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ABSTRACT 

LINDSEY BARTGIS 

MALE RAPE CULTURE AND MALE SURVIVOR EXPERIENCES OF SEXUAL 

VIOLENCE 

AUGUST 2019 

Adult male-on-male sexual assault has been studied minimally. Male rape 

survivors often face isolation, stigmatization of their perceived loss of masculinity, and 

questioning of their sexuality. Examining institutional reactions to male sexual assault 

cases, specifically in universities, hazing organizations, and the military, provides insight 

into the cultural perception of male sexual assault. This project also assesses fictional 

media, particularly Law & Order: Special Victims Unit. The show’s portrayals of male-

on-male sexual violence both reinforce and counteract male rape myths. Finally, semi-

structured interviews with three male rape survivors are used to observe the relationship 

between these individuals’ experiences and common male rape myths. When institutions 

or the media accept male rape myths, it can have an effect on male sexual assault 

survivors. The stigma and shame survivors may feel develops from societies’ views of 

the victims. If the culture represents male sexual assault experiences as shameful or 

refuses to take male rape seriously, male rape survivors may internalize those feelings. 
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CHAPTER 1 

MALE-ON-MALE SEXUAL VIOLENCE AND WHY IT MATTERS 

 

The threat of rape is an assault upon the meaning of the world; it alters the feel of the 
human condition … the threat of rape alters the meaning and feel of the night. 

Timothy Beneke, Men on Rape 

In this society, everyone comes out damaged goods. In setting out to transform the world 
we must also be ready to transform ourselves. Toward a world of healing, tomorrow is 

ours. 
B. Lowe, “How We Enter: Men, Gender, and Sexual Assault” 

 
Sexual violence deeply affects survivors’ lives. Trey Malone was an Amherst 

College student, musician, athlete, and sexual assault survivor. Malone took his own life 

on June 17, 2012. He wrote a suicide letter discussing the relationship between his sexual 

assault, rape myth acceptance, the power of silence, and ultimately his suicide. Malone’s 

mother wanted to highlight the issue of male sexual assault in the media and published 

his letter on a popular blog1 geared toward men. Malone lists living with the memory of 

his sexual assault by another man as one of the reasons he could not go on with his life. 

Perhaps even more importantly, he writes that the reaction he received when disclosing 

his sexual assault was a key factor in his decision to commit suicide. He writes, 

Even absent that natural collapse, the sexual assault was too much … In those 

places I should’ve received help, I saw none. I suppose there are many possible 

                                                             
1 For the full letter, see: Malone, Trey. “Lead a Good Life, Everyone: Trey Malone’s 

Suicide Note.” The Good Men Project. N.p., 5 Nov. 2012. Web. 08 Apr. 2013. 
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reasons for this. But in the end, I’m still here and so too is that night … I blame a 

society that remains unwilling to address sexual assault and rape. One that pays 

some abject form of lip service to the idea of sexual crimes while working its 

hardest to marginalize its victims. (Malone “Lead a Good Life”)  

Malone’s story highlights the significance of discussing male sexual assault experiences 

and the consequences of silence. Readers connect with his story emotionally because it 

links his personal experience with societal structural issues such as rape culture and rape 

myth acceptance. Sexual violence is traumatic for all survivors. 

Sexual assault is at epidemic levels in the United States. The U.S. Department of 

Justice reports that one in six women will be sexually assaulted in their lifetime. In 2003, 

one out of every 10 rape victims was male (U.S. Department of Justice). Stigma, shame, 

and rape myths surround male sexual assault survivors2 and are maintained by cultural 

beliefs particular to male survivors. In Transforming a Rape Culture, Buchwald, Fletcher, 

and Roth define rape culture as 

[a] complex of beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and supports 

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

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

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

culture condones physical and emotional terrorism against women as the norm … 

                                                             
2 I use “victim” and “survivor” interchangeably throughout this project, primarily using 
“survivor.” There is not universal agreement on the connotations of these terms, but the 
perception of “victim” can be negative, because something has been done to you, 
whereas “survivor” implies coming through the hardship to a place of empowerment. 
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In a rape culture both men and women assume that sexual violence is a fact of 

life, inevitable as death or taxes. This violence, however, is neither biologically 

nor divinely ordained. Much of what we accept as inevitable is in fact the 

expression of values and attitudes that can change. (vii) 

The above definition of rape culture is heavily gendered (women as victims, men as 

perpetrators), which is the partial reality of sexual assault culture in our society. However, 

the same violent, sexually aggressive culture that affects women on an everyday basis 

also affects men. There are distinct obstacles for male sexual assault3 survivors who are 

assaulted by other men, such as homophobia and the questioning of one’s masculinity. In 

order for us to overcome male rape culture and develop a truly egalitarian society, we 

have to address all sexual violence, which includes male-on-male sexual assault.4 My two 

guiding research questions are, first, how do institutions such as universities and the 

media – specifically Law & Order: Special Victims Unit – portray and affect adult male-

on-male sexual assault experiences? How do they reinforce or counteract male rape 

myths? Second, what experiences do male rape survivors report? Is there are relationship 

between these experiences and common rape myths?  

In the United States, people receive information by which they interpret the social 

world from various media such as television programs, news shows, and print media. 

Television shows and news outlets have the ability to reinforce or challenge stereotypes 

                                                             
3 I also use the terms “sexual assault” and “rape” interchangeably. Their meanings differ 
legally and colloquially, but in my opinion, both are equally traumatic for victims. 
4 Female-on-male sexual assault also exists and has a particular set of complexities. I 
believe those complexities are distinct enough to deserve their own project outside the 
scope of the narrow focus of male-on-male rape experiences. 
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that permeate society. For instance, a newspaper may include disempowering headlines 

such as “Man claims rape,” which insinuates that the man is lying, or an empowering 

headline like “Man survives sexual assault,” which highlights the man’s agency. Rape is 

framed within media contexts and may inform the ways people interpret interpersonal 

interactions and their own roles in them. While scholars have analyzed media 

representations of female sexual assault,5 research critically examining the portrayal of 

male sexual assault victims in the media is lacking. 

Male sexual assault survivors’ narratives have also been examined infrequently.6 

By studying men’s stories, we can learn about the impact of cultural beliefs constructed 

by media portrayals. Specifically, personal stories illustrate how healing occurs and what 

changes survivors believe society could and should make to prevent or help survivors 

cope with sexual assault experiences. Male sexual assault survivors who are raped by 

other men are stigmatized due to their perceived lack of masculinity or others’ 

homophobic assumptions. Fully addressing sexual violence means being inclusive of 

marginalized victims – in this case, male rape survivors. Two of the male sexual assault 

participants interviewed for this research made the following comments:  

Ever since that happened, I always felt I was not on the same level as everyone else; I 
was less of a person. I was less of a man, less of a person; I was less of a human being. 
So what I had to do was I had to work harder at everything I did just to make up for the 
fact that I had a shortcoming, and my shortcoming was that I was sexually assaulted. . . . 
I had to overcompensate everything else to make up for essentially the guilt I felt at 
having been involved in the sexual assault. (Benton) 
                                                             
5 For a discussion of media representations of female sexual assault, see Kahlor and 
Eastin (729); Franiuk, Seefelt, and Vandello (790); and Worthington (344). 
6 Most research on male sexual assault survivors has been collected through quantitative 
surveys. Karen Weiss has examined male rape survivor statements from the National 
Crime Victims Survey (275). 
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In many ways male sexual assault survivors, or assault and abuse, in many ways we are 
an invisible population. Like I said, especially those who endure repeated abuse rather 
than just single or maybe multiple assaults. Those who are abused on a consistent basis, 
the way I was, are not in the literature at all. You won’t find any literature on it; you won’t 
find books written about it or for adult male survivors. (Carter) 
 
Male sexual assault survivor stories and experiences are worthy of discussion. Their 

isolation and stigmatization are unnecessary. Covering the topic of male sexual assault 

and sharing male survivor stories eliminates the remoteness and uniqueness some male 

survivors attribute to their experiences. 

Overall, this study attempts to highlight issues, narratives, and solutions 

concerning male rape survivors and male rape culture. Culture includes the social norms 

of the media, the government, religious organizations, other structured social groups, and 

more. I am specifically targeting two aspects of the culture, namely institutions and a 

fictional medium. These cultural establishments produce policies, behaviors, and ideas 

related to male sexual assault. These productions include male rape myths, meaning the 

myths are likely to be replicated, including through individual beliefs. After I present the 

cultural role male rape myths play in institutions and fictional media, the male rape 

survivor interviews establish the effects the myths have had on individuals. The 

perceptions male survivors have of themselves, their experiences, and how others view 

them are all tinged by stigma, which develops from male rape myths.  

There are several areas of male sexual assault that are worthy of study but are not 

part of this project, including female-on-male sexual assault. In examining male sexual 

assault experiences, Weiss found that male respondents reported that their sexual assault 

perpetrator was a woman in 46% of the incidents (284). There may be distinct 
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experiential aspects for male survivors of female sexual assault, or there could be some 

overlap with aspects present in male-on-male sexual assault experiences. Research has 

not determined specific delineations between these experiences. One7 of the seven male 

rape myths established by Chapleau, Oswald, and Russell specifies male-on-male 

individuals, which narrows the focus to male-on-male experiences. Another area, men 

who were sexually assaulted as minors, also falls outside of my scope. Because the male 

rape myths were developed to contrast with significant female rape myths, I perceive the 

myths to imply adult rape experiences. For example, a prevalent female rape myth states 

that the victim was “asking for it” by her clothing choices. This rape myth would not 

apply to child victims because it is unlikely that anyone would assign a child victim 

responsibility for sexual assault based on what she was wearing. Although I limited the 

extent of the dissertation to adult male-on-male rape, men’s experiences of sexual assault 

as children and/or by females deserve more research and attention in the future. 

Studying Male Sexual Assault in Women’s and Gender Studies 

 Women fought long and hard to have their histories included in academia, to tell 

their own stories, and to have women’s studies classes integrated into academic 

institutions.8 The past (and sometimes current) battles to simply include women are 

understandable reasons that some scholars might be hesitant to open women’s studies to 

the study of men and male experiences. However, ultimately, women’s studies should be 

                                                             
7 The male perpetrator-specific myth that “being raped by a male attacker is synonymous 
with the loss of masculinity” (Chapleau, Oswald, and Russell 4). 
8 For a detailed examination of women’s studies and the academy, see: Alexander-Floyd, 
Nikol. “Critical Race Black Feminism: A ‘Jurisprudence of Resistance’ and the 
Transformation of the Academy.” Signs 35.4 (2010): 810–820. 
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working toward ending oppression for all marginalized groups, which in some 

circumstances does include men. The inclusivity of multiple gender identities is one of 

the reasons women’s studies departments have transitioned to the comprehensive 

women’s and gender studies (WGS)9 name. Scholars in WGS have published extensively 

on female rape, but male sexual assault has been investigated infrequently, with most of 

the literature coming from the fields of psychology and sociology.  

There are a couple of possible reasons for the lack of research on male sexual 

assault: first, some researchers may be resistant to the topic of sexual assault because of 

the amount of literature focusing on female sexual assault experiences. Some scholars 

may consciously or subconsciously feel that the female sexual assault issue has been 

“dealt with” and that there is nothing “new” to cover. Second, the investigation of male 

sexual assault may not fit within some scholars’ women-centered idea of what counts as a 

WGS subject.  

The lack of scholarship on male sexual assault could reflect WGS’ limited 

openness to male-identified people. Concerning how feminism may limit the involvement 

of men in WGS, Layli Maparyan writes, “Even though most programs can claim a male 

student or two, WGS cannot yet claim gender parity. Although this may be for reasons 

other than the centrality of feminism to the curriculum, the role of feminism in 

structuring or gatekeeping men’s involvement in and integration within the field should 

be examined carefully” (26). If WGS plays gatekeeper to the field, we are not only 

                                                             
9 I use women’s and gender studies (WGS) as an umbrella for women’s studies; 
women’s, gender, and sexuality studies; feminist studies; and gender studies programs. 
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limiting half the population but also denying ourselves potential allies in the overall 

struggle for social justice. We may also be excluding topics of study that are vitally 

important to overcoming connected oppressions in our societies. For instance, if we focus 

all our attention on eliminating violence against women and succeed, what happens with 

respect to all of the male-on-male violence? The gender makeup of WGS programs may 

affect choices in scholarship regardless of a scholar’s gender. For example, if a WGS 

student sees their department as unwelcoming to men, they might be less likely to 

research issues (such as male sexual assault) that affect all facets of a community. 

Scholarship on topics seen as taboo or shameful help move the dialog forward by 

normalizing experiences and making space for conversation. Women’s and gender 

studies has historically been a place where topics outside of mainstream academia can 

flourish; by expanding our notions of what “counts” as WGS scholarship, we can 

continue that tradition.  

The broadening of WGS allows this project, which is outside of the analysis of 

women’s experiences, to occur within the WGS field. Ideally, WGS recognizes that the 

social justice implications of a study should be more important than the gender of the 

research subjects. The social justice implication of my research includes broadening the 

discussion of rape culture to include men, hopefully reducing isolation and stigma for 

male rape survivors.  

Outline of the Current Project 

In this chapter, I seek to provide context for how rape myths and rape myth 

acceptance operate in society. I include the methodology of each chapter and my 
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literature review of male rape myth acceptance, perceptions of sexual assault survivors, 

sexual assault in the media, and male rape experiences. The second chapter assesses 

institutions that are forced to grapple with male-on-male sexual assault cases within their 

systems. Institutional decisions and policies on sexual assault often determine the safety 

survivors feel in these systems and affect the attitudes of other institutional participants. 

This chapter is comprised of three sections each concentrating on different organizations, 

namely universities, fraternities/programs with hazing issues, and the military.  

The third chapter analyzes Law & Order: Special Victims Unit episodes 

portraying male-on-male sexual assault experiences. There are two themes – namely 

homophobia and prison – that most of the episodes revolve around. I connect the program 

representations with male rape myths. The fourth chapter includes data from male sexual 

violence survivor interviews. It examines the relationship between male rape myths 

represented in the culture and survivor experiences. It is organized around three themes 

identified from the survivor responses: shame, sexuality issues, and coping strategies. 

The fifth chapter concludes with a summary of the project and interpretations from the 

project’s information. Other sections in the chapter assess the limitations, areas for future 

research, and suggestions for reducing rape culture. 

Methodology 

 This project includes both content analysis and semi-structured interviews to 

assess the utilization of male rape myths in institutions, the media, and male sexual 

assault experiences. I believe the media and institutional systems are two aspects of our 

culture that indicate how people should feel about particular issues – in this case, male-
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on-male sexual assault. In his book The Ethnographic Interview, James Spradley defines 

culture as “the acquired knowledge that people use to interpret experience and generate 

social behavior” (5). I examine the policies, behaviors, and representations of two aspects 

of culture for implicit male rape myths. In the institutional chapter, I use three adult male-

on-male rape cases that were connected to universities, organizations with hazing 

practices, and the military. In the media chapter, I analyze Law & Order: Special Victims 

Unit episodes for prominent themes of rape myth acceptance. In Chapter Four, I recount 

my interviews with male rape survivors about their experiences. Hesse-Biber writes, “As 

a feminist interviewer, I am interested in getting at the subjugated knowledge of the 

diversity of women’s realities that often lie hidden and unarticulated” (113). Although the 

author has limited her feminist interests to women, I believe male sexual assault survivor 

experiences have been ignored or presented using stereotypes, stigmas, and shame. 

