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Abstract 

 To advance the objectives of the third Millennium Development Goal, Promote Gender 

Equality and Empowerment of Women, this paper addresses the issue of rape on U.S. college 

campuses. We see the sexual objectification and normalization of violence against women as an 

obstacle to empowerment and equality. This paper will discuss rape as portrayed in the media, 

the role of Greek life as it relates to sexual assault on college campuses, the mental health of 

survivors of sexual assault, unreported rapes, school responses, and available resources. This 

paper also describes our process of raising awareness of rape on college campuses through our 

presentation, “Boys, booze, and blurred lines: The influence of mass media on rape culture”.   

Introduction 

The issue of rape is prevalent not only in human interactions, but also in the cultural 

structure of society. Rape culture is frequently referenced as an explanation for cultural norms: it 

is an environment in which rape and physical violence are normalized and excused in the media 

and popular culture (Women’s Center). Through the use of misogynistic language, glamorization 

of sexual violence, and objectification, rape culture is perpetuated and it steers focus away from 

women’s rights and safety. The media landscape of our society is increasingly sexualized, 

objectifying both women and men in their clothing, advertisements, and media programming. 

Given that violence against women reinforces gender inequalities and power imbalances, this 

issue is directly related to the United Nations’ third Millennium Development Goal, Promote 

Gender Equality and Empowerment of Women. By raising awareness amongst college campus 



students we hope to promote empowerment of women, therefore fortifying gender equality. Our 

literature review will examine how the media culture in our society perpetuates rape myth 

acceptance, which blames the survivor rather than the sexual violence perpetrator, and cultivates 

rape culture. With this understanding, this paper will explain the perpetuation of rape myth in 

Greek life on college campuses, mental health of the survivors after the assault, and the issue of 

rape cases being silenced and going unreported to official authorities. Lastly, it will also discuss 

university policies and resources that are currently present to prevent sexual violence.   

Literature Review 

In communications studies, under the cultivation theory, scholars argue that television is 

a purveyor of cultural norms. With this, heavy viewers of television will see the world as being 

similar to the television world they witness, and adopt some of the norms and values that 

television media perpetuates (Calvert, Wilson, Greenberg and Mastro, 2008). In the case of rape 

culture, watching television with sexualized content can act as a purveyor of cultural norms and 

rape myth acceptance among viewers. This viewpoint perpetuates a culture of violence and 

objectification towards women. According to Kahlor and Eastin (2011), rape myths are false, but 

are persistent in beliefs and stereotypes regarding forced sexual intercourse. It suggests that 

women facilitate rape when they regret consensual sex after the fact, and paints rape survivors as 

promiscuous and provocative. This study found that general television consumption is related to 

rape myth beliefs among college men and women, and also found a correlation between soap 

opera viewing and rape myth acceptance (Kahor & Eastin, 2011). This study supports cultivation 

theory in that people who view television adopt presented violence towards women as a cultural 

norm. Further research could be done on the effect of media on perpetrators of sexual crimes, to 

investigate whether or not and how much influence media texts have on committing rape crimes.  



The media portrayal of Greek life on college campuses follows some of the same patterns 

as the portrayal of rape culture. Movies like American Pie, The House Bunny, Accepted, and 

many more skew viewers into believing that Greek life, especially fraternities, is all about 

alcohol, partying, drugs, and “getting the girl.” The stereotypes about Greek life illustrated by the 

media are a much larger issue themselves. However, it is also important to realize that many 

generalizations of fraternities and rape develop from media portrayal. It is assumed that because 

of Greek life involvement, sorority women and fraternity men are more likely to date one 

another. Anderson and Danis (2007) define dating violence as “a threat or actual use of physical, 

sexual, or verbal abuse by one member of an unmarried couple on the other member within the 

context of a dating relationship” (Anderson & Danis, 2007). Because of the social intertwining of 

Greek life, it is under these pretenses that “Sorority women are at greater risk for violence within 

the context of dating relationships” (Anderson & Danis, 2007). This brings up the issue of 

generalizations and stereotypes in important and pressing issues, such as rape culture. Regarding 

the issue of these stereotypes leading desensitization of rape on college campuses, Cleveland, 

Hobart, and Koss believe that fraternity men hold a more supportive opinion of rape due to the 

media. While their study showed that men in fraternities showed no increase in physical violence 

against women, they were more likely to try to sway women using alcohol (Cleveland, 1996). 

