-
haviors that undermine the complete personhood and dignity of all
students, especially women, but also serve as the theoretical founda-
tion that manifests in the form of sexual violence. These norms, thus,
serve as both “camouflage and catalyst” of campus rape, as Wade has
argued of hookup culture.

Within this culture, the role available to women is that of desired
object who is presumed to be sexually available to satisfy the desires
of their male peers. For some of the women who choose to participate
in this culture, they do so not as an expression of their own desire, but
they find meaning in the experience of being desired. As one student
said, “It’s fun to know that a guy’s attracted to you and is willing to
kiss you.”®? Others confirmed that participation served as a source of
social status and self-esteem as well as social acceptance.®® Such at-
tention is often carefully curated within the hookup culture; for exam-
ple, the social norms of parties expect women to dress in sexually re-
vealing ways. This is especially true in “theme parties” which require
costumes according to themes, typically placing women in positions
of subservience and as sexual objects, compared to men’s positions of
power. Typical party themes include “CEOs and Their Secretary
Hos,” “Dirty Doctors and Naughty Nurses,” “Superheroes and Super-
sluts,” “Politicians and Prostitutes,” or “Pretty Much Anything and
Hos.”®* Such themes indicate women’s role’s within hookup and party
culture: if they are to participate, they ought to be in in the role of
desired sex object.

The norms of behavior place women in the role of the pursued,
with men initiating interactions, often by simply starting to dance with
and touch the women without verbal communication or without ex-
plicit interest having been expressed. While nonverbal cues in this
context facilitate hooking up,® this role also manifests unwanted or
random sexual touching. One female student questioned,
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Does going to a dance mean that your consenting to touching as well?
Honestly, I think yes or at least it gives an invitation until you decline
or reject such behaviors.... It’s just SO widely understood that
THAT’s what’s going to be happening at a dance that most people
already know that going in.5®

As Wade observes about hookup culture, “Men have implicit permis-
sion to touch and women have the right to accept or end men’s ad-
vances.”® She further observes that one survey found that as many as
90 percent of the 250 college men interviewed “admitted to engaging
in non-consensual behaviors: pressing up against women from behind,
grabbing bodies, and brushing up against them intentionally to get
contact.”®® Such behavior reveals presumed entitlement, which re-
ceives broad social acceptance, to women’s bodies within public so-
cial space.

This same presumed availability and entitlement to women for sex-
ual use or to meet the desires of men is present within multiple points
of the “continuum of sexual violence.” Women on campus may have
their own agency ignored when they try to reject men who seek them
out. Some have noted that the only way to successfully reject a male
classmate who is pursuing them is to have an excuse, such as already
having a boyfriend. Others found that men acted entitled to the atten-
tion of women even to the point of stalking.®® In such instances, friends
and even family may even give approval to the stalker’s behavior,
framing it not as something violent but confusing it with courtship-
pursuing behaviors.” Similar patterns may appear when men attempt
to extract sex from their female classmates. One such approach is the
way in which some men intentionally pursue intoxicated women or
attempt to weaponize alcohol, as discussed above. Others may com-
plain or use verbal pressure in pursuit of sex. Wade tells the story of a
woman called Natalie who began consensually kissing her male friend
in what started as a platonic snuggle and hang-out. But when she com-
municated that she did not want to have sex, he asked her to perform
oral sex, which she initially rejected, but when he “argued and pushed
and complained”™ she ultimately agreed. As she explained, “I’m not
thinking about it at all in the terms of sexual coercion, I’m thinking of

% Wade, American Hookup, 207.

57 Wade, American Hookup, 207.

% Wade, American Hookup, 206.

69 Armstrong and Hamilton, “Gendered Sexuality in Young Adulthood,” 600.

0 Eric G. Lambert et al., “Do Men and Women Differ in Their Perceptions of Stalk-
ing: An Exploratory Study Among College Students,” Violence and Victims 28, no. 2
(2013): 196.

I Wade, American Hookup, 203.



Discipline is Not Prevention 63

it in terms of him getting his way and making me shop at two different
grocery stores.”’? Later in the semester, Natalie heard that her friend
was accused of rape and, because of her own experience, believed that
he was capable of at least coercion.”® Natalie’s experience with her
male friend offers two points on the continuum of sexual violence. He
exerted pressure to get Natalie to agree to do what he wanted but per-
petrated a more violent violation against another classmate.