Interviewing survivors allows them an outlet to share their experience and 

highlight the impact of male rape myth acceptance. I hope to provide nuanced context 

outside of broad prevalence statistics. I find the male rape myths prevalent in the culture 

chapters are also present with and affect the male sexual assault survivors. Sutton and 

Austin, both professors in pharmacy, write, “Qualitative research can help researchers to 

access the thoughts and feelings of research participants, which can enable development 

of an understanding of the meaning that people ascribe to their experiences” (226). 

Interviewing participants not only allows researchers to develop meaning from their 

answers, but also to use the stories to further cultural conversations or help others. 
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Data Collection Method 

For the second chapter, I examined male sexual assault cases presented in news 

outlets, specifically print and online news stories. I began with a broad, general search for 

male-on-male sexual assault, collecting as many news stories as possible. I excluded 

articles where the victim was under the age of 18 or the perpetrator was female-identified 

(aside from one short example). I used cases that were reported by more than one outlet 

and contain sufficient details.10  

Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (SVU) is on a major network, National 

Broadcasting Company (NBC), and is one of NBC’s most popular shows with one of the 

largest audiences in the years 1999–2010.11 I identified a television show that has wide 

circulation through both original episodes on NBC and syndication on multiple cable 

outlets. The episodes of interest for this study are portrayals of male victims within the 

first 16 seasons of SVU.12 I examined the official episode synopses13 for descriptions of 

male victims (male pronouns or male signaled names, such as Jeremy). Out of 366 

episodes in the first 16 seasons, 14 specifically mentioned an adult male victim (see 

Appendix A). Several episodes (not included in the final 14) focused on pedophilia, but I 

                                                             
10 Sufficient details meaning that the victim, perpetrator, information about the assault 
(such as type of assault and when and where it occurred), and current resolutions (legal or 
otherwise) were reported.  
11 According to Nielson ratings, SVU was in the top 50 most watched television shows 
until its 12th season. See https://tvbythenumbers.zap2it.com/1/2010-11-season-broadcast-
primetime-show-viewership-averages/94407/ 
12 The 16th season ran through Spring 2015. Law & Order: Special Victims Unit is still 
on the air with new episodes through the 2018–2019 television season.  
13 The TV Guide website includes all official episode descriptions: 
https://www.tvguide.com/tvshows/law-order-special-victims-unit 



12 

excluded those episodes given my focus on adult experiences of sexual assault. After 

watching the 14 adult male episodes, three included men that had been physically 

assaulted or murdered but did not include a sexual assault element, so I excluded these 

episodes. Of the 11 adult male victim episodes that had a sexual assault component, nine 

featured male perpetrators and two episodes involved female perpetrators. I also excluded 

the two episodes with female perpetration. The nine episodes represent a variety of male 

sexual assault survivors including gay men, a university student athlete, businessmen, a 

man in prison, and a pre-operation male-to-female transgender woman.14 Most of the 

victims and perpetrators appear to be Caucasians in their 20s and 30s. 

Chapter Three concentrates on the experiences of three male sexual assault 

survivors. The study had two participant inclusion criteria. The first was gender, because 

I am examining male sexual assault issues. The second factor is age. As mentioned 

previously, I only focused on adult (age 18 and over) sexual assault experiences, because 

established male rape myths imply adult sexual assaults. After receiving Institutional 

Review Board approval (see Appendix B), I advertised for participants in various ways. I 

posted the study information on social media accounts, hung flyers in local coffee shops 

and support centers, contacted a local rape crisis advocacy therapist who runs a men’s-

only survivor therapy group and asked her to pass along my study’s information, and 

placed the information on an online support website for male survivors.15 Six men willing 

                                                             
14 Although the character identifies as a woman, I included her in this list because of the 
complex nature of the episode. A fuller discussion of the reasoning appears in the third 
chapter. 
15 A website specifically dedicated to male sexual assault survivors: 
www.malesurvivor.org  
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to participate in the study contacted me, and I reached out to a professor who had 

previously contacted me about a student who identified as a male sexual assault survivor. 

I asked her to pass along the study information. Out of seven contacts, one man did not 

meet the criteria because his sexual assault occurred before the age of 18. Three men 

ceased contact after I sent the informed consent paperwork (see Appendix C). For the 

three men who chose to continue with the study, one was the contact from the professor; 

he lives in my city and was willing to conduct our interview in person. We met in a 

private room at the public library, and I used a smartphone application to record the 

interview. The other two participants saw my information on the male survivor support 

website. They both live in other states and preferred telephone interviews rather than 

Skype video interviews. I used the same smartphone application to record these 

interviews. 

I use the pseudonyms Alex, Benton, and Carter for the three interviewees. The 

first letters of the pseudonyms – A, B, and C – correspond with the order of the 

interviews (i.e., Alex begins with an A and is the first interviewee). Each interview lasted 

an hour to an hour and a half. Alex is the youngest at 19 years old and is a student. 

Benton is 63 years old, a retired high school English teacher, and currently works as a 

firefighter. Carter is 53 years old and does freelance tax and computer work. All three are 

Caucasian. Alex identifies as “gay,” Benton as “straight,” and Carter as having a 

“heterosexual preference.” 

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured style. I had a set list of 

questions (see Appendix D) that I asked each participant, but I remained open to asking 
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about other topics depending on the interviewee’s experiences. I specifically asked about 

their feelings concerning portrayals of male sexual assault in the media and whether they 

reported their assaults. I followed up with more questions based on their answers.16 In 

addition to the direct media and disclosure questions,17 I adapted my interview questions 

from Kathy Charmaz’s book Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through 

Qualitative Analysis. Her questions are open-ended, allowing participants to bring up 

issues, feelings, or topics that are meaningful to them and their sexual assault 

experiences.18 

Data Analysis Method 

In the second chapter, the male-on-male sexual assault cases in the news had clear 

connections to institutions (i.e., universities, fraternities, and the military). Institutional 

systems are a large part of culture, because most people have associations with multiple 

systems throughout their lives.19 I chose three cases that had coverage from numerous 

media outlets and involved adult male-on-male sexual assaults. Each case was 

intertwined with a different institution. The first involved serial perpetrator Nathan 

Cochran at Oklahoma State University (OSU).20 In Ellis County, Texas there were 

                                                             
16 For instance, if someone had reported his experience to the police, I might follow up 
with “Tell about your experience working with the police.” 
17 For example, the media question I posed: “Have you seen portrayals of male sexual 
assault in the media? If so, where? Did it affect your feelings about your experience?” 
18 Another question I used was “Could you describe the events that led up to the assault?” 
19 Spradley suggests thinking of culture as a cognitive map: “In the recurrent activities 
that make up everyday life, we refer to this map. It serves as a guide for acting and 
interpreting our experience” (7).  
20 Oklahoma State University is my undergraduate alma mater. I graduated and left the 
state before the sexual assaults occurred. I do not know the perpetrator or, as far as I 
know, any of the victims. 
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multiple perpetrators and victims in a sexual assault hazing incident, which I connect to 

fraternities and other membership-based organizations. Finally, a male rape survivor 

named Brian Lewis testified before congress and participated in several interviews about 

his sexual assault experience in the military. I used the public news coverage for each 

case to examine whether male rape myths were deployed in the news descriptions or the 

institutional responses.  

In the third chapter, once the relevant episodes of SVU had been identified, I 

watched those nine episodes multiple times. First, I took notes on the plot to understand 

the nature of the characters; then I created a transcript for each of the nine episodes. I 

developed themes based on plot points and character discussions and interactions. Two 

clear thematic elements encompassed the majority of the episodes: the presence of 

homophobia and the reliance on a prison setting. After these two themes were identified, 

dialogue and plot points were closely analyzed for male rape myths.  

In the fourth chapter, after the interviews were complete, I transcribed each 

interview. I began with seven codes corresponding to the male rape myths Chapleau, 

Oswald, and Russell identified. I created new codes as needed for information that was 

not covered by the initial male rape myth codes. After coding the interviews, I connected 

the codes to a broader schema: specifically, the presence of male rape myths in the 

interviewees’ experiences (homophobia and shame, in particular) and the effect of those 

male rape myths on their strategies of coping with the rape. For instance, the participants 

reported shame (a male rape myth) about their sexual assault experiences, which 

inhibited their willingness to disclose their rape to any support systems (a coping 
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mechanism). Three interviews of male sexual assault survivors may not provide a 

comprehensive, generalizable sample for the rest of the male sexual assault survivor 

population, but their stories offer insight into and reflection on possible themes and 

feelings that some male sexual assault survivors might report.  

Literature Review 
 

Rape Myths  

 To effectively grasp the scope and prevalence of rape culture in the United States, 

it is necessary to understand what rape myths are and how they operate. Rape myths are 

generalized, false beliefs about sexual assault, suggesting that a sexual assault did not 

occur, and/or trivializing the rape. M. R. Burt was the first researcher to identify specific 

rape myths. Burt found that 

Rape myths include suggestions that the victim is lying, deserved the sexual 

assault, or asked for it because of how she was acting or what she was wearing. 

Other rape myths excuse the perpetrator by suggesting that he couldn’t commit a 

sexual assault. Finally, some myths downplay the seriousness of the sexual assault 

that occurred by suggesting it was a trivial, or even natural, event. (83) 

It is believed that people accept these myths for self-protection (e.g., the victim was 

wearing inappropriate clothing; I would never wear that type of clothing, so I will not be 

attacked). It allows women to believe they have control over being a victim by doing the 

normative, “right” thing and lets men distance themselves from the “bad” men who are 

perpetrators (Burt 85).  
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Burt has hypothesized that rape myths are conceptualized through sexual 

conservatism, adversarial sexual beliefs, and the acceptance of interpersonal violence. 

Individuals who are sexually conservative have restrictions on the appropriateness of 

sexual partners and sexual acts. Sexually conservative beliefs correspond with the “just 

worldview.” Endorsing a “just worldview” means that “observers justify misfortune by 

attributing responsibility or fault to the victim. Such a belief protects the believer from 

sensing his or her own vulnerability to similar coerced events” (218). For those with 

adversarial sexual beliefs, they consider all sexual interactions fundamentally 

exploitative. With this interpretation, sexual assault victims are not sympathetic victims 

because the sexual interaction was manipulative from the beginning. For people who 

accept interpersonal violence beliefs, “force and coercion are legitimate ways to gain 

compliance and specifically… they are legitimate in intimate and sexual relationships” 

(218). Each conceptualization was associated with significant rape myth acceptance. Burt 

writes that these conceptualizations were theorized to form a widespread cultural 

background to understand attitudes about rape and sexual violence. 

If rape myths develop from sexual beliefs, then people’s sexual beliefs can be 

based on their family, their religion, the media they have been exposed to, government 

policy, or all of those mediums. Teasing apart the origin of rape myths may not be 

possible, but the rape myths themselves are based on particular principles. As Grubb and 

Turner, both psychology professors in the United Kingdom, explained, “rape myths vary 

among societies and cultures. However, they consistently follow a pattern whereby, they 

blame the victim for their rape, express disbelief in claims of rape, exonerate the 
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perpetrator, and allude that only certain types of women are raped” (445 emphasis 

original). 

Payne, Lonsway, and Fitzgerald identified the specific rape myths most frequently 

used to measure rape myth acceptance. These researchers measured seven specific types 

of (female) 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). 

Chapleau, Oswald, and Russell reported that male rape myths have been studied less, but 

these seven items are the most commonly held beliefs: “being raped by a male attacker is 

synonymous with the loss of masculinity,” “men who are sexually assaulted by men must 

be gay,” “men are incapable of functioning sexually unless they are sexually aroused,” 

“men cannot be forced to have sex against their will,” “men are less affected by sexual 

assault than women,” “men are in a constant state of readiness to accept any sexual 

opportunity,” and “a man is expected to be able to defend himself against sexual assault” 

(4). 

Rape myths are the most prominent tool for reinforcing rape culture and 

maintaining the silence around male sexual assault survivor occurrences. One of the male 

rape survivor participants interviewed for the project discussed rape myths as follows: 

Well just like a lot of times a woman is raped the first thing they ask is what was she 
wearing? Why was she at such and such place? Why was she out so late? Similar 
inappropriate things are said about guys. Why did he let it happen? You know, especially 
guys who are afraid that if they were to be sexually abused or assaulted it might mean 
they have a homosexual preference or people might think they wanted it, or invited it, or 
liked it. You know they are usually the biggest, the loudest ones saying that “I would 
never let that happen to me,” as though the person who was abused or assaulted allowed 
it to happen. Or somehow wanted it to happen or somehow liked it. There are a lot of 
misconceptions in that regard. (Carter) 
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Here, the participant identifies some typical male rape myths. However, not all male 

sexual assault survivors will have the same experiences. A survivor’s identity, such as 

their race, class, sexuality, etc., will affect the impact of the rape myths. For example, a 

low socioeconomic status male survivor may avoid reporting his assault because it could 

endanger his job, housing situation, or health insurance.21 If he assumes that people will 

not believe him, he might be hesitant to risk his precarious financial situation.22 Rape 

myths may not have a universal effect on sexual assault survivors, but research on rape 

myth acceptance shows that these myths do cultivate rape culture. 

Rape Myth Acceptance 

Endorsements of rape myths are not only hurtful to sexual assault victims but 

could also potentially be dangerous. They blame the victim and justify the perpetrator’s 

actions, discounting the trauma of the rape. For perpetrators, rape myths are thought to 

reduce the expected negative consequences of committing rape. Rape myth acceptance is 

a strong correlate of rape proclivity (a predisposition or inclination to commit a sexual 

assault). G. Bohner et al. administered either a rape myth acceptance scale or a measure 

of rape proclivity to 125 male participants. After filling out one of the scales, the 

respondents took the opposite measure (i.e., if they began with the rape proclivity 

measure, it was followed by the rape myth acceptance scale). The respondents who 

                                                             
21 “Victims with private insurance pay on average $950, or 14 percent, of the cost of 
medical services, and the insurance providers pay about $5,789, researchers found” (Crist 
“Rape Victims”).  
22 One of the male rape survivors I interviewed did not tell his sister that he had been 
sexually assaulted because he lived with her and believed she would kick him out if he 
disclosed the assault.  
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completed the rape myth acceptance scale first and the rape proclivity measure second 

had a significantly higher correlation than the participants who began with the rape 

proclivity scale followed by the rape myth acceptance scale. Bohner et al. concluded that 

rape myths might serve as “neutralizing cognitions” that permit sexually aggressive men 

to believe that the behavior they are contemplating will not harm the victim or constitute 

rape (69). Although I focus on survivor experiences, the connection between rape myth 

acceptance and rape proclivity is important because it demonstrates the impact of rape 

myth acceptance and provides information concerning sexual assault prevention.  

 Aosved and Long assessed the relationship between female rape myth acceptance 

and “other oppressive belief systems” (481). These authors used survey scales to measure 

attitudes toward women, modern and old-fashioned racism, homophobia, neosexism, 

economic beliefs, ageism, social desirability, religious intolerance, and rape myth 

acceptance. Each oppressive belief was associated with greater female rape myth 

acceptance. Rape myth acceptance intersects with multiple issues and belief systems. 