All groups of men have the same means as fraternities to engage in sexual assault or violence; 

being in a fraternity does not give these means. However, men in fraternities seem to make use 

of them more often. This shows a strong correlation between the generalizations and stereotypes 

that people have about Greek life, most likely associated with media portrayal.  

It is evident that there’s a profound relation between the media and rape culture. From 

this understanding, it is clear that media portrayal influences Greek life on college campuses to 



cause sexual violence. It is crucial to also examine the negative effects that sexual assaults have 

on survivors. Whether it occurs on a college campus or not, traumatizing events such as rape 

have a detrimental effect on a person’s mental health. Despite efforts to bring this issue into the 

public light, discussing mental health is often viewed as taboo because many feel it is a subject 

too delicate to bring up with others (Kilpatrick, 2000). Therefore, people who experience rape 

not only have to overcome the negativity surrounded around being a victim of rape, but also have 

to deal with the social stigma related to the effects on their mental health (Kilpatrick, 2000). 

After rape has occurred, survivors often have to deal with issues such as Posttraumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression and drug abuse, more-so than people who did not go through 

the same experience (Kilpatrick, 2000). Male survivors of rape also go through the same issues 

(Walker, Archer, & Davies, 2005). Both studies stated that these issues were long-term or 

ongoing with the different subjects; often, these issues persist for years because people feel that 

they cannot seek out help, due to the social stigma associated with reporting a rape and seeking 

help. This social stigma often hurts studies done on the mental health of survivors of rape 

because it limits the amount of information presented to the public about the matter. This study 

was one of the only studies that showed how rape affects its male survivors. That in itself is a 

positive matter because it is rare to find such a research done, even in today’s society. Further 

studies should be done to include people of different background (race, ethnicity, sexuality, etc.). 

However, this will continue to be a challenge as long as social norms that restrict people from 

feeling comfortable with obtaining help exists. 

Rape and sexual assault survivors not only endure mental health problems, but also face 

difficulties in seeking aid and justice for sexual violence. Female, college-aged date rape 

survivors are silenced before, during, and after the incident. As explained by Burnett et al. 



(2009), women are muted before and during rape because they are unable to effectively define 

“date rape” and “consent”: “individual experience and behavior seem to be the decisive factors in 

calling something ‘rape’” (Burnett et al., 2009). This means of defining rape encourages victim 

blaming and post-date rape muting of college women. Burnett et al. discovered that survivors, 

many of whom were intoxicated at the time of their rape, believed that they contributed to their 

own sexual victimization and were consequently too ashamed to file a report (Burnett et al., 

2009). While this study admirably encourages acquaintance rape education models to address all 

stages of the process, it problematically claims that it is “not realistic” to suggest that women 

“challenge the dominant culture by speaking out and educating others about the horrors of date 

rape” (Burnett et al., 2009). While Burnett et al. expresses a good point that “changing the 

culture will be difficult,” it is of the utmost importance that college women advocate for date 

rape awareness. In doing so, they will create a space in which they can give voice to their 

previously muted, lived experience (Burnett et al., 2009). 

         The majority of date rape cases are unreported to official authorities. However, many are 

disclosed to survivors’ peers and family members, all of whom assume a crucial role in 

combating rape culture on U.S. college campuses. In their national study, Paul et al. (2013) 

found that 41.5% of the sampled college women reported receiving a rape disclosure. This 

statistic is promising for the future of survivors’ post-rape experience, for Paul et al. explain that 

disclosure can serve as a “first step toward connecting victims to [official] sources of support, 

medical care, and mental health services, and may facilitate formal reporting to the authorities” 

(Paul et al., 2013). Nevertheless, if recipients of disclosure blame survivors or trivialize their 

rape, survivors’ recoveries may be severely delayed (Paul et al., 2013). Paul et al. open a 

valuable line of inquiry into how colleges may assist students in learning how to respond 



appropriately and effectively to a rape disclosure. This study, as Paul et al. openly admit, lacks 

follow-through: while 72% of recipients reported encouraging the victim to report her rape to 

official authorities, Paul et al. did not assess whether such positive responses to disclosure 

prompted a true report and the outcome of those reports (Paul et al., 2013). 