If women are presumed to be available or expected to fulfill the
role of sexual object, social norms for men assume their aggressive
pursuit and predatory behavior. Socially constructed “traditional het-
ero-sexuality” constructs men to be aggressive. Men looking to extract
sex and engaging in sexual touching express this form of male sexual
entitlement that is normalized within hookup and party culture. As
Beste found, many of her students described this pattern by identifying
men with “predators, hunters, or lions who stalk their prey
[women].”™* And, as Wade has argued, this environment allows those
who are sexually aggressive, coercive, or predatory, to have social
cover: their actions “blend into the behaviors of their peers.”” This
role for men is socially enforced within this culture in that their sexual
aggression is a way of proving masculinity. Students have been found
to perceive the social standards of masculinity to depend upon the abil-
ity to have sex with as many women as possible.”® Despite complexity
in the way that young men explain their involvement in the hookup
culture,”” Bogle has found that male identity is, in practice, shaped and
bolstered by sexual activity. For example, when a man has sexual in-
tercourse with somebody, he is congratulated by his peers. And as
Kimmel argues, “The time-honored way for a guy to prove that he is
a real man is to score with a woman.”’® The converse is also true: men
who cannot find hookup partners may be stigmatized.” This link can
prove dangerous. According to a recent study, when asked behavior-
ally specific questions, as many as 31.5 percent of college men say
they would force a woman to have sex if they were sure that they
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would not get caught. When asked directly if they would be willing to
“rape” a woman with a guarantee that they would not get caught, the
number drops to 13.6 percent of college men.8® What this data demon-
strates is that coercion and forcing sex receives disturbing broad ac-
ceptance, even when the term “rape” is known to communicate wrong
and violent actions.

College men demonstrate masculinity through aggressive sexuality
not only through sexual conquest but also through the consumption of
pornography.®! It is common for college men to have pornographic
posters decorating their dorm room walls and as their screen savers.®
And for many young men, online pornography is their first exposure
to images of sex, serving as a kind of unofficial sex education.® It
often represents an androcentric model of sex that ignores female
pleasure, and generally assumes that women enjoy exactly what the
pornography says men enjoy.3* Women are reduced to the objects of
male sexuality that is done to them. More concerning, pornography
can link sexuality to violence. Some of the most popular pornography
regularly includes violent acts such as slapping and gagging, verbal
aggression, and violent sexual acts.®® As Kimmel questions, “What
does it mean that many guys get erections and masturbate to images
of women being degraded or humiliated? What does it mean that a
scene depicting a woman being gang raped, slapped, spanked, and
then ejaculated on would be arousing?”’® The consumption of such
material has real effects, ultimately eroticizing violence and partici-
pating in a discourse that normalizes male sexual aggression. Pornog-
raphy does not turn nonviolent men into rapists, and the influence of
pornography is not a direct line into enacting what has been viewed.
However, one study found that for men who exhibit some sexual ag-
gression, repeated exposure to pornography may result in minimizing
the responsibility of men who are sexually aggressive and “may gen-
erally reinforce the acceptance of dominating, controlling and perhaps
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even violent acts of aggression against women.”®” The influence of
violent pornography is especially dangerous when it depicts victim-
ized women who derive sexual pleasure from the assault. Men who
enjoy this material are more likely to demonstrate aggression toward
women.® And it blurs the line between criminal violence and accepta-
ble sexual behavior. Such material suggests that sexualized abuse and
eroticized violence are ‘“normal” expressions of hetero-sexuality
which, in turn, normalizes male sexual aggression.

Not all men are sexually aggressive, and not all women understand
themselves in terms of their ability to be desired. But these gender
roles and meanings of masculinity, femininity, and the norms of sex-
uality within campus hookup and party culture represent the context
and dominant forms of social life in which students relate to one an-
other. Women who are not available to be pursued by men are not
considered “real women,” and men who are not aggressive are not
considered “real men.” These norms limit the full human range of ex-
pression and ways of relating, and students who step outside of their
prescribed roles may find themselves socially stigmatized or mocked.
Students who resist or do not conform to these social norms governing
hetero-sexuality may face homophobic slurs. These norms also pose a
risk because they have the potential to allow serial rapists to go unno-
ticed and tell otherwise nonviolent men on campus that sexual aggres-
sion that harms their peers is acceptable.