This article is particularly helpful in establishing an argument for the multiple ways rape 

myth acceptance is related to various social constructs.  

 Kahlor and Morrison examined how general, daily television could act as a 

precursor to female rape myth acceptance in college women. In their literature review, 

they found that heavy consumers of television estimate their own likelihood of becoming 

a victim of violent crime to be 10 times higher than light consumers estimate (731). 

Previous research has focused on the relationship between pornographic or erotic media 

and female rape myth acceptance; Kahlor and Morrison were interested in the link 
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between everyday, “normal” media and female rape myth acceptance. They found that 

college women who watch television are more likely to believe rape accusations are false, 

and there was a significant correlation between conservative political ideology and 

female rape myth acceptance (729). They did not find that the amount of television 

watched was associated with overestimation of rape in society. The study only surveyed 

college women, and the authors have not explained their motivation behind that decision. 

The authors did not track what shows the participants were watching. I believe the type of 

shows someone watches could affect the results. For example, watching three hours of 

cooking shows might lead to different results than three hours of crime dramas or the 

news. However, Kahlor and Morrison did find that increases in television watching were 

correlated with increased rates of judging rape accusations as false. This study is 

evidence that television influences individuals’ views on sexual violence issues, which 

bolsters my claim that SVU’s portrayals of sexual assault matter. 

 One of the few studies on male rape myth acceptance concentrates on the gender 

difference of the participants. Chapleau, Oswald, and Russell have used Struckman-

Johnson and Struckman-Johnson’s Male Rape Myth Scale to examine what facilitates 

rape myth acceptance in men and women. The scale uses “three of the most prevalent 

male rape myths in research literature (i.e., denial, blame, and trauma) suggesting a three-

factor model” (605). The study found that participants were most supportive of the blame 

myth followed by the trauma myth and, finally, the denial myth. Men were more 

supportive of male rape myths across the board, but there was no difference in their 

acceptance when given a female rape myth scale. Therefore, regardless of the victim’s 
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gender, men’s rape myth acceptance levels were stable. If men have higher levels of rape 

myth acceptance, they might have a harder time coping if they are sexually assaulted. 

Higher levels of rape myth acceptance might also contribute to the feelings of shame and 

stigma male survivors often feel. 

In order to measure the level of rape myth acceptance and ambivalent levels of 

sexism at a Christian university, Giovannelli, Said, and Jackson administered questions to 

measure rape myth acceptance, right wing authoritarianism, sexism, and acceptance of 

interpersonal violence. The majority of the sample included students (both graduate and 

undergraduate), with three quarters reporting active religious affiliation with consistent 

church attendance (259–260). Rape myth acceptance and acceptance of interpersonal 

violence were significantly correlated with ambivalent sexism.23 Acceptance of rape 

myths was significantly associated with interpersonal violence and greater authoritarian 

outlooks (266). These researchers also found that “mainline” protestant Christians had 

significantly lower scores of benevolent sexism than the two other dominations in the 

sample (i.e., Baptist and Pentecostal), but there was no difference between Baptists and 

Pentecostals (266–267). Although Protestants had lower levels of benevolent sexism, 

their rape myth acceptance was not meaningfully different from the more conservative 

religious dominations. This research is another example of how rape myth acceptance 

intersects with other value systems. Religious organizations’ effect on sexual assault 

survivors is another avenue for future research.24 

                                                             
23 Ambivalent sexism measured by levels of both hostile and benevolent sexism.  
24 The Catholic Church is often in the news reckoning with its current and historical 
sexual abuse. Most of the cases involve child victims and are therefore outside the span 
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 Rape myth acceptance is interconnected with other systems of belief, so a 

reduction of rape myth acceptance might also reduce levels of sexism, acceptance of 

interpersonal violence, homophobia, and religious intolerance. Rape myth acceptance is 

important because it explains how people conceptualize sexual assault and predicts how 

individuals and social services workers (such as police officers, counselors, and medical 

doctors) might react if someone reports a sexual assault experience to them. 

Perceptions of Sexual Assault Victims 

Perceptions of rape victims are the general, overall beliefs held by people about 

sexual assault victims. For instance, while rape myths focus on specific themes (blame, 

trauma, etc.), perceptions also encompass how individuals feel about the support 

survivors should receive, the prevalence of sexual assaults, and the expected effects on 

the victim’s family members and friends. Survivors may determine their willingness to 

disclose or seek support services based on how they think they will be perceived.  

Focusing on perceptions of male rape, law professor Bennett Capers has listed 

four specific issues related to male sexual assault and perception: the prevalence of male 

rape (in and out of prisons); language around male sexual assault and sexuality; the 

silence surrounding male rape, particularly in the legal definition; and the need to 

broaden our concept of rape victims to include men. By examining the United States’ 

limited legal definition of rape, Capers highlighted the cultural enforcement of silence 

and language erasure around male sexual assault. The article critiques the gendered 

                                                             
of this project. For more details, see https://www.nytimes.com/topic/organization/roman-
catholic-church-sex-abuse-cases 
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discussions of sexual assault (they nearly always discuss female victims) and, 

consequently, how the discussions leave out affected male rape victims. Overall, the 

article provides arguments and ideas for a holistic, gender inclusive focus on sexual 

assault. Capers’ article provides source material for statistics, legal definitions, and the 

beginning of a larger cultural narrative about why male rape has been stigmatized.  

Aside from surveying individuals, asking them to define sexual assault in their 

own words is another, possibly more comprehensive way of analyzing their perceptions 

of rape victims. Open-ended questions allow the participants more freedom to explore 

how they feel, especially since they are not forced to choose from a pre-selected list. 

Verberg et al. measured how one’s gender affects one’s conceptualization of date rape 

when allowed to write one’s own definition of date rape. They examined four issues: if 

the perception of date rape is perceived as gendered or gender-neutral; the identification 

of date rape with specific types of sexual acts; how issues of consent and use of force 

relate to date rape; and if perceptions were influenced by the situational context (182). 

The participants all indicated that they were single and willing to date. The questionnaire 

began with an open-ended question: “How would you define date rape?” There were 170 

respondents ranging in age from 18 to 85 years old.  

In the authors’ qualitative analyses, the first theme established pertained to the 

definition of any sexual act. Fifty percent of the sample mentioned vaginal penetration, 

and 46.5% of respondents indicated that the term referenced any unwanted sexual 

contact. Only 3.5% of the sample did not mention the type of sexual act, perhaps because 

they believed sexual assault was assumed (Verberg et al. 184). The second theme was 
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how the sample defined implicit or implied consent. Ninety percent of the respondents 

listed consent as an issue, and women were more likely than men to list behaviors that 

would show consent or lack of consent. The third theme involved the use of force. Over 

70.5% of participants referred to force as an aspect of date rape. However, only one third 

explained what behavior constitutes use of force. The fourth theme entailed defining 

dating versus acquaintance. The term “dating partners” was used by 51.2% of the sample, 

but one third did not mention the victim-offender relationship at all. Of the sample, 

15.3% respondents did specify that these rapes could occur between acquaintances. The 

fifth theme was the use of gendered terms or gender-neutral terms, which includes using 

gender-identifying pronouns such as he, she, her, and him. Overall, the majority of the 

respondents gave gender-neutral definitions (64.1%); however, men (76.5%) were 

significantly more likely than women (55.9%) to provide gender-neutral definitions of 

date rape (187). Most people do recognize the general parameters of what constitutes date 

rape, although men and women might differ on using gender-neutral terms when 

describing an assault. This research establishes how the population is currently defining 

sexual assault and whether or not they consider gender in their definitions.  

 One male rape myth asserts that men are only sexually assaulted when they are 

threatened with weapons. Many people endorse this myth because they expect men to be 

able to fight off all non-armed attackers. Light and Monk-Turner challenged this “only 

assaulted with weapons” myth by analyzing data from the National Violence Against 

Women Survey. Light and Monk-Turner specifically used a subset sample of 219 men 

who disclosed their sexual assault in the survey. The respondents were asked about six 
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factors of sexual assault: were there any physical injuries resulting from the attack, did 

penetration occur, did the assailant threaten the victim, was a weapon used in the assault, 

was alcohol reported as a factor in the assault, did the victim seek help after the attack, 

and was the attack reported to police? Light and Monk-Turner concluded that “prior work 

may have overrepresented men who reported being physically injured and/or penetrated,” 

and that a weapon was not used in 95% of the assaults (1854). The rate of men seeking 

help after their attack was 29%, and only 12% of the men reported the rape to the police. 

These statistics represent the overwhelming stigma that many men probably feel after 

their assault, which factors into their reluctance to come forward. Of the three male 

sexual assault survivors I interviewed, one reported use of force (he was threatened with 

a knife). As with female sexual assault, male sexual assault occurs under various 

circumstances, but for men to fulfill the masculinity ideal, they are expected to 

overpower their assailant. Admitting they were not able to do so can be a source of shame 

and embarrassment. 

 Vearnals and Campbell acknowledged the significance of male sexual assault and 

highlighted the need to care for men after a rape. Their research consists of a literature 

review of the psychological, sexual, and relationship effects of male rape. These authors 

also discussed possible considerations and recommendations for therapists and social 

workers. They found sources that are helpful in demonstrating the need for attention and 

care of male assault victims, and they have also included a “cross-cultural aspect” section 

that concentrates on how ethnicity and cultural beliefs makes intervention more complex. 

Vearnals and Campbell argued for more clinical research because so little investigation 
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has solely centered on male victims, and they explained why work on perceptions of male 

sexual assault is necessary. 

 Perceptions of sexual assault victims are formed by processing various modes of 

information, including the media, institutional policies, how the legal system defines 

sexual assault, and personal experiences. Multiple modes link together to shape 

individuals’ rape myth acceptance levels and overall opinions of male sexual assault 

survivors. I hope that sharing data from male rape survivors’ interviews will help shape 

perceptions of male victims. Highlighting their particular obstacles might influence how 

people judge or consider male sexual violence survivors in the future. 

 Sexual Assault and the Media 

 Sexual assault is frequently a theme on various television programs. Kahlor and 

Eastin found that “sex-related crimes account for 10% of all dialogue on television 

related to sex, and most of it (80%) is found in fictional programs, occurring primarily in 

movies or drama series” (217). In order to correlate watching television with individual 

beliefs about female rape, Kahlor and Eastin organized an online survey of 1,064 

participants (65% were female and 85% were Caucasian). The survey first asked about 

television viewing habits (i.e., how many hours a week the interviewees watch shows), 

and then the researchers administered a rape myth acceptance scale. Kahlor and Eastin 

found that “daily television viewing significantly and positively predicted perceptions 

that rape accusations are false and higher acceptance of rape myths” (224). However, the 

authors also narrowed their focus to more specific types of shows, namely crime dramas 

and soap operas. Watching crime dramas was not correlated with false rape accusations, 
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but the correlation with viewing soap operas was statistically significant. This study 

confirms television’s effect on rape myth acceptance and provides context for my 

examination of SVU, a show focused on sexual assault, which has the ability to affect its 

viewers.  

 A particular subsection of sexual assault centers on male prison rape. The idea 

that men are more likely to be raped in prison is a cultural norm, although there is not 

empirical evidence to back the claim. Nevertheless, prison rape has been repeatedly 

represented in the media. Eigenberg and Baro’s examined male rape in prison movies. 

These authors investigated prison movie depictions of male rape to determine if the films 

perpetuate the idea that rape is common problem, if rape is an essential theme to the 

movie, and if the victims and perpetrators are shown as stereotypical figures (58). 

Eigenberg and Baro selected 15 popular prison films25 from the past 30 years. Of those 

movies, half involve an attempted or completed male rape, three quarters mention rape 

and rape is treated as a common prison even, none portray consensual homosexual 

behavior, the sexual assaults are typically placed at the beginning of the film to 

emphasize the omnipresence of rape in prison, and many of the films give the impression 

that prison officials and staff passively accept the inevitability of rape (86). The 

prevalence of rape and the stereotypes portrayed in prison films could have serious 

consequences for the public’s perception of sexual assault, because prison rape 

                                                             
25 The films selected include American History X, American Me, Animal Factory, Bad 
Boys, Birdman of Alcatraz, Cool Hand Luke, Escape from Alcatraz, Midnight Express, 
Murder in the First, Oz, Sleepers, The Green Mile, The Hurricane, The Prisoner, and The 
Shawshank Redemption. 
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overshadows the discussion. Male sexual assault in prison has become a way to joke 

about and demean inmates and male sexual assault survivors. People might feel 

comfortable talking about male sexual assault within prison settings because it is an 

acceptable way to reaffirm masculinity in prison culture, and there is an underlying 

message that the men are in prison for a reason, so they “deserve” to be raped. Some of 

the television programs I analyze set their male sexual assault representations in prison 

scenarios. 

 Fictionalized television dramas, especially crime dramas, have the highest number 

of portrayals of male sexual assault victims. Cuklanz and Moorti’s examined one specific 

television show, SVU, for representations of feminism and gender role construction. 

These authors critiqued how the show silences the rape victims, only allowing the 

detective’s voice to be heard. However, Cuklanz and Moorti acknowledged the show’s 

strength in debunking rape myths (several episodes have covered male rape), 

problematizing the racist justice system (by rarely making black males guilty), and 

depicting several intersecting themes (e.g., homophobia, transgender issues, and multiple 

sexualities). These authors mainly focused on the representation of women and feminist 

themes throughout the program, but their choice to study SVU corroborates my choice to 

concentrate on the same program.  

 Britto et al. used content analysis to examine race, gender, and age representation 

on SVU. These authors compared their data from one season of the show to actual victim 

and offender data from Manhattan, New York. Britto et al. found an overrepresentation of 

violent assaults, prosecutions, under-18-year olds, Caucasian victims, and female 
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offenders. By understating acquaintance rape and highlighting physical harm, SVU 

reinforces the rape myths that perpetrators are mostly strangers and visible injuries 

always occur during assaults. The high numbers of prosecutions also promote the idea 

that perpetrators are often arrested and typically found guilty; in reality, only 3% of 

perpetrators ever spend a day in prison (U.S. Department of Justice). This study does not 

draw any specific conclusions about the portrayal of male sexual assault victims; 

however, the authors’ general arguments about how the show perpetuates rape myths is 

useful, as is their argument for the importance of SVU as media in American society.26 

 Manis analyzed Law & Order to examine how our justice system operates in a 

fictional setting and how that reflects our ideas of democracy. When making the case for 

choosing to investigate Law & Order, she writes, “Operating in a style of realism, Law & 

Order not only performs a plurality of social discourses—a complex of ideas about 

society, cultural values, justice, etc. It also opens up a space for its viewers to engage 

meaningfully with those discourses—to consider what it means to be a citizen in this 

complicated democracy that our justice system struggles to maintain” (194). Just as 

Manis believes Law & Order unlocks conversations about our justice system, SVU does 

the same for ethical and moral questions about sexual assault. Manis also states: 

The form of Law & Order is such that even within its structure of realism it 

troubles, for example, the differences in such binaries as ‘good and bad,’ ‘right 

and wrong,’ ‘conservative and liberal,’ etc., so that whatever ideology is culturally 

                                                             
26 Law & Order: Special Victims Unit is the highest rated Law & Order spinoff and was 
NBC’s top-rated show in 2006 (40). 
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dominate at any given moment is always only tenuously ‘on top’ … Because of its 

multiplicity of discourses, resolution in Law & Order is never final. Even when 

the dominant worldview ‘wins,’ that win is complicated by the resistance to it – 

verbal and visual – that the show integrates. (195) 

Although Manis discusses the original Law & Order program, SVU follows the same 

prescription. Characters are often set up to argue different sides of a case so that all 

typical stereotypes are represented. Manis also writes about how examining and 

questioning ethical situations present in our justice system is vital to our understanding of 

society: “if we can’t identify who to label as what, or how to assign value to what 

practices, how can we cling to any unexamined convictions that we may hold about the 

society in which we live? By virtue of its polysemy of meanings and representations, it 

appeals to viewers of diverse points of view, political leanings, beliefs, and ethical 

stances” (204). She rightly points out one reason for Law & Order’s popularity: the show 

encourages multiple points of view, representing different moral and political ideologies. 