In order to combat rape incidents on campus, it is important for schools to provide 

rehabilitation services to ameliorate victimized students’ health and implement strong, effective 

policies. Research reliably estimates that one in every four women in higher education will 

experience rape or attempted rape during their college years (Kuhles, 2013). Although efforts 

have been put towards research and legislation, many higher education institutions still struggle 

to give students satisfactory resources to manage these issues. Hayes-Smith & Hayes-Smith 

(2009) examined the extent to which these resources are accessible to students on campus. The 

most common service found in the schools was a resource library (80%). Other resources varied 

from mission statements that attested to gender inequality in campus communities to discussion 

groups and workshops for women to debate issues like sexual assault and body image. Overall, 

few (15%) of the schools appeared to be supporting women students efficiently by offering 

counseling assistance.  

Similarly, R. M. Hayes-Smith & Levett (2010) investigated whether students at a large 

public university were receiving sexual assault resource information and whether the information 

was informative and efficient. When students were asked if they had received sexual assault 

resources, only about half of the students (54%) reported receiving information. Of the students 

who reported receiving information, 30% reported that the information contained reports of the 

number of sexual assault incidents and 39% reported they knew where to get information about 

sexual assault at the university. The author clearly proposes two possible explanations to why 



many students reported not knowing the information: either the university failed to successfully 

advertise its resources or the students did not seek to obtain such knowledge. However, this study 

was limited to a small sample size. Furthermore, the group of university students interviewed has 

had more exposure than the average student to the issue of sexual assault because they were 

criminology students. Overall, the results show that even when resources are available, it does 

not mean that students are receiving or making use of them. 

In addition, a study done by Women in Academia Report illustrates the necessities to 

develop and ameliorate school policies to prevent and reduce sexual assault on campus. It also 

advocates for setting a firm regulation against sexual violence in the fight against rape on college 

campuses. Policies such as including wider groups of university employees in reporting incidents 

of sexual assault on campus and categorizing behaviors that are defined as sexual misconduct 

should be implemented (Women in Academia Report, 2012). In doing so, college campuses will 

have increased awareness and establish effective systems to reduce rape incidents (Women in 

Academia Report, 2012). However, the validity of the study’s suggestions could have been 

further improved if it included statistics of a school’s improvement in handling sexual 

misconduct cases after the new policies had been implemented. 

Methods 

 After conducting research for our literature review, we chose to focus on the issue of the 

mass media’s influence on rape culture, specifically on U.S. college campuses. Our goal was to 

raise awareness on this issue, as it is relevant to the lives of college students. Our first step was to 

contact outside student organizations that focus on sexual assault and violence against women. 

We initiated contact with the Sexual Assault Prevention and Awareness Center (SAPAC) and 

met with one of their representatives regarding a joint presentation about violence against 



women. They shared a general PowerPoint presentation with us, but it did not fit our needs as it 

was constructed as a presentation for fraternities, so we requested permission to change it to 

better suit our goal. Before completing the specifics of our presentation, we made arrangements 

through the Global Scholars Program office for an event space, funding, and refreshments. In 

order to maximize attendance and advertise for our action, we made posters for our event, titled 

“Boys, booze, and blurred lines: The influence of the mass media on rape culture.” Our 

presentation included background information about rape on college campuses, videos and music 

to exemplify the sexualization of women in popular culture, and discussion questions. The media 

examples we included were the music video “Blurred Lines” by Robin Thicke, clips of Megan 

Fox in Transformers 2, and various advertisements.  

Results 

 We had seven attendees, and four of them were not part of the Global Scholars Program. 

Although we encountered some technical difficulties showing the videos, eventually these 

complications were resolved and the rest of the PowerPoint presentation went smoothly. After 

presenting the slides, we engaged in a question-and-answer dialogue with the attendees about the 

issues surrounding how women are portrayed in the media. While quiet at first, eventually 

everyone became a little more vocal, and our dialogue was successful. Although our presentation 

focused mostly on American media and its portrayal of women, our conversation ended up going 

in the direction of discussing how women are portrayed in different countries. 