Collectively, these three cultural features that give rise to the foun-
dations of campus rape culture must be addressed if efforts toward
prevention of sexual violence on campus within the hookup and party
culture are going to be meaningful: students’ lack of a sense of their
own inherent dignity and value, the role of alcohol, and the socially
defined meaning of gender and sexuality. In all three, students under-
mine or simply ignore the humanity of their peers, treating them in-
stead as a means to help in the pursuit of their own interests or desires.
Some students who pursue social success within the hookup and party
culture treat their peers and potential sexual or romantic partners as
status markers. Even those students who are simply looking to enjoy
the excitement and fun of party life and hooking up are still pursuing
their fun and pleasure through the treatment of others as a mere tool.
Beste’s surveyed students identified hookups as unjust for this reason:
“The very point of a hookup is to prioritize and elevate one’s own
agenda. The other person therefore undeniably becomes a means
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(whether for sexual satisfaction, a boost in self-esteem or ego, or in-
creased social status), never only an end. Hookups are clearly not
about affirming the other person or about being affirmed for who you
are.”®® When present in consensual encounters, these behaviors ought
not be conflated with the harms and trauma of sexual violence. But
this cultural norm both undermines the value of respecting the inherent
dignity of all persons and allows for the perceived acceptance of the
tactics employed by potential rapists. When students feel bound to this
social context and grow used to treating one another as means, the uses
of alcohol and norms of gender and sexuality that reinforce a power
differential and eroticize violence come together to create a rape-prone
environment. This rape-prone environment allows for serial predators
to continue to assault, often unnoticed, and encourages predatory and
violent behavior among potential situational rapists. Working to pre-
vent, not merely discipline, sexual violence on campus, thus requires
undoing the cultural foundations of the hookup and party culture.

UNIVERSITY RESPONSES TO CAMPUS RAPE CULTURE

Catholic colleges and universities typically frame themselves as
distinctive, marked by a mission that sets them apart from other insti-
tutions of higher education. Such universities are dedicated not only
to academic excellence but also to promoting human dignity and
working toward the fulfillment of the common good. The University
of Notre Dame dedicates itself “to cultivate in its students not only an
appreciation for the great achievements of human beings, but also a
disciplined sensibility to the poverty, injustice, and oppression that
burden the lives of so many. The aim is to create a sense of human
solidarity and concern for the common good that will bear fruit as
learning becomes service to justice.”® According to the Gonzaga Uni-
versity mission statement, it “is an exemplary learning community that
educates students for lives of leadership and service for the common
good....The Gonzaga experience fosters a mature commitment to dig-
nity of the human person, social justice, diversity, intercultural com-
petence, global engagement, solidarity with the poor and vulnerable,
and care for the planet.”®® And St. John’s University in Queens, NY
states, “We embrace the Judeo-Christian ideals of respect for the rights
and dignity of every person and each individual’s responsibility for
the world in which we live.”®? Such statements are not merely claims
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of the identities of these universities but also a means of claiming that
their identities are bound up with and formed by what they do.

These mission statements reflect the call to social engagement in
both John Paul II’s Ex Corde Ecclesiae, the Apostolic Constitution on
Catholic Universities, and the Land O’Lakes Statement, written in
July 1967 following two meetings of leaders from several major Cath-
olic universities in the U.S.%® In both texts, the Catholic university
draws on its academic nature, including both education and research,
to serve both church and society. The academic life of the university
promotes “a study of serious contemporary problems” (Ex Corde Ec-
clesiae, no. 32), social justice (no. 34), and “problems of greater hu-
man urgency or of greater Christian concern” (Land O’Lakes State-
ment, no. 7).

Through this work, a Catholic university, “as an extension of its
service of the Church” (Ex Corde Ecclesiae, no. 32), seeks to partici-
pate in the church’s mission as articulated in Gaudium et Spes, the
Second Vatican Council’s Pastoral Constitutional on the Church in the
Modern World, which the authors of the Land O’Lakes Statement in-
tentionally built upon.** Gaudium et Spes, drawing on insights embed-
ded deep in the Catholic tradition, teaches that the church is called to
respond to the social systems that threaten human dignity, with partic-
ular attention to various forms of discrimination, including discrimi-
nation rooted in sexism, and working to foster the new systems and
contexts that promote the dignity and flourishing of all persons (no.
29). Thus, the church seeks the good of all in “the sum of those con-
ditions of social life which allow social groups and their individual
members relatively thorough and ready access to their own fulfill-
ment,” ensuring also that each person’s needs and rights are respected
and met (no. 26). By forming students for responsibility to engage the
world in promotion of the common good, Catholic universities often
understand themselves as of mission to the world, through both direct
service and academic pursuit. But too often, this mission is oriented
almost exclusively outward and not applied to the inner workings and
cultural context of the university.