The original Law & Order primarily deals with homicides, but SVU also engages in 

multiple points of view with a sexually violent focus. Manis has substantiated the 

usefulness of analyzing Law & Order for understanding an issue in society. 

 Being on the “down low” refers to African American men who identify as 

heterosexual and secretly have sex with other men. Glenn and Spieldenner investigated 

how “down low” narratives are portrayed on television, including SVU. These authors 

began with the complex intersections of gender, race, and class, particularly as they relate 

to sexuality:  
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Many African American women … construe their heterosexuality as the one true 

form of social power they have in mainstream United States society, especially 

since a substantive portion of African American women do not have capitalist 

notions of ‘class’ power. Furthermore, many African Americans associate 

homosexual behavior with notions of whiteness and refuse to accept it as a reality 

in African American communities (405)  

Having explained the complex relationship between power, race, and sexuality for black 

women, the authors analyze the SVU episode “Lowdown,” from Season Five. 

 A white male prosecutor (Jeff Yolk) is murdered, and it is discovered that he was 

having sex with another male prosecutor, Andy Abbott, who is African American. Abbott 

is married with children and is hiding his sexual affair with Yolk on the down low. Yolk 

was human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) positive and passed the infection on to 

Abbott, who then infected his wife, which is why Abbott murders Yolk. Glenn and 

Spieldenner write that “When Mary Ellen Abbott confronts her husband after learning 

that she is also HIV positive, she tells him, ‘I forgive you for what you did, but I cannot 

forgive you if you let your children, friends, and families be destroyed … A trial will do 

that. It will drag us all through the mud.’ For her, airing “dirty laundry” carries more 

trauma than her HIV positive status, being married to a homosexual/bisexual man, and 

uncertainty regarding how this will impact their children. Andy Abbott takes the plea and 

Novak agrees to seal the record regarding the details surrounding how and why he 

murdered Yolk” (412). This scenario highlights the complicated relationship between the 

African American community and homosexuality. The episode confirms the underlying 
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message of some male rape myths, such as “real” masculinity requiring strength and 

being gay meaning being weak. It also suggests that being gay risks punishment (in this 

case, contracting an HIV infection or being murdered for having HIV). It is unclear 

whether the audience will recognize that these portrayals are based on male rape myths or 

if they will identify with Abbott’s homophobic reactions. Glenn and Spieldenner write 

that “Andy Abbott’s secret lifestyle has not only ruined his life, but those of his loved 

ones which his class status and power should have been able to protect” (408). Again, 

these researchers highlighted the intersections of race, class, and sexuality within one 

episode of SVU. Using a fictional medium allows an audience to recognize their own 

judgments and stereotypes of others from a neutral space. The audience may be more 

likely to think about difficult issues because they do not have real-life relationships with 

or responsibilities to the characters. 

 Shniderman explored how Law & Order affects the audience, specifically through 

a character analysis of Elliot Stabler, a lead detective on SVU. According to Shniderman, 

“There is perhaps no single character that embodies the themes of the Law & Order 

franchise better than SVU Detective Elliot Stabler. The aggressive, righteously indignant 

detective will do just about anything to get the ‘bad guys’ off the streets. Stabler has a 

penchant for violence and intimidation, using threats and physical force when it 

obviously violates a suspect’s rights, all in the name of saving the world from ‘scum’ … 

Christopher Meloni’s portrayal of Stabler was so effective at drawing viewers that he 

became one of the highest-paid television actors, along with co-star Mariska Hargitay” 

(109). Meloni portrays Stabler as the ultimate macho, heteronormative male. His 
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character values a paternalistic vision of protecting the weak, and he harshly questions 

male sexual assault survivors in obvious disbelief. Shniderman’s analysis of Stabler 

continues as follows: 

Viewers are frequently reminded of Stabler’s dedicated service to protect the 

country beyond his work as an NYPD detective. Stabler is a marine and Desert 

Storm veteran, and viewers are often reminded of his military achievements by 

the show’s dialogue and by the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor tattoo prominently 

displayed on his forearm. He is also a devout family man, Stabler is the father of 

five children, and he has been married to his wife since he was a teenager … The 

final key component to making Stabler likable and respectable, despite his serious 

aggression, is his religious devotion. Detective Stabler is portrayed as a devout 

Catholic. (112) 

Every detail of Stabler’s character signals the masculine ideal. Even the promotions for 

SVU are infused with masculine aggression. Although the episodes promote multiple 

points of view, most storylines and promotions for SVU advertise a justice system where 

detectives are always right. For example, Shniderman writes: 

In the Law & Order franchise, the hard-working detectives always get the 

perpetrator, and there is seldom an ultimate error (e.g. wrongful conviction) … 

The narratives and themes were succinctly captured in a USA Network 

advertisement for an SVU episode marathon in 2007: “If you like coffee and 

donuts, late nights, and a little flexibility with constitutional rights, then USA has  
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a marathon for you!” The line was voiced over a series of clips showing 

detectives abusing suspects. (105 emphasis original) 

The network is actively promoting violence against individuals suspected of crimes. This 

is a play to hyper-masculinity’s righteous aggression. Violence is an expected or justified 

behavior for men fulfilling their masculine role if the violence is committed in the act of 

“protecting” others. Stabler is the character on SVU that usually expresses disbelief of 

victims in the male rape survivor episodes (until Meloni leaves the show in 2011).  

Male Sexual Assault Experiences 

 In one study, Heather Hlavka watched videotaped forensic interviews of young 

men (ages 5 to 17) who have been sexually assaulted. Using a sample of 31 interviews, 

the author found three emerging themes: “Accounts were unpacked as (a) masks of 

masculinity, (b) embodying stigma, and (c) mechanisms of coercion. These categories 

illuminate the heteronormative cultures within which young men described victimization 

and negotiated the meaning of what happened and why” (488). While her study centers 

on young men, the results demonstrate how quickly children absorb cultural ideas of 

masculinity, shame, and homophobia. The themes of masculinity, stigma, and coercion 

are present in adult male sexual assault survivors as well. According to Hlavka, 

 Young men had difficulties naming sexual assault because of masculine ideals of 

what it means to be a real man in the culture. Rather than risk exposure and 

scrutiny, many young men did not disclose to forensic interviewers, despite 

corroborative evidence like confessions by the perpetrator or a witness to the 

assault. For example, fourteen-year-old Derek (white) was interviewed for 
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suspected sexual assault by a thirty-five-year-old male neighbor … In the 

following excerpt, the interviewer asked Derek about sexual assault in generalized 

terms, assessing how he would appraise such an event:  

Interviewer: What would you do if [someone gave you touches that made you 
uncomfortable]? 
Derek: Um, like, I’d fight them. I’d fight them away and punch them. 
Interviewer: Okay, and what if you couldn’t fight them away?  
Derek: I would (2.0 seconds pause) I – I don’t know … 
Interviewer: Well, cause sometimes stuff like that happens, I mean, sometimes 
people can’t get away and can’t tell and, if something happens to someone and 
they don’t tell, who’s fault do you think it is? 
Derek: Um, the – ah, the person that it happened to, the person that got touched. 
Interviewer: You think it’d be their fault? Why do you think that, Derek? 
Derek: Cause they didn’t, they didn’t do it right. They didn’t, well, fight or be 
strong enough right away.  

 
Despite some encouragement from the interviewer, Derek was unable to 

determine possible solutions to unwanted touching outside of dominant codes of 

masculinity like fighting and punching. He believed fault should be placed with 

the victim because they failed to defend themselves. (488–489) 

Masculinity only allows boys and men to react in one way – with aggression – to fulfill 

their masculine gender role expectations. Consequently, young boys like Derek are 

unable to imagine alternative ways of saying no or escaping situations. As men grow, 

they may develop more skills for resisting a situation, but they will still be stigmatized by 

the culture for behavior outside of the typical gendered male reactions. 

 Hlavka also found evidence that sexual victimization threatens young men’s 

developing gender identities. Whether perpetrated by men or women, victimization was 

shameful and stigmatizing for boys, and they did not want to risk exposure by disclosing 

to others. Hlavka writes:  
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From very early ages, boys emphasized loss of a masculine, heteronormative 

identity reinforced by the stigma of homosexuality … For example, in response to 

the forensic interviewer asking about bullying and teasing at school, twelve-year-

old Karl (white) explained that it would not be okay to be gay at his school: 

‘You’d get your ass kicked in about a second. Everybody’s saying, well, all the 

guys are saying – saying “oh yeah, that kid’s a fag, and that kid’s gay, oh he’s a 

faggot, oh, I don’t like him, he’s gay,” and stuff like that.’ Many young men 

plainly revealed sexual scripting and homophobic labeling in their peer cultures. 

The embodiment of stigma created tremendous barriers to disclosure.” (491)  

Homophobia stigmatizing male-on-male rape survivors adds a different shame on top of 

their sexual trauma. 

Hlavka continues, “Youth who did disclose during interviews expressed explicit 

concerns about being gay as a direct result of the assault, which was equally reinforced 

by others. Ten-year-old Jared (white) said his mother asked if he was gay following his 

report of victimization to which he responded, ‘Well, I guess so cause of what just 

happened now’” (492). Jared thinks a sexual act can change or alter his sexual 

orientation. Sex education is vital in combating sexual and rape myths from a young age. 

In another example:  

Branden, age sixteen (Native American), was sexually abused by several older 

male adolescents while attending a boarding school. He described one of the 

perpetrators as ‘a fag—a gay fag, you know a fag is like a male likes a male.’ 

Branden explicitly blamed homosexuality for his experience of sexual 



38 

victimization, and later generalized his experiences as a gay issue: ‘I hate gays; I 

have a lot of stereotypes about them because of this.’ For these young men, 

conflating homosexuality and sexual victimization wholly presumed that only gay 

men rape other men, if you are raped you are gay, and gay men cannot be raped. 

(493) 

Rape myths have the power to modify individuals’ perceptions of themselves and their 

sexuality. 

For her article “Male Sexual Assault Victimization,” Karen Weiss used male rape 

narratives as case studies to examine male sexual assault survivor experiences in the 

United States. She particularly focused on their willingness to report and their similarities 

or differences with female sexual assault survivors. Using the National Crime Victims 

Survey, she studied the structured and open-ended responses from 1992–2000. The article 

utilizes the direct reports from male sexual assault survivors. For example, 

Respondent reported he and a male coworker were having a beer and they went 

back to coworker’s apartment when the coworker came on to him. Respondent 

was held down by coworker who was a very big guy and took off his pants, and 

then he started moving down and put his penis in his mouth. Then the coworker 

made him do it to him. Respondent did not contact police because of 

embarrassment (33-year-old). (292) 

The type of report above gives a voice to an actual survivor (while also protecting his 

anonymity). Personal narratives, anecdotes, and stories provide people with an emotional 

connection, allowing them to begin to deeply reflect upon their thinking or behavior. 
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Once someone emotionally connects with a male sexual survivor’s story, they might be 

more likely to use gender-neutral pronouns when discussing sexual assault in the future.  

 Weiss also quantitatively analyzed the respondents’ answers for comparison to 

female sexual assault instances. She found that men are half as likely as women to report 

incidents to the police or other authorities. Weiss writes, “Men’s narratives also reveal 

that men are often embarrassed by their experiences and ashamed to report their incidents 

to the police or other authorities” (294). Scholarship on topics seen as “taboo” or 

“shameful” help move the dialogue forward by normalizing the experiences and creating 

space for conversation. While Weiss used a federal survey, I am adding to her work from 

the angle of cultural analysis and interviews with male sexual assault survivors.  

 Wilson and Scarpa hypothesized that male rape survivors would have greater 

levels of post-traumatic stress symptoms (PTSS) with higher levels of hostile sexism. 

They defined hostile sexism as “explicit animosity toward women” (410). These authors 

surveyed 390 male college students; out of that population, their sample included 16 men 

who had been sexually assaulted. The participants included “15 who identified as 

straight/heterosexual and one identified as bisexual. In regards to characteristics of the 

rape event, seven reported the perpetrator was female, one reported the perpetrator was 

male, and eight elected to not report the gender of the perpetrator” (411). The participants 

took a sexual experiences survey, an ambivalent sexism inventory, and a self-report post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) measure. Wilson and Scarpa hypothesized “that hostile 

sexism among male survivors of rape will be significantly related to greater levels of 

PTSS and benevolent sexism will not be significantly related to levels of PTSS” (410). 
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Men who have hostility toward women may have greater investment in hyper-

masculinity ideals, and their sexual assault triggers the feeling of failure to live up to 

those ideals. The results demonstrate that “greater hostile sexism was associated with 

significantly greater levels of PTSS … these results support our hypothesis related to 

hostile sexism” (411). This study specifically links negative treatment of and feelings 

toward women to increased trauma for male survivors. Again, belief schemas are 

connected, and reducing the stigma attached to male rape survivors may result in a 

reduction of sexist feelings. 

Conclusion  

Overall, previous research provides a basis for understanding rape culture, 

particularly through rape myth acceptance and perceptions of sexual assault survivors. 

However, the primary focus of existing research is on female rape survivors. There is a 

gap in our knowledge of how male rape myths are actively engaged through institutions 

and the media, and how they impact male sexual assault survivor experiences. Focusing 

research on male rape victims will help reduce rape culture for all sexual violence 

survivors. 

 The ultimate goal is to eliminate sexual violence. If sexual assault continues to 

exist, then the goal is to at least transform our culture into one free of stigmatization and 

shame for sexual assault survivors. Stigma and shame have serious consequences: one 

study shows rape victims are 13 times more likely than non-crime victims to have 

attempted suicide (Kassie “Male Victims of Campus Sexual Assault”). Jenifer March, 

vice president of victims’ services at Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network 
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(RAINN), the largest anti-sexual assault organization in the nation, said both men and 

women who survivor sexual assault face similar psychological effects—but there are 

some differences. “Male survivors who are suicidal tend to use more lethal means” (qtd. 

in Kassie “Male Victims of Campus Sexual Assault”). Sexual violence will always be 

traumatic, but communities have the power to provide services to help survivors cope. 

Society also has a responsibility to change the culture of rape myth acceptance to reduce 

stigma and shame for rape victims. Weiss, who has studied male victimization, writes, 

“For men, shame is reinforced by constructs of masculinity that view real men as strong, 

in control, sexually potent, and not victims. Ideologies that view male rape victims as 

disempowered or emasculated, coupled with men’s fear of exposure, contribute to sexual 

victimization as shameful for men and as threats to their masculinity” (303–304). 