 At the end of the event, we asked participants to fill out a survey. The survey consisted 

of seven questions, four of which were rankings on a scale of 1-5 (1 being strongly disagree and 

5 being strongly agree) and three were free responses about the quality of the dialogue. Our free 

response questions were “What did you find least interesting about the dialogue?” “What did you 



like about the dialogue?” and “What are some improvements that you would recommend for this 

dialogue?” Overall, participants enjoyed the discussion, the information we presented, the 

videos, the flexibility, and participation. Some criticism we received were that we could have 

emphasized the discussion more, prepared more questions, and better connected the cause and 

effects of pop culture on rape culture. The ranking questions were grouped in two categories: 

dialogue content and dialogue design. The content questions asked participants to rank how well 

they were informed about the objectives of this dialogue and how well the dialogue lived up to 

their expectations. On average, participants ranked the information of the dialogue at 4.3 out of 5 

and the fulfilling of expectations at 3.9 out of 5. The design questions asked participants to rank 

the clarity of the dialogue objectives and its stimulation of learning. On average they ranked the 

clarity at 4.3 out of 5 and the learning stimulation at 4.4 out of 5.  

Discussion 

 Our overall goal was to spread awareness and provide space for a dialogue about the 

influence of media on rape culture on U.S. college campuses. The event we held was successful; 

our presentation was concise and clear and our dialogue gave voice to the diverse perspectives 

represented by our audience. While we anticipated our dialogue to focus on mainly U.S. culture, 

perspectives from India and Brazil enriched our understanding on the topic. For example, an 

Indian student opened a line of inquiry into the influence of Bollywood advertisements and 

movies on national perceptions of femininity. The Brazilian students acknowledged the 

problematic popularity of the exported image of the tan, bikini-clad Brazilian woman. 

 Despite the success of our event, we recognize that there were certain areas of our 

presentation and dialogue that we could have improved. For one, our efforts to advertise could 

have been more effective. In order to draw a larger audience, we could have sent out a GSP-wide 



email informing our peers about our event. Furthermore, we could have spent more time 

formulating our discussion questions in order to garner more emotional responses.  

 Our presentation and dialogue were inspired by SAPAC. While some of our data and 

examples were provided by SAPAC, we chose not to include particular aspects of their 

presentation, such as scenarios for the audience to respond to.  

Implications 

 We believe that one of the best ways to end violence against women is by raising 

awareness around the subject - which was the main goal of our project. In doing this, women 

gain access to the resources and information necessary to fight this issue. In our research, we 

came across other organizations working against the sexualization of women in the media, such 

as MissRepresentation, which is a film project that sheds light on media representations and their 

effect on reality. We hope that our project played a small part in the larger movement of raising 

awareness about sexual violence, as it continues to plague the media landscape targeting college 

students.  

 Conclusion 

Currently, there are laws in place, such as Title IX of the Education Amendments of 

1972, to protect students from sexual violence. It prohibits discrimination, including sexual 

harassment and sexual assault, on the basis of sex in any education program or activity that 

receives federal funding (End rape on campus). However, the law will not be effective if people 

do not take advantage of it. One of the largest issues at the root of rape is that they go unreported 

due to factors such as fear, embarrassment, or social stigma. Another issue with legal protection 

is that it often times comes to a “he said, she said” argument, and at this point, power and social 

stereotypes come into play. Title IX is a staple piece in the movement to end sexual violence, but 



it is only part of the movement.  

Rape is a serious yet underrepresented issue on college campuses. This literature review 

analyzed how the media bolsters rape myth acceptance and further influences rape culture in 

today’s society. It explained the prevalence of rape myth in Greek life on college campuses, 

mental health of the survivors, and how the rape cases go unreported to official authorities. In 

addition, it also discussed campus regulations and services in place to reduce sexual violence and 

aid those in need of assistance. Students and community members alike must continue to speak 

out against sexual violence, take this issue seriously, and denounce violent acts or language that 

occur in everyday scenarios to stop the perpetuation of rape culture. 
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