The call of their mission ought to challenge Catholic universities
to respond to campus rape culture not only through the federally re-
quired policies but also by working toward cultural transformation.
Indeed, as stipulated in the Land O’Lakes Statement, “University de-
cisions and administrative actions should be appropriately guided by
Christian ideas and ideals and should eminently display the respect
and concern for persons” (no. 10). While the authors of the statement
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could not have imagined current university structures of student affairs
and Title IX offices, Catholic universities ought to embody more than
the minimum legal requirements in favor of the promotion of human
dignity. To be clear, Catholic thinking on sexual violence is woefully
inadequate, evidenced in both the virtual silence on sexual violence
experienced by women® and the realities of the clergy sexual abuse
crisis. And Catholic universities have, like all universities, been
known to fail in the handling of sexual assault cases on campus. But
given Catholic universities’ commitment to working toward the com-
mon good of all and the flourishing of each individual this challenge
is especially acute.

Catholic universities have not only a legal obligation but also a
moral responsibility to develop and enforce the best policies to hold
perpetrators accountable and to support survivors on campus. Survi-
vors are often faced with the choice of remaining on campus, in class,
in a shared residence hall, or in co-curricular activities with the perpe-
trator of their assault or dropping out of school. The best practices
ought to prioritize the well-being of survivors with policies developed
to ensure that they are able to succeed and flourish. For example, the
advocacy group Know Your IX suggests that if a survivor is disci-
plined or faces penalties for missing class, these penalties ought to be
revised if the student was missing class to avoid being in the same
space as the perpetrator.®® Policies ought to be developed in light of
the best research about sexual violence and harassment on campus and
in consultation with experts and survivor advocates. While the rights
of the accused must be appropriately respected, the preferential option
requires a distinctive care for those who are most vulnerable, in this
case, survivors. Those who are tasked to develop and enforce these
policies must be educated in and formed to be able to assess not only
appropriate policy, but also to understand the cultural foundations of
a rape-prone culture. Such an understanding is necessary for those
who investigate campus assaults, discipline perpetrators, and support
survivors. Without a deep assessment of the features of campus rape
culture, staff and administrators may not be able to recognize the real-
ities of violence with which they are confronted. This is especially true
if those in these roles are not attentive to the weaponizing and exploi-
tative uses of alcohol and the socially constructed gender roles of sex-
ually aggressive masculinity and sexually available femininity.

Catholic universities have a further moral responsibility to foster
campus environments that are not rape-prone. This work must include
not only steps to respond to sexual violence that has already happened
but also steps that seek to prevent it in the future. Such prevention may

% McCabe, “A Feminist Catholic Response To the Social Sin of Rape Culture,” 636.
% “Resources and Accommodations,” Know Your IX, www.knowyourix.org/state-
policy-playbook/resources-and-accomodations/.



Discipline is Not Prevention 69

entail adopting the best Title [X-related programs and policies. Many
are embracing the need for bystander intervention, which is, Wade af-
firms, effective at stopping potential assaults. The problem, however,
is, as she argues, “many students don’t recognize harassment or assault
when they see it or are reluctant to get involved.” ¥ In fact, not only
do students in such circumstances often not intervene, but they may
even film assault on their cell phones when it happens in public spaces
as a form of entertainment. Wade notes, “This material is often doubly
disturbing because, in addition to seeing a person victimized on tape,
we listen to the observers cheer on the rapist, eagerly suggest further
depravities, and insult and humiliate the often unconscious victim.”%
Thus, although students articulate knowing the formal definitions of
consent and the wrongness of sexual violence in theory, in practice
they demonstrate the cultural approval of campus rape culture.

The required cultural transformation, then, demands undoing the
theoretical foundation of rape culture. Such work builds upon the calls
of the Land O’Lakes Statement and Ex Corde Ecclesiae to serve the
pressing questions of society, human dignity, and justice. The first step
is to interrogate, reject, and offer alternatives to the dominant forms of
masculinity that normalize male sexual aggression and the forms of
femininity that require female sexual availability. It will take creative
thinking to begin to imagine what such steps might look like but con-
versations about “healthy relationships” are not enough. The academic
expertise of faculty or the curriculum could be leveraged to critically
investigate the social meanings of masculinity, femininity, and sexu-
ality. Courses in the core curriculum might also challenge understand-
ings of gender and sexuality that presume male aggressiveness and
female availability. There could also be exhibits or installations that
foster conversation on campus, the efforts of student organizers could
be supported, and other programming within student affairs to foster
conversation and reflection should also take place.