Interrogation of rigid masculinity expectations is also necessary. Benton, one of the 

interview participants, expressed a similar thought:   

But I think the public perception is that men have to be, you know, really strong guys. We 
have to suck it up; we have that macho attitude that we are raised to have. I think those 
barriers are slowly breaking, but I do think we have to get over that some more, and what 
society doesn’t know about, they mock or ignore. (Benton) 
 

The goal of my project is to observe and analyze two parts of our culture, 

institutions and fictional media, as a way to facilitate these bodies taking responsibility 

for their beliefs, actions, policies, and representations of male sexual assault. 

Interviewing male rape survivors allows them to describe in their own words what was 

most challenging or meaningful in their experiences. I make connections between the 

ideas and behaviors in the culture analysis and the consequences (stigma, shame, etc.) for  
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survivors. We can learn from the survivors’ openness and destigmatize the conversation 

for male victims of sexual violence in the future. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



43 

 
 
 

CHAPTER TWO 

INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSES TO MALE-ON-MALE SEXUAL ASSAULT  

 Institutions are systems of power we interact with regularly as members of 

society. In the US, we have government, education, prison, media systems, and more. 

Organizations with power to enact policies and punishment that affect sexual assault 

survivors can be smaller scale systems as well. For instance, teams, departments, and 

clubs might be local programs without federal reach, but they are still influential to the 

local communities and individuals involved. Institutions and organizations can administer 

penalties for sexual assault perpetrators, support services for sexual assault victims, and 

policies for the process of adjudicating sexual assault within their systems. Their social 

norms signal to the community how it should feel about sexual assault.  

 Male sexual assault experiences are often connected with institutional forces such 

as university, military, or prison systems. Institutions often have power and influence 

over community perceptions (of the acceptance of rape culture) and accountability or 

punishment processes for perpetrators. Institutions add another layer of bureaucracy for 

the survivor to deal with. Female survivors also contend with institutions, but the 

obstacles might be different based on their gender. For example, if a female is sexually 

assaulted while in the military, she might have to face accusations that she was “asking 

for it” via her behavior, especially if she had been drinking. A male sexually assaulted in  

the military might have to contend with doubt that rape is even possible for men or 

questions about his masculinity or sexuality.  
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 Deborah Rhode, a law professor, demonstrated the influence of institutional 

analysis on rape culture in university and military settings. She writes, “These contexts 

share two distinctive features: both have disproportionately high rates of sexual assaults 

and internal procedures that have proven inadequate to deal with them” (2). Institutions 

are worthy of study because their beliefs affect sexual assault survivors. Rhode provides 

the following example:  

The inadequacy of campus procedures compounds the problem. In one all-too-

typical experience, an Occidental student reported a rape to an administrator who 

did not direct her toward any resources or review her legal options … The 

college’s administrative procedure entitled her assailant to cross-examine her. 

‘The adjudication board itself was one of the worst things I had to experience 

outside of the actual assault, and in some ways it was worse.’ (8) 

Institutions have the power to further traumatize sexual assault survivors through their 

programs, procedures, and “justice” systems.  

 Similarly, the military’s procedures also impact survivors: “Victims of military 

rapes also lack certain protections guaranteed to victims in civilian proceedings such as 

the right to submit a statement in sentencing proceedings, or appear at a post-trial release 

hearing. The absence of such rights undermines the fact and appearance of fairness in 

military justice” (23). How an institution reacts to a sexual assault within its community 

indicates the degree of its seriousness and method of support for sexual assault survivors. 

As Rhode argues, “Rape on campus and in military institutions reflects broader cultural 

dynamics requiring broader cultural change. It is critical to challenge the messages that 
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eroticize male violence and perpetuate sexual double standards, as well as marginalize 

male victims” (27). Her article highlights the importance of institutional policies and 

conduct as cultural systems of power. I examine some of the same institutional issues, but 

through the lens of male sexual assault survivors. I assess institutional procedures and 

behaviors for male rape myths, which can stigmatize male rape survivors.  

 Many male sexual assault cases have direct associations to institutions. 

Institutions have the power to enact tangible policies and actions for the treatment of 

survivors and perpetrators. They set the tone for the cultural behaviors they will tolerate. 

For example, universities are prime locations for sexual assault to flourish. There is an 

abundance of young people, some of whom have not been away from home before, and 

often abundant access to alcohol. When The Huffington Post wanted to cover a story 

about male sexual assault survivors on college campuses, their reporting revealed 

institutional choices and the consequences of those choices.  

The reporters found Andrew (last name withheld), a Brown University 

undergraduate who was raped in his dorm bathroom freshman year. After a long night of 

being out with friends, Andrew got back to the dorm and went to brush his teeth in a 

communal bathroom. A student he did not know knocked to be let into the bathroom and 

propositioned Andrew. After Andrew turned him down, “[h]e came up behind Andrew, 

grabbed his crotch and moved him into the bathroom stall. Frozen, Andrew protested but 

did not fight back, scared of what would happen if he did … For 15 minutes the stranger 

assaulted him” (Kassie “Male Victims of Campus Sexual Assault”). Andrew kept the 

experience to himself until he was required to attend a university-sponsored anti-sexual 
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assault orientation. After meeting with a counselor for several months, Andrew reported 

the assault to the university and was initially satisfied with the results of his case. The 

university expelled the assailant. However, when “The Huffington Post discovered 

Andrew’s assailant had previously been found responsible for assaulting two other 

students and was not expelled, Andrew was devastated” (Kassie “Male Victims of 

Campus Sexual Assault”). Brown University could have prevented sexual assaults for 

two of their students if they had handled the first reported sexual assault appropriately. 

Some may argue27 that universities should not be responsible for criminal activity, but the 

reality is that universities do assume responsibility for keeping students safe while they 

are on campus. If a student were robbed or physically (not sexually) assaulted by another 

student on campus, the university would most likely be responsible for punishing those 

criminal actions.  

 Institutions typically have authority to make rules, policies, and penalties that 

govern their organizational objectives. For example, the military has the ability to 

adjudicate or discharge its members based on their behavior. If institutions accept or 

promote rape myths, that will have a direct effect on their choices and procedures, and 

eventually on sexual assault survivors. If survivors feel that they might not be supported, 

or that the organization might place the blame on them, they may not come forward to 

disclose their assault, or they may be fearful to seek support services (if support services 

exist in the institution). 

                                                             
27 For instance, a Duke law professor has argued that university sexual assault 
investigations should move from universities to neutral parties without an interest in the 
outcome: https://www.chronicle.com/article/Why-Colleges-Shouldn-t-Be/243032 
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 In this chapter, I use examples of adult male-on-male sexual assault cases that 

occurred within a particular institution. Institutional beliefs represent a piece of culture 

that most individuals are required to deal with for jobs, services, or criminal/civil 

protection. The reactions of these organizations to sexual violence and their implicit or 

explicit acceptance of male rape myths emphasize their influence on sexual assault 

survivors. The following sections explore male sexual assault experiences within 

universities, organizations with hazing rituals, and the military. All of the sexual assault 

cases occurred under different circumstances: some engaged with the criminal legal 

system, some dealt with institutional bureaucracies, and some involved groups of 

assailants. I explain how male rape myths operate within the reported cases and how they 

impact each survivor’s initial experience, reporting procedure, or ability to claim resource 

support. The last section describes two organizations (sports teams and police 

departments) that are worthy of future study. 

 “Several occurrences”: OSU FarmHouse Fraternity Case 
 
 At the beginning of December 2012, OSU’s newspaper The Daily O’Collegian 

received an anonymous tip that “a former member of FarmHouse fraternity has 

committed more than ten assaults on new fraternity members” (Stoycoff and Vicent 

“OSU Student”). After receiving the tip, the newspaper contacted the local (Stillwater, 

Oklahoma) police department to confirm the report. The Stillwater police captain said he 

did not know of any of the assaults described in the email. The next morning, the captain 

contacted the university and said that “he learned OSU’s student conduct office knew 

about ‘several occurrences’ similar to those described in the anonymous email and 
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investigated them” (Stoycoff and Vicent “OSU Student”). After talking with the 

university, the captain opened a criminal investigation. The perpetrator was Nathan 

Cochran, an undergraduate student at OSU and member of the FarmHouse fraternity. 

After the sexual assaults, he left the fraternity, and after the student conduct hearings, he 

left the university.  

 Most of the specific details come from the perpetrator’s affidavit. The affidavit 

includes the narratives from two of the (at least) six victims (all of whom decided to 

remain anonymous). Survivor One describes watching a movie with Nathan, falling 

asleep, and being awakened by Nathan’s hands in his pants. Survivor One explained his 

experience to the detective as follows:  

Realizing Nathan had his hands inside [Survivor One's] pants and Nathan 

was touching and rubbing [his] genitals with his hand … [Survivor One] 

reported he didn’t know what to do so he pretended to be asleep, thinking 

Nathan would stop assaulting him if he did not respond to what was 

happening … [Survivor One] stated he then felt Nathan’s penis on his face 

and around his mouth … [He] stated he became rigid and did not allow 

Nathan’s penis to enter his mouth. [Survivor One] stated Nathan 

performed oral sex on him and tried to put his fingers into [his] anus … 

[He] stated Nathan stopped the assault and left the room when he did not 

respond to what Nathan was doing to him. [Survivor One] told your 

affiant he was not in a relationship with Nathan and the sexual contact was 

not consensual. (“The State of Oklahoma”) 
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Survivor One’s reaction to the assault is a common one. People often have a fight, flight, 

or freeze response to trauma. We have no idea how our bodies will react to stress and 

trauma until we are in that situation. A usual male rape myth response is to blame the 

victim and assume that he could have fought back or stopped the perpetrator if he wanted 

to, because being scared and the reactions associated with being scared (in this case, 

freezing) are not acceptable behaviors for males in American society. In her article about 

toxic masculinity,28 Kali Holloway describes the disconnect between emotions and 

masculinity: “the early denial of boys’ feelings, and our collective insistence that they 

follow suit—is that boys are effectively cut off from their emotions, and with them, their 

deepest and most vulnerable selves … It leaves little boys, and later, men, emotionally 

disembodied, afraid to show weakness and often unable to fully access, recognize or cope 

with their feelings” ( “Masculinity Killing”). Our culture tells us that men should always 

be strong and ready to fight if necessary. If they fail to live up to the imposed standard 

then society blames the survivor, not the perpetrator. This standard of blaming the victim 

and excusing the perpetrator is a central feature of rape culture. 

 According to Survivor Two’s statement, Cochran employed a similar tactic to 

assault his fraternity brother. Fraternities set up a system that values loyalty, and respect 

for older brothers is essential to pledges’ acceptance into the fraternity. This system 

                                                             
28 Connell and Messerschmidt explained the overlap between hegemonic and toxic 
masculinity: “Because the concept of hegemonic masculinity is based on practice that 
permits men’s collective dominance over women to continue, it is not surprising that in 
some contexts, hegemonic masculinity actually does refer to men’s engaging in toxic 
practices—including physical violence—that stabilize gender dominance in a particular 
setting” (840). 
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creates pressure to accept behavior and sometimes humiliation that, under normal 

circumstances, would be intolerable.29 The affidavit states, “[Survivor Two] was asleep in 

his bed when he woke up to the defendant groping his genitals on the outside of his 

clothing. [He] stated that by the time he woke up enough to realize what was happening 

the defendant was attempting to place his hands inside of [his] gym shorts via the 

waistband. [Survivor Two] stated he got up from the bed and went into the bathroom and 

waited there until he heard the defendant leave his room” (“The State of Oklahoma”). 

While Survivor Two was able to end the sexual assault by leaving the room, he was 

subjected to the perpetrator’s harassing text messages. The following text messages were 

sent from Cochran to Survivor Two for the next hour after the sexual assault: 

8-15-12 0421 hrs. “I’m going home man. I’m fucking drunk and I’m not sure 

what the fuck is goin on and I just got like my frame of mind and it’s shitty. I hope 

you can forgive drunk as me..” 

8-15-12 0429 hrs. “I wanna talk to you bro. Call me or answer please??” 

8-15-12 0435 hrs. “I’m not a douche like than…Not even sure what that was.. So 

fucking weird to my self and I just want ou to talk to me so you don’t get the 

super wrong impression, I have a fuckin girlfriend man.. Who I’m proposing to 

soon.. Shit answer my phone call?” 

“At least acknowledge me…Something idc what” 

                                                             
29 For further information on fraternity culture and pressures young men face in these 
organizations, see: Keating, Caroline F., et al. “Going to College and Unpacking Hazing: 
A Functional Approach to Decrypting Initiation Practices among Undergraduates.” 
Group Dynamics 9.2 (2005): 104–26. Print. 
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“Now I kinda just wanna kill myself.. Awesome” 

8-15-12 0445 hrs. “Well delete these text and just say I left after I charged my 

phone and we won’t have an issue? [Survivor Two] please I can’t ruin my life 

cause I was black out drunk and fucked up. Just text me?” 

8-15-12 0509 hrs. “Talked to [redacted] and I understand why you freaked about 

me moving around around and getting close to you. I just don’t need rumors and 

things spread about me. I’ve worked too hard to get where I am for something like 

that to mess it up. I’ll talk to you tomorrow when we are both sober. Deal?” 

(“The State of Oklahoma”) 

First, the perpetrator attempted to excuse his sexual assault by blaming alcohol. Rape 

culture blames drunk victims for not taking responsibility for their actions, yet alcohol 

use is a justification for assailants to commit criminal behavior and an excuse to 

exonerate themselves. Cochran then attempted to assert his sexuality: he reminded the 

survivor that he has a girlfriend and that he is so heterosexual that he is going to ask her 

to marry him. Another male rape myth is that perpetrators are homosexual, but apparently 

Cochran was committed to being/appearing heterosexual. Cochran also engaged in 

typical interpersonal violence perpetrator strategies:30 he blamed being drunk, blamed 

himself for being confused as to what happened, repeatedly asked for validation through 

communication (texting or calling), threatened to kill himself, blamed the victim for 

                                                             
30 Perpetrators are often skilled at deception, hold a self-perception that they are outside 
of the rules, and seek power and control. For further reading: 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/inside-the-criminal-mind/201712/the-
thinking-processes-sexual-predators 
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being confused, and denied the actions (by calling the sexual assault “rumors”). These 

text messages provide insight into how a survivor who might not believe men can be 

assaulted or who might be confused or ashamed after the assault could easily be 

persuaded not to report the incident as a result of the perpetrator’s pressure and blame.  

 The university system has several disincentives to report sexual assaults that 

happen within their student bodies.31 The Clery Act32 requires universities to report 

sexual assault statistics to the federal government. Universities might be afraid the figures 

will deter parents from sending their children to the school or even cause negative 

attention in the popular US News and Report and The Princeton Review college ranking 

books. This might be why 91% of schools reported zero sexual assaults on their 

campuses in 2014 (“91 Percent”). Another disincentive to report sexual assault is the 

increased media scrutiny and policy analysis. There is even more pressure and 

complexity33 if the perpetrator is a favorite athlete. Oklahoma State University received 

six complaints about sexual assaults by Nathan Cochran in a matter of two weeks. Within 

a few weeks of receiving notice about the assaults, the university scheduled a conduct 

hearing. The hearing concluded that Cochran was responsible for four out of the six 

                                                             
31 While I am focusing on OSU because this was an adult male sexual assault situation, 
310 universities are under investigation for Title IX violations as of December 2018. The 
Chronicle of Higher Education runs a tracker: https://projects.chronicle.com/titleix/ 
32 The Clery Act requires universities to provide the federal government with campus 
safety statistics, including the number of sexual assaults. 
33 For examples, see the Florida State University case: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/15/sports/football/jameis-winston-erica-kinsman-
lawsuit.html; the Baylor University case: https://www.cnn.com/2018/12/12/us/baylor-
sex-assault-cases-timeline/index.html and the University of Minnesota case: 
https://www.twincities.com/2016/12/17/university-report-details-womans-sexual-assault-
allegation-football-players-defense/ 
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cases, and he was suspended from the OSU campus for three years. The university 

admitted they did not inform the police because of Family Educational Rights and 

Privacy Act (FERPA) concerns. The FERPA is a federal law that prevents universities 

distributing student records without consent. However, “an amendment to the FERPA 

guidelines says the act shall not prohibit universities from disclosing final results of a 

disciplinary proceeding if the accused student is an alleged perpetrator of any crime of 

violence or non-forcible sex offense, which includes incest and statutory rape” (Stoycoff 

and Vicent “OSU Student”).  

While I believe the school moved quickly in their conduct hearing, failing to 

report the assaults to police officials put people in the community at risk. Cochran would 

not have been allowed on the OSU campus, but he would have been free to go to another 

university or reside in another community where he could continue to assault other men. 

Oklahoma State University President, Burns Hargis, called for an investigation into the 

university’s response, “A task force assembled by the Board of Regents for Oklahoma 

State University and the A&M Colleges was assigned to carry out that investigation. The 

review concluded OSU’s decision not to notify police about the case was ‘misguided’” 

(Allen “Criminal Charges”). One of the exceptions to FERPA is when an act constitutes a 

health or safety emergency; in response to this exception, the review states that OSU “did 

not apply [the exception] because it believed that the conduct alleged in this case did not 

rise to that level” (Bryant, Williams, and Newhook 8–9). How many sexual assaults have 

to happen for OSU to consider the perpetrator a health/safety risk? Apparently, being 

accused of six, with the conduct hearing finding Cochran guilty of four, is not enough to 
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be considered a public safety risk. If one does not consider male sexual assault “real 

rape,” then it makes sense that the university would not find Cochran’s actions 

dangerous. 

 Oklahoma State University is not the first university to be ethically implicated in 

a male-on-male sexual assault case. In 2014, Southern Methodist University (SMU) 

received a violation from the Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights (OCR) for 

failing to provide a “prompt and equitable response” to the sexual assault of a male 

student (remaining anonymous) by another male student (John David Mahaffey). The 

survivor was a freshman assaulted twice by a fraternity member.34 After the survivor 

reported his sexual assault to the SMU police and an SMU staff member, “SMU’s 

provost, associate provost, dean of student life, and chief of police were all informed of 

the incident. The Title IX coordinator was not” (New “When the Victim”). Failure to 

inform the Title IX coordinator means that no university investigation will be started and, 

depending on the school, the survivor will not have access to accommodations related to 

their assault, such as a no-contact order with the assailant or being excused from class, or 

to the available resources facilitated by the Title IX. The OCR report summarizes how 

SMU failed to respond to the sexual assault and its aftermath appropriately: 

OCR stated that its investigation established that Complainant 3 [the male 

survivor] reported to SMU on multiple occasions that other students were 

                                                             
34 The perpetrator also happened to be from a prominent family associated with the 
school: “the assailant is the great, great grandson of a member of SMU’s founding 
committee and was highly involved in the university’s inter-fraternity council” (New 
“When the Victim”). 
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harassing him with threatening and taunting comments, text messages, 

phone calls and visits to his room, and that the university did not 

investigate these concerns … In its resolution agreement, the university 

did not admit to any wrongdoing, but promised to adopt several new 

policies … [including] conducting annual climate surveys; train staff and 

students on its revised sexual assault policy; notify students about the 

university’s Title IX coordinators and how to contact them; provide 

reimbursement to the male student; and develop procedures for sharing 

information between the SMU police department and the Title IX 

coordinator. (New “When the Victim”) 

Southern Methodist University’s resistance to accepting responsibility for its actions is 

troubling because it emphasizes rape culture’s tenets of zero accountability and 

perpetrators’ exemption without recourse. As the police investigated, they got Mahaffey 

to admit to the sexual assault: “The next day, with the student’s permission, SMU police 

recorded a phone conversation between him and Mahaffey. In it, according to the arrest 

warrant affidavit obtained by the Dallas Morning News, the student told Mahaffey, ‘You 

know I did not want to do that.’ ‘I know you didn’t,’ Mahaffey is said to have replied. 

‘But we have to say it was consensual or lawyers, parents, and the school will be 

involved’” (Merlan “Prosecutors Drop Case”). Despite this admission, the prosecutors 

dismissed the charges, citing “no probable cause.” This is an example of rape culture in 

action; if assailants admit to their crime, yet prosecutors still choose to dismiss the 

charges, what evidence is necessary to ensure a conviction?  
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In such cases, institutions are sending a message to survivors that there is no point 

in coming forward, because there are no consequences for perpetrators. While I cannot 

definitively say that the universities’ actions were affected by the gender of the survivors, 

their choices imply disregard for other potential male victims in their communities. 

Universities are locations that accept the responsibility of a large number of young adults 

at one time. Part of that responsibility means doing everything possible to keep their 

students safe, including sexual assault education, advocacy, prevention, support services, 

and clear policies about sexual assault reporting guidelines. 

  Almost a year after the sexual assaults at OSU were reported, Cochran and the 

prosecutors reached a plea deal. Cochran pled guilty to three counts of sexual battery and 

“received seven years of probation and was ordered to complete a six-month inpatient 

counseling program managed by the Park Plaza Church of Christ in Tulsa. Cochran also 

was ordered to register as a sex offender” (Allen “Criminal Charges”). Unsurprisingly, 

neither Cochran nor the SMU perpetrator received jail time. Only three out of every 100 

sexual assault offenders ever spend a day a jail (RAINN “Criminal Justice System”). 

Both OSU and SMU’s actions indicate failures to take male-on-male sexual assault 

seriously and recognize male rape as a critical public health/safety risk. 

Male-on-Male Sexual Assault as Hazing in Ellis County, Texas 

 Although on a smaller institutional scale, local organizations’ policies, beliefs, and 

behavior are also part of culture and influence our lives. In 2015, an organization with the 

goal of protecting its community (from fires) engaged in hazing a new volunteer recruit. 

Five volunteer firefighters in Ellis County, Texas used sexual assault as a form of 
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initiation. The five individuals (Alec Chase Miller, 28; Casey Joe Stafford, 30; Keith 

Edward Wisakowsky, 26; Preston Thomas Peyrot, 19; and Blake Jerold Tucker, 19) were 

having a celebratory get-together at the firehouse, and the sexual assault was part of a 

hazing or initiation ritual. Hazing pushes recruits to participate or face “exclusion, 

ostracization, or even physical abuse. This humiliation and isolation are usually more 

intense and its effects more enduring than the experience of the initiation itself” 

(Anderson et al. 429). The “initiation” involved the five men using a broomstick to anally 

penetrate the survivor, and when “that failed,” they used a sausage (Schechter “Ellis 

County Volunteer”). Brittany Parten, 23, who was a girlfriend of one of the perpetrators, 

was also charged with using her cellphone to record the sexual assault. In the recording, 

the men can be heard yelling and cheering with excitement.  

The fire chief and the assistant fire chief were also charged with attempting to 

cover up the assault. According to journalists, “The humiliation continued after the 

assault when someone stole the victim’s clothes and towel after he showered, according 

to court records” (Rajwani “Former Ellis County”). Eight months later, the survivor, 

Jason Waldeck, came forward to share his experience with the local news station. 

Deciding to do a news interview, Waldeck said, “The public needs to know this did 

happen. There’s no hiding it” (Fink “Sexually Assaulted”). In the news video,35 Waldeck 

recalled his experience: “That night, it was torture. It was torturing for them to do that to 

me. To be held down against my will, yelling stop, and them just laughing. It was the 

                                                             
35 Jack Fink, CBS 11 News, www.dfw.cbslocal.com/2015/11/06/assaulted-ellis-county-
firefighter-shares-story/ 
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most humiliating thing that has ever happened to me” (Waldeck, qtd. Fink “Sexually 

Assaulted”).  

 Hazing or initiation rituals are not part of any standardized institution but are 

typically associated with fraternity/Greek university campus organizations.36 However, 

hazing rituals can be present in any group attempting to “bond” or initiate new 

members.37 As previously stated, one of the most commonly accepted male rape myths is 

rooted in homophobia. For example, “only gay men are assaulted” or “only gay men are 

perpetrators” are two repeatedly expressed myths. To excuse themselves from these 

homophobic myths, hazing rituals allow men who identify as heterosexual to express 

their sexuality with other males in a dominating way, demonstrating that they are still  

powerful while sexually assaulting a member of the same sex. Same-sex hazing acts are 

also used to reinforce homophobia in groups.  

Often called “homohysteria,” this phenomenon has been defined by Anderson et 

al. as “heterosexual men’s fear of being publicly homosexualized by violating rigid 

boundaries of heterosexual masculinity. Homohysteria situates levels of homophobia 

                                                             
36 My focus is on adult male sexual assault survivors, but there have been several recent 
high school hazing incidents involving sodomization of male students. See 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/ct-met-will-county-high-school-hazing-lawsuit-
20181128-story.html; http://www.fox5dc.com/news/local-news/due-in-court-4-charged-
as-adults-in-alleged-damascus-hs-hazing-incident-expected-in-court-monday; and 
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/crime/2018/12/04/6th-teen-arrested-hazing-
investigation-forney-high-school-soccer-team 
37 In 2016, members of the Wheaton College Illinois football team hazed a teammate by 
duct-taping him, putting a pillow over his head, taking down his pants, and attempting to 
sodomize him with an object. Four of the five defendants reached plea deals while one 
perpetrator was “sentenced to 30 days of court supervision in an arrangement that 
prosecutors said will allow him to enter the U.S. military” (Ward “4th Wheaton College”). 
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temporally and spatially, recognizing that cultural homophobia has different effects 

depending on the social context” (432). These authors completed a five-year (2005–2010) 

study following male sports teams at a university in the United Kingdom. They found 

several instances of same-sex hazing incidents. One in particular links homophobic 

actions to mocking sexual assault:  

A new occurrence, however, was mock intercourse, where an older player would 

bend a recruit forward and grind against him from behind. Here, the player would 

shout “take it.” Clearly, this is a demonstration of hierarchy, with the recruit 

symbolically “fucked” by a player higher up the hierarchy. We note, however, that 

this mock intercourse would only last a few seconds and, although it is clearly 

sexualized, it can also be interpreted as a demonstration of physical (as well as 

heterosexual) superiority. (438) 

The men know that not only is taunting sexual assault a sign of power, but because it is 

from another man, it simultaneously reinforces homosexuality as a source of power (the 

mock sexual assault perpetrator/member) and weakness (the mock victim/pledge is 

fragile). Near the end of their study, Anderson et al. observed a shift in the cultural 

acceptance of homophobia. By 2009, participants would voluntarily engage in same-sex 

kissing (442). It was no longer used as a negative mechanism to humiliate or embarrass 

new team members. Hazing provides men with an outlet to explore sexual fluidity and 

expressions of violence and power while emphasizing homophobia in a socially 

acceptable manner. As sexual fluidity becomes normalized and groups prove they can  
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hold memberships without pledging/hazing rituals, the incidents of sexual violence and 

homophobic male rape myth acceptance should decrease.  

In one study, Rogers, Rogers, and Anderson measured the effect of pledging and 

hazing on long-term alumni participation in black Greek letter organization chapters. 

These authors found that participants do not make a distinction between pledging and 

hazing and used the terms synonymously. Also, there are no significant differences in 

alumni participation from those who went through a pledging process versus those who 

did not (48). This finding indicates that people are willing to be engaged with an 

organization regardless of the initiation process; therefore, hazing is not necessary to 

enforce the bond. Organizations can choose to reject hazing behaviors and the male rape 

myths implicit in those behaviors and still maintain their membership rates.  

 Seven months after they were charged, the firefighters agreed to a plea deal. 

Rajwani, a local Texas investigative reporter, writes, “Keith Edward Wisakowsky 

originally faced felony sex assault charges in the case, which generated local and national 

headlines … Under the deal, Wisakowsky pleads guilty to a misdemeanor assault charge 

in exchange for two years’ probation. Charges against four other firemen accused of 

participating in the assault, a woman accused of filming it and the two fire chiefs accused 

of an attempted cover-up will be dropped as part of the deal” (“Former Ellis County”). 

The refusal of our legal system to hold sexual perpetrators accountable is one of the ways 

rape culture is allowed to continue. The plea deal signals to the public that it is 

permissible to sexual assault someone under the guise of hazing and initiation. Ellis 

County District Attorney Patrick Wilson said, “the cellphone video did not appear to 
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capture the sexual assault, but it did capture the assault causing bodily injury 

that Wisakowsky eventually pleaded guilty to” (Rajwani “Former Ellis County”). 

Requiring video evidence for a sexual assault conviction is a nearly impossible standard 

for any survivor to meet. It also fortifies distrust in survivors, and if the survivors cannot 

provide video evidence, they can be perceived as lying and perpetrators will consistently 

be unprosecutable. 

Jason Waldeck survived a hazing sexual assault and was expected to take it as a 

bonding exercise. The legal system allowed the organization and the individual 

perpetrators to escape significant consequences. This case serves as another example of 

the costs institutional power, policies, and beliefs can have for male survivors. Both the 

institution (legal system) and organization’s (firehouse) attitudes are part of the culture. 

Since the story was reported in the news, institutional/organizational actions influence 

other individuals. The community learns what is valued and what behavior is tolerated. 

Male Military Sexual Trauma 

 The military is one of the most masculine institutions in the US. For many years, 

women were relegated to non-combat roles only, making it a male-dominated 

organization with a focus on protection defined by immense physicality, violence, and 

weapons of war. Men join the military for a variety of reasons such as financial benefits, 

camaraderie, and physical challenge, but the overwhelming assumption is that they are 

strong, tough, and brave. These perceptions mean that male sexual assault survivors in 

the military have different barriers to overcome than civilian male survivors. Strength is 

at an even higher premium than in the private world, any perceived homosexuality could 
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be grounds for dismissal, and reporting an assault requires a survivor to follow a chain of 

command that could potentially be damaging to his career. 

 Reporting on military sexual assault for the Baltimore Sun in 2013, journalist 

Matthew Brown wrote, “A woman in uniform is much likelier to be targeted than a man, 

Pentagon surveys indicate. But because male service members greatly outnumber 

females, officials believe the majority of sexual assault victims — 53 percent in 2012 — 

are men. These men — an estimated 13,900 last year alone — are far less likely than 

women to report an attack. Only 13 percent of reports last year were filed by men, 

military data show” (Brown “Military Sexual Assault”). Similarly, in 2014 Nathanial 

Penn found that “[t]he conviction rate in MST cases that go to trial is just 7 percent. An 

estimated 81 percent of male MST victims never report being attacked” (“‘Son, Men 

Don’t Get Raped’”). For some male rape survivors, overcoming the shame and stigma 

(stemming from male rape myths) of their assault makes the thought of coming forward 

to tell people or report is incredibly difficult.38 Military sexual trauma (MST) is a topic 

that could produce multiple dissertations on its own, but my purpose is to acknowledge 

the subject and connect MST to male rape myths through one of the most prominent 

voices for military male rape survivors: Brian Lewis. 

  Brian Lewis enlisted in the navy in 1997. In 2000, after dinner with a higher-

ranking shipmate, he was sexually assaulted at knifepoint. The Guardian reported on 

                                                             
38 “Of the estimated 26,000 cases of assaults in 2012, fifty-four percent were targeted at 
men. Yet only 380 men reported their assault, and only 247 asked for an investigation. 
Just twenty-eight percent of those cases proceeded to court martial” (Rhode 21). 
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Lewis’ story, explaining, “He was told to let it drop. It was the era of don’t-ask-don’t-tell, 

and the infamous policy of closeting LGBT service members had a perverse effect on 

sexual assault victims. ‘You know,’ Lewis remembers an officer telling him, ‘homosexual 

activity is grounds for discharge.’ Out of fear, Lewis followed his command’s advice not 

to report the rape” (Ackerman “‘It Savaged My Life’”). The sexual assault caused Lewis 

to develop PTSD, and after seeking medical treatment, he was discharged from the navy. 

According to Lewis, “We [male sexual assault survivors] still contend with a stigma. 

Whether true or not for an individual, we [male survivors] are still seen in some quarters 

as homosexual. Unfortunately, that’s a societal stigma as a whole, but still, that 

perception adds to the sense of isolation and vulnerability that exists as part of the 

American definition of masculinity” (Ackerman “‘It Savaged My Life’”). Lewis is 

expressing the result of male rape myth acceptance: feelings of shame, questioning of 

sexuality, and seclusion.  

 In an interview with NBC News, Lewis explained, “The biggest reasons men don’t 

come forward (with sex assault reports) are the fear of retaliation (from fellow troops), 

the fear of being viewed in a weaker light, and the fact there are very few, if any, services 

for male survivors” (Lewis “Lewis Says”). There is little motivation for male sexual  

assault survivors to come forward if they know they will be blamed and there are no 

services to help them anyway.  

 In her article about race, violence, and the criminal justice system, Angela Harris 

connects masculinity issues, violence, and the military: 
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 The military is a place where both men’s manipulability and their capacity for 

violence is at a premium. As is true elsewhere in the culture, the privileges of 

masculinity require that one establish intimate relationships with other men; yet 

the very closeness of these bonds provokes the terror of being marked 

homosexual and of losing one’s masculine privileges. The instability of the 

masculine identity under these circumstances makes insecure men easily 

manipulable (anxious and eager to prove their masculinity) and potentially 

violent (for not only status but also personal identity itself is at stake). The 

military both exemplifies and shrewdly exploits the internal structure of 

masculinity; military culture, like prison culture, both seeks to make men doubt 

their own masculinity and encourages them to prove their manhood through 

violence and casual sexuality. (788) 

Comparable to group hazing incidents, (male) bonding is supposedly paramount for 

cohesion, but violence and homophobia exist simultaneously to protect men’s 

masculinity. These bonds also work against male survivors. As authors Eckerlin, 

Kovalesky, and Jakupak explained, “The close interpersonal relationships within the 

military community may be an additional source of stress. Because the assailant is often 

known to the survivor and others in the unit, peers may ostracize or express hostility 

toward the survivor, leaving him bereft of social support” (36). The breach of the male 

bonding ritual puts survivors in a position of shock, and the system pressures him to 

“forget” the incident or “let it go,” so he is isolated in dealing with the aftermath of his 

trauma. Eckerlin, Kovalesky, and Jakupak examined the experiences of male MST 
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survivors and found that such a man “may react in ways that are passive or reclusive, or 

he may demonstrate behaviors that overemphasize masculinity, such as excessive weight 

training or acting tough to discourage aggression from others” (36). While 

understandable, neither retreating passively nor taking a hyper-masculine stance is 

necessarily helpful to healing.39 

 Because of the military’s masculine culture, it is no surprise that male rape myths 

have taken hold. “It’s definitely different for men” according to Nelson, a social worker 

and sometime Pentagon consultant who served in the Army during the early 1980s. “For 

men coming forward in the military and being able to report a sexual assault, they’re 

really having to cross that pretty heavy barrier of not being seen as weak — or even, in 

some cases, being accused of being homosexual” (Brown “Military Sexual Assault”). 

Associating sexual assault victims with weakness is a prominent myth, particularly for 

male survivors, because men “should” be able to fight off an assailant. Again, 

homosexuality is correlated with weakness, which is made even more complicated 

because of the military’s former “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell”40 policy. If commanders 

classified a rape as homosexual behavior instead of assault, the survivor could have been 

at risk of discharge from the military. 

 For male survivors in the military, disclosing sexual assault has meant risking 

their careers. To reduce the risk of false Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) policy 

                                                             
39 Ideally, survivors would feel comfortable disclosing their experience without 
retribution for legal justice, to receive support services, or merely to gain peace of mind. 
40 For 17 years, gay and lesbian service members could be discharged if their sexual 
orientation was discovered. For further information, see http://time.com/5339634/dont-
ask-dont-tell-25-year-anniversary/ 
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applications to sexual assault victims, one of the changes lawmakers41 have tried to enact 

is changing the chain of command. Reporting one’s sexual assault to one’s commander, 

particularly if the commander is the perpetrator, is untenable. “Things remain very bad,” 

according to Baltimore attorney Susan Burke, who represents dozens of sexual assault 

victims, male and female, in actions against the military. “Until you create an impartial 

judicial system, you continue to empower the wrong people. The biases and corruption 

persist” (Brown “Military Sexual Assault”). All aspects after the sexual assault work 

against survivors: they face typical rape survivor reactions (shock, shame, denial), the 

distinct factors of being male (questioning of masculinity and sexuality), and institutional 

barriers (previously, they could lose their job if thought to be homosexual, and they have 

to report to their supervisor who is sometimes the perpetrator or has a close relationship 

with the perpetrator).  

 Aside from male rape in the prison system, male MST is one frequently covered42 

aspect of male-on-male sexual assault. In September 2014, GQ, a popular men’s 

magazine, printed a major feature on male sexual assault in the military. The journalist, 

                                                             
41 “In March [2014], Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York sought to pass the Military 
Justice Improvement Act, a bill that would strip commanders of the power to determine 
whether or not to prosecute sex assaults. The MJIA would instead delegate that power to 
independent military prosecutors. The bill won a narrow majority in the Senate but fell 
short of the votes required to beat a promised filibuster” (Penn “‘Son, Men Don’t Get 
Raped’”). 
42 The documentary The Invisible War has inspired a lot of conversation about MST. 
However, male rape survivor participants were given little screen time. They decided to 
respond with their own documentary, Justice Denied, which is solely focused on male 
victims. For more information about the survivors’ reactions to the film, see 
https://jezebel.com/5983168/male-military-assault-victims-feel-betrayed-by-oscar-
nominated-doc-the-invisible-war 
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Nathaniel Penn, interviewed at least 15 male military sexual assault survivors.43 The 

survivors were given the opportunity to share their experiences with the world and 

describe the challenges of coming forward and receiving treatment. Echoing the 

Baltimore Sun reporting, Penn writes, “The moment a man enlists in the United States 

armed forces, his chances of being sexually assaulted increase by a factor of ten. Women, 

of course, are much more likely to be victims of military sexual trauma (MST), but far 

fewer of them enlist. In fact, more military men are assaulted than women—nearly 

14,000 in 2012 alone” (“‘Son, Men Don’t Get Raped’”). In an environment where power, 

control, and strength are social currency, sexual assault perpetrators take their currency 

through force. Penn quotes a Veterans Affairs (VA) employee concerning the different 

effect of male sexual trauma: “In a hyper-masculine culture, what’s the worst thing you 

can do to another man? Force him into what the culture perceives as a feminine role … 

Completely dominate and rape him” (“‘Son, Men Don’t Get Raped’”). Male rape 

survivor emasculation sometimes continues as survivors attempt to seek coping 

resources. One of the MST survivors noted the VA’s gender assumptions: “The 

questionnaires are designed for women. They were asking, ‘How many times were you 

violated in your vagina?’” (Penn “‘Son, Men Don’t Get Raped’”). The military institution 

fails sexual assault survivors with their biased sexual assault reporting procedures and 

then continues to fail survivors with their gendered expectations in aftermath resources. 

For this information and these men’s stories to be shared in such an accessible, general 

public forum is essential. Broad exposure removes the isolation and the ability to deny 

                                                             
43 Brian Lewis was also one of the survivors interviewed for the GQ article. 
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that male sexual assault exists or that the military as an institution bears no responsibility 

for the high number of perpetration statistics. 

 Lewis has continued his advocacy work for male survivors by “serv[ing] as an 

advisory board member for Protect Our Defenders. This year he co-founded Men 

Recovering from Military Sexual Trauma — the first support and advocacy group 

specifically for male survivors” (Brown “Military Sexual Assault”). He is filling the need 

for gender-specific services because for some male survivors that is what feels most 

comfortable. Lewis explains, “There are no dedicated programs specifically for male 

survivors of military sexual trauma. Male survivors, in some cases, still have to go to the 

women’s clinic at their local VA to receive care. No research is taking place for male 

survivors at the Veterans Health Administration” (Lewis “Men Recovering”). For men in 

the military who joined such a masculine-focused institution, visiting a women’s clinic 

may discourage them from seeking services in order to protect their masculine pride. I 

recognize that separating services by gender could be useful because men and women 

might have distinct needs; however, in institutions where patriarchy and hyper- 

masculinity dominate, the separation stigmatizes femininity and the people who need to 

use “female” services.  

 As the military grapples with counseling and advocacy services in the aftermath 

of sexual violence, they have instituted prevention programs in some branches. 

Researchers Eckerlin, Kovalesky, and Jakupak write: 

The fact that the Air Force, the branch of the armed forces that provides the most 

comprehensive sexual assault training, has among the lowest rates of sexual 
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assault may underscore the importance of education as a critical factor in 

preventing MST … In fact, many servicemen believe that if a military unit 

consists exclusively of men, there is no need for training on sexual assault 

prevention. (38)  

The perception that men only sexual assault women further isolates male-on-male rape 

survivors but also highlights the need for holistic sexual assault education. Military 

prevention programs need to emphasize rape as an issue of power and domination, not 

sex.  

 As long as sexual violence exists it will be an issue for institutions, especially 

organizations where authority and traditionally masculine traits are valued. Brian Lewis 

and the men interviewed in GQ reveal how the military has ignored and even actively 

discouraged male rape survivors from reporting. The military has not provided adequate 

support services. The military’s acceptance of male rape myths that men should be strong, 

that men cannot be raped, and that male survivors must be gay, has had detrimental 

effects on veteran male rape survivors. Institutions can control how they react to these 

cases. They can put specific survivor-centered procedures in place and implement robust 

prevention strategies. 

Institutions for Future Research 

 There are some institutions that I did not cover either because there was not a 

public case with information available or only limited reporting was obtainable. College 

and professional sports teams, as well as police departments, are worthy of deeper study 

in the future. However, I have included a brief example for each of those organizations.  
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First, university-level sports teams are mini-institutions within colleges. 

Depending on the team’s popularity and winning percentage there can be immense 

pressure to excuse, ignore, or hide harmful behavior.44 During the 2017 college football 

Fiesta Bowl game, Christian Wilkins of Clemson University “grabbed the groin” of 

Curtis Samuel, a player on the opposing team.45 After the game, Wilkins apologized, 

“Saying he was ‘just being silly’ and ‘it’s stuff you do when you’re competing’” (Hale 

“Clemson”). Wilkins perceived boundaries – in this case, sexual boundaries – to be 

malleable under the guise of sports. Being part of a sports team allows men to transgress 

traditional sexual and emotional borders with other men because they are participating in 

a hyper-masculine activity. One of Wilkins’ teammates, Ben Boulware, added later, 

“We’ve done it all year to mess with players … No one has done it as aggressive as 

Christian did. We try to be more discreet about it. He grabbed a handful” (qtd. Hale 

“Clemson”). Boulware believes that the problem is not the actions but rather that Wilkins 

was caught. Boulware continued, “The worst thing I’ve done all year was poke Zach 

Bailey [University of South Carolina football player] in the butt. Should I really be 

suspended because I touched his butt? … Is it really that big of a deal?’” (qtd. Hale 

“Clemson”).  

                                                             
44 For example, there have been significant sexual assault scandals and investigations at 
Baylor University, Penn State University, Florida State University, Wheaton College, 
University of Minnesota, and Michigan State University. 
45 In 2018, a similar incident happened with professional football players. A Patriots 
player was caught on camera grabbing the groin of a Jets player. See 
https://nypost.com/2018/11/25/patriot-grabs-jets-crotch-because-he-put-his-s-t-in-my-
face/ 
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Obviously, the coaches and universities agreed that it was not “that big of a deal” 

given that no one was disciplined or publicly discouraged from the behavior. Clemson 

coach Dabo Swinney was asked about the sexual harassment after the game: “‘He’s a guy 

that can be a little silly at times,” Swinney said. “We don’t have a better young man on 

the team than Christian Wilkins. [He] apologized for it, apologized to the kid, that’s really 

it’” (qtd. in Kussoy “Clemson Star”). The attitude that grabbing someone’s genitals is 

“silly” deemphasizes consent and other male-on-male sexual assault problems. The coach 

saying that there is not “a better young man on the team” means this is expected behavior 

or, at the very least, tolerated by male college football athletes. The coach probably 

wanted to protect his player and his team, but at the expense of consent, decency, and 

sportsmanship. Swinney’s allegiance is to the team, his players, and the university, not to 

protecting the wellbeing of opposing teammates from unwanted sexual advances. The 

public at large saw this incident,46 and they witnessed the casual attitude of those in 

power along with the lack of consequences for the accoster. The lack of seriousness 

subtly reinforces that male sexual harassment does not matter, the behavior is excused 

because “boys will be boys,” and men cannot be sexual harassment victims. 

 In the second example, a police department in the suburbs of Paris, France, beat 

and sexually assaulted a man in public. Théo, last name withheld, came to a French 

emergency room needing major surgery after being sodomized in the rectum with a 

                                                             
46 The clip was shown numerous times on ESPN. The network also held discussion 
panels about the incident. See http://www.espn.com/college-
football/story/_/id/18406477/clemson-tigers-lb-ben-boulware-says-grabbing-play-team-
done-all-year-mess-players 
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police truncheon. Théo approached the officers after he saw one of them slap a person; 

the officers found this threatening and descended47 on Théo. However, “French 

investigators have reached an entirely different conclusion: The violent sodomy was 

accidental and occurred when the officer’s expandable baton happened to slip into the 

victim’s anus” (Holley “A Black Man”). The neighborhood erupted in protests and 

demonstrations in response to the police brutality, with racial implications heightening 

the outrage because Théo is a black man and the officers are white. Théo also noted the 

derogatory terms the officers yelled at him during the attack, both racial (“negro”), and 

emasculating (“bitch”). When the people tasked with “protecting” and “serving” the 

community commit rape, it not only discourages any survivors from coming forward to 

report their assault, but members of the public are scared and untrusting of the 

“authority” that is supposed to be available for help. Similar to what I found in the 

military section above, when institutions such as the military and police departments have 

no higher authorities imposing consequences, violent behavior is allowed to occur. When 

investigating itself, the French police force found that “[w]hile noting that the violent 

encounter was ‘very serious’, the investigation by France’s national police force 

determined that the incident was ‘not a rape’ because of the ‘unintentional character’ of 

the penetration, according to Huffington Post’s French edition” (Holley “A Black Man”). 

Fortunately, the French interior minister stepped in and charged one police officer with 

rape and three more with using excessive force. The rest of my examples are from the 

                                                             
47 Link to a video of the incident: https://www.dailystar.co.uk/news/latest-
news/585929/paris-riot-policeman-rape-sexually-assault-black-youth-baton-truncheon-
Aulnay-sous-Bois 
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US, but this case indicates that institutional abuse is not limited to our country. Sexual 

violence follows power regardless of cultural factors. 

  Framing male rape cases through the lens of institutional power allows us to 

highlight individual experiences while grasping how powerful systems operate within 

rape culture. The public instances of male sexual assault and male sexual assault 

perpetrators illustrate how male rape myths and stereotypes about male sexual assault 

sink into our consciousness. For an under-covered subject such as male-on-male sexual 

assault, any media attention is particularly important because it could be the first time 

some people engage with the topic. News reports have the power to describe cases 

accurately, repudiate any male rape myths, and make a case for why the incident is 

important. The following cases are not an exhaustive list of all public male rape 

examples, but their ease of accessibility and public prominence means they are most 

likely the cases seen the most by the public. I explain the facts of the case, describe the 

public reporting on the matter, analyze if male rape myths are present, and examine any 

institutional obstacles or issues. 

Conclusion 
 
All of the cases in this chapter demonstrate the ways male survivors are affected 

by their experience, such as shame, trauma, receiving homophobic responses, etc. After 

the initial trauma of the sexual assault, survivors often encounter institutions that dismiss 

them or fail to understand the seriousness of the rape. When institutions or organizations 

diminish the experience of the male survivors, fail to prosecute the offenders  
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significantly, and embrace male rape myths, they signal to the public that male rape can 

continue with minimal consequences for perpetrators.  

These sexual assault experiences were reported locally and sometimes nationally; 

however, many sexual assault cases are not discussed via a public medium. One can 

easily imagine Oklahoma State University never reporting the FarmHouse sexual assaults 

to the police if the paper had not been anonymously tipped off. Silence increases the 

isolation and shame associated with the experience, further insulating and traumatizing 

male survivors. The perpetrators in Texas had their sexual assault charges dismissed or 

received minor probation. What does this indicate to future male sexual assault survivors? 

Why come forward and risk public shame and embarrassment if it is unlikely the police 

or prosecutors will believe the survivor and/or punish the assailant? 

Institutions such as universities, the military, and organizations with hazing rituals 

are complicit in allowing male rape myths to flourish. Even if the rape myths do not 

spread to the community at large, the institutional or organizational decision-makers are 

influential. In their article on rape myths in the US, Edwards et al. contend that rape 

myths do not need to be held by a substantial portion of the culture for the effects to be 

consequential. They write, “social psychological theory suggests that even if one person 

or a few people in positions of social power (e.g., judge, media executive) hold a belief, 

they can still exert significant influence over elements of policy, media, law, or religion 

that can affect many people” (763). I have demonstrated that institutions and 

organizations implicitly accept male rape myths by their actions and policies. When faced 

with male sexual assault cases, OSU endangered communities outside the campus 
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grounds by failing to report a serial sexual perpetrator to the police. A Texas community 

fire protection organization twisted male sexual assault into an initiation exercise, and the 

legal system refused to hold the assailants appropriately accountable. Finally, the military 

has continually ostracized male sexual survivors such as Brian Lewis. This reluctance to 

take male rape seriously increases the homophobia, shame, and isolation male survivors 

experience. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

MALE RAPE MYTH PORTRAYALS IN SVU 

Fictional media such as television shows, movies, and books are elements of the 

culture that can communicate knowledge and ideas to the public. Fictional 

representations can reinforce negative aspects of our society or depict an aspirational 

vision of what could be. News outlets are restricted to the facts of a situation regardless 

of their impact. People make sense of the world through fictional depictions of reality and 

fantasy. Even one television show has the power to alter society’s perspective on various 

social issues. For example, two economists conducted a study finding that 16 and 

Pregnant, a popular reality show on MTV, has reduced the teen pregnancy rate in 

locations where teenagers watched more hours of MTV (Kearney and Levine 3597). The 

show features pregnant teenagers navigating relationships, obstacles, and challenges 

relating to their pregnancies. To measure the effect of 16 and Pregnant on teen 

childbearing, the authors used data from:  

Google Trends and Twitter to document changes in searches and tweets resulting 

from the show, Nielsen ratings data to capture geographic variation in viewership, 

and Vital Statistics birth data to measure changes in teen birth rates. [They found] 

that Sixteen and Pregnant led to more searches and tweets regarding birth control 

and abortion, and ultimately led to a 5.7 percent reduction in teen births in the 18 

months following its introduction. This accounts for around one-third of the  
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overall decline in teen births in the United States during that period. (Kearney and 

Levine 3597) 

These results suggest that people do change their perspectives and behavior based on the 

media they consume.48 Media portrayals of male sexual assault have the same ability to 

create change. Media can portray a variety of male survivors’ experiences with sexual 

assault (reactions and obstacles) that broaden the audience’s knowledge of male rape and 

potentially alter their opinion of male survivors. 

Hust et al. studied college students’ (female) rape myth acceptance and adherence 

to various levels of sexual consent by correlating those views with the amount of crime 

television they watch (particularly Law & Order, NCIS, and CSI).49 These authors found 

that “exposure to Law & Order [was] associated with lower rape myth acceptance[,] …. 

greater intentions to refuse unwanted sexual intentions and greater intention to adhere to 

decisions related to sexual consent” (8). This study highlights the importance of changing 

attitudes and behaviors through media representations. However, the results differed with 

CSI and NCIS: “exposure to the CSI franchise is associated with decreased intentions to 

seek consent and decreased intentions to adhere to expressions of sexual consent. 

Exposure to the NCIS franchise was associated with decreased intentions to refuse 

unwanted sexual activity. These results indicate that exposure to the specific content of 

                                                             
48 In another example, after an extensive review of empirical studies, Anderson et al. 
found that “exposure to media violence has a statistically significant association with 
aggression and violence among youth. The findings are generally consistent across media 
type and research methodology” (93–94). 
49 NCIS stands for Naval Crime Investigative Service and CSI stands for Crime Scene 
Investigation. 
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each crime drama franchise may have differential results on sexual consent negotiation 

behaviors” (Hust 1). While the Hust et al. study provides a quantitative correlation of 

crime television shows and sexual consent boundary levels, my purpose is to examine 

SVU and explain how SVU characterizes male rape myths. Law & Order: Special Victims 

Unit influences the audience to feel, recognize, and contemplate different ideas about 

male rape, which can alter their perspective on male rape and male rape myths. 

I chose to analyze adult male sexual assault representations in SVU because the 

show focuses on sexually violent crimes (as well as crimes against children) with explicit 

(rather than implied) examples of adult male-on-male rape. As stated in the introduction, 

Law & Order has been popular in American culture. Shniderman, who has written about 

Law & Order and its impact on jurors, discussed the Law & Order franchise’s longevity 

and strong ratings. The franchise began 23 years ago and through five series has produced 

more than 1,000 original episodes. Three of the series are in syndication and can be found 

on major network channels at nearly any time of the day (121). By watching the nine 

episodes of SVU with male-on-male sexual assault storylines, I identified two themes of 

common male rape myths. The first theme is homophobic male rape myths such as that 

only gay men are assaulted, only gay men rape other men, and gay men are physically 

weak. The second theme is male rape myths that exist within institutions – in this case, 

prison – such as that if one goes to prison, one will be raped, and that incarcerated men 

deserve to be assaulted. 

Law & Order: Special Victims Unit illustrates how male rape myths operate in the 

public sphere. I believe people are more likely to endorse false beliefs about male rape 
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victims if they see myths about male sexual assault played out in their entertainment 

sources. I also believe that public perceptions of male rape survivors could be affected by 

alternate representations of male sexual assault experiences. For example, an episode 

with a dynamic story of an acquaintance rape situation may make people who see the 

show more likely to accept acquaintance rape as real.50 Male sexual assault survivors also 

have a relationship with the media: some may internalize the male sexual assault myths 

the media presents, which makes it less likely that they will seek out resources or support. 

Other survivors may not directly attribute any of their experiences with rape and its 

aftermath to the media; however, they may receive reactions from their friends, family, or 

first responders that are rooted in male rape myths promoted by media sources. 

Individuals may make assumptions, form opinions, and make sense of the world through 

fictional media.51 How the media represents male rape matters because of how often it 

goes underreported and under-discussed. When there are fewer examples or scenarios 

depicting marginalized identities or experiences, their importance and representation is 

amplified when they are shown. 

                                                             
50 An example of an acquaintance rape myth is listed on the Minot State University Title 
IX informational website: “Most sexual assaults are committed by strangers. It’s not rape 
if the people involved know each other.” See https://www.minotstateu.edu/title9/keep-u-
safe/myths-and-facts.shtml 
51 Researchers have found that watching selections of the medical drama ER resulted in 
significant health knowledge increases in viewers versus those who did not watch the 
selections. See: Brodie, M., et al. “Communicating Health Information through the 
Entertainment Media.” Health Affairs (Project Hope) 20.1 (2001): 192–99. Authors 
Hinyard and Kreuter have also argued that fictional media can be used to change an 
individual’s actions. They write, “narrative approaches are emerging as a promising set of 
tools for motivating and supporting health-behavior change” (777). 
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In this chapter, I search episodes of SVU for representations of male rape myths. 

Fictional television shows are an element of culture that can influence how individuals 

feel about an issue. For instance, Anderson et al. found that viewing “violent television 

and films, video games, and music reveals unequivocal evidence that media violence 

increases the likelihood of aggressive and violent behavior in both immediate and long-

term contexts” (81). The following sections explore male sexual assault storylines in SVU 

through two themes: homophobia and prison settings. Each theme is divided into smaller 

sections according to the corresponding relevant episodes. I describe how male rape 

myths are depicted within the episodes and the ways SVU clearly furthers homophobia 

and incarceration stigma. 

 Media representation of male-on-male sexual violence, or lack of representation, 

matters to survivors. That is not to say that all survivors will feel the same way about 

male sexual assault on television. For example, one survivor I interviewed mentioned 

SVU specifically after I asked about representations he had seen in the media: 

Believe it or not, I watch Law & Order: Special Victims Unit and some of the time they 
do episodes where males have been sexually assaulted, but there’s never been a show, 
either a series or a one-time show or a movie in which – and it’s not in the literature and 
it’s not in any of the books you might find about male sexual assault – in which adult 
males are abused on a regular basis. They may show, you know, one-time assault or 
something like that, but they don’t show prolonged, repetitive abuse. But yeah, I’ve seen 
minimal portrayals; let’s put it that way. (Carter) 
 
However, another survivor prefers to avoid any media with sexual assault themes: 
 
It did pop up once or twice on television, yes. To be honest with you, when rape comes up 
as an issue on a program I’m watching, I get up and leave the room. I have trouble 
dealing with it, still. I do, admittedly. (Benton) 
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Benton does not want the reminder of his sexually violent experience, so he wants to 

avoid any media depictions. Carter continues, 

Well, I’m glad they [SVU] did the episode [on male sexual assault; I wish they had done 
more. Actually, there’s two episodes I recall from Law & Order: SVU. One was a guy 
working as a male stripper who was raped by professional women, one of whom was an 
attorney. One was the guys being picked in the park, not picked up as in an invitation to a 
date or something, but a group of individuals riding around in a van seeing guys in the 
park. Making the assessment that they had a homosexual preference and raping them 
without any proof that they may have had a homosexual preference or not. None of those 
guys wanted to, wanted to file a complaint or go to court, you know? (Carter)   
  
Carter discussed watching SVU even when the victims are male. He wants more 

representation of male sexual assault and appeared to be satisfied that SVU has some 

episodes covering sexual assault. Carter could remember plot details about the male 

survivor episodes he had seen. He remembered the portrayals of survivors as gay and that 

they did not want to go to court. Watching those episodes gives credence to male rape 

myths. For example, a survivor might think, “The male survivors on SVU are prominently 

gay; I am not gay, so I should not disclose my experience because they will not believe 

me (since I am not gay and most male survivors are), or because I do not want people to 

think I am secretly gay.” Both Carter and Benton’s reactions are valid, but more 

importantly, they speak to the reach of pop culture and the ability of the media to affect a 

rape survivor’s everyday every time he turns on the television. 

“The only thing worse than he-said, she-said, is he-said, he-said”: SVU and 
Homophobia 

 
Law & Order: Special Victims Unit is a crime drama whose storylines focus 

solely on sexual assaults and child victims. Throughout their 16 seasons and 366 

episodes, based on the episode descriptions, 14 episodes (3.83% of all episodes) included 



82 

adult male sexual assault survivors. It is a positive step for a popular television show to 

include male sexual assault survivors because it raises awareness; however, SVU often 

reinforces stereotypes and rape myths about male rape survivors. For example, the 

survivor characters are often gay and typically “in the closet.” Focusing only on the 

specific cases of male survivors being gay seems to imply that their sexual assaults are 

punishments (for being gay). Angela Harris pointed out that historically “Western 

masculinity from the eighteenth century onward has placed men in a double bind: In 

order to be true men, they must not be homosexual; yet many paths toward hegemonic 

masculinity – such as sport, battle, and mentorship – involve just the sort of close, 

emotionally intense, and frequently physical and sexually charged relationships that 

subject men to the suspicion that they are homosexual” (787). Men are placed in 

situations where they are supposed to form close bonds with other men – just not too 

close (i.e., sexual). Breaking down homophobia is key to making society a place that is 

more inclusive for all people regardless of sexuality and destigmatizes the shame rooted 

in internalized homophobia that some men might feel if another man has sexually 

assaulted them. The connections between homophobia, male rape myths, and media 

representations of male sexual assault survivors made while analyzing SVU highlight 

distinct ways that male rape is embodied. 

While gay men can be the victims of male rape, it is a myth that only gay men are 

male sexual assault survivors. Maintaining the idea that only gay men can be assaulted 

results in two interrelated harmful consequences. First, when people endorse the male 

rape myth that men can fight back against an assault, overrepresentations of gay men as 
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victims stigmatize them as weak. Their masculinity is perceived as passive or not strong 

enough to overpower perpetrators. Second, because there is shame associated with being 

gay (and weak) in our heterosexist society, some straight male sexual assault survivors 

might feel threatened, scared, or insecure as a result of being classified as gay. They will 

be less likely to come forward and share or report their assault for fear of people 

questioning their masculinity or assuming they are gay. There are not official statistics for 

the number of male sexual assault survivors broken down by sexuality in the US, but a 

survivors’ services non-profit in the United Kingdom has reported that 40% of their male 

clients are gay or bisexual (“GLA Report”). Law & Order: Special Victims Unit 

reinforces the male rape myth that only gay men are assaulted by overrepresenting the