Second, universities must put real efforts into understanding the
role of alcohol and binge drinking within campus life and work mean-
ingfully to reduce it. Here too, those with relevant academic expertise
could be consulted. But universities across the United States should
collaborate to find meaningful solutions. This work does not mean
simply further prohibition of alcohol among undergraduates or pro-
gramming about the dangers of alcohol. Rather it entails approaches
that might actually reduce consumption and the prevalence of risky
environments, such as off-campus parties with the flow of alcohol and
space controlled by men who may perpetrate sexual violence or look
the other way when their friends do. One potential model for this kind
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of work is the Amethyst Initiative, which is made up of chancellors
and presidents of universities who advocate for debate about the legal
drinking age given their concerns over the culture of binge drinking
that has developed.*”® Similarly, efforts should be made to address the
causes of undergraduate binge-drinking. And given the gendered-con-
trol of social spaces and hosting parties, universities should revisit pol-
icies, and encourage Greek life organizations to do the same, in order
to reduce the power and control of men over the flow of alcohol. No
student who is victimized is responsible for the assault they face, and
efforts to pay attention to the role of alcohol in rape-prone campus
environments must not perpetuate victim-blaming discourses. How-
ever, universities have a responsibility to foster safe environments,
and students who are bystanders in this campus culture have a respon-
sibility to stop normalizing behaviors around alcohol that put their
peers at risk and allow serial and situational rapists to go unnoticed.
Students are driven to party and hookup culture in order to measure
their social success and escape the demands for their future profes-
sional success. This drive and pressure do not directly cause sexual
violence, but they do foster student participation in the social culture
that is a camouflage and a catalyst of sexual assault. Consequently,
Catholic universities should prioritize promoting robust conceptions
of human dignity and inherent human value that stand in contrast to
cultural conceptions of human value as contingent on professional and
academic success and social status. Such efforts would not merely en-
tail leaving the burden of the work on offices such as Student Affairs
and Mission & Ministry, though conversations fostered in those envi-
ronments are certainly an important component. Rather, an under-
standing of inherent human dignity rooted in imago Dei needs to per-
meate the entire university. This would include the subtle messaging
communicated through the promotion of areas of study, the offerings
of offices like Career Services, student advising, the selection of
alumni who are chosen to be on boards and councils (e.g., choosing
not only alumni who are successful business executives but also
alumni who advance the common good by directly serving marginal-
ized communities and/or working toward social transformation), and
all communication about the role and value of education and profes-
sional life. While concerns for future employment and job security
should be taken seriously, care must be taken to avoid participating in
understandings of human dignity that lead to the commodification of
the human person. This effort is not directly related to cases of sexual
violence on campus. It ought not be taken to mean that to avoid vic-
timization, students should have greater self-esteem or avoid campus
parties. Instead, this final effort ought to be understood as an attempt
to chip away at the foundations of a campus social culture that does
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harm. This effort works to take seriously the concerns raised by Beste
about why students participate in campus hookup and party culture. It
asks why students are willing to participate in social culture that is a
rape culture and to accept it as normal, fun, and the “college experi-
ence.” The effects of this element of transformation would by no
means be seen immediately, but it has the potential to start to pull away
the influence of a sexually violent culture that dominates college cam-
puses.

CONCLUSION

In the last decade, many universities, including Catholic universi-
ties, have demonstrated a willingness to comply with the requirements
of Title IX. But few universities have taken steps to affect a cultural
transformation that might not only respond to instances of sexual as-
sault but also actively prevent them and foster safer campus environ-
ments. So long as Catholic universities fail to address the cultural fac-
tors that lead to and fuel a rape prone culture on college campus, their
claims to be distinctive universities that serve the common good will
remain tenuous.

Instead, the cultural foundations must be addressed and trans-
formed. Both the use of alcohol and the gendered and sexual norms
that normalize male aggression constitute the hookup and party culture
that is the rape culture identified by Wade that allows serial predators
to be camouflaged and situational rapists to believe that their sexual
aggression is normal or acceptable. Participation in this culture is then
fueled by students’ sense that their identities and self-worth are con-
tingent on their professional and academic success as well as their so-
cial standing, which does not directly foster sexual violence, but does
promote student acceptance of the rape-prone culture. To meaning-
fully transform the rape culture requires undoing both the standards
that allow for sexual violence within hookup and party culture as well
as the cultural foundations that foster this social environment.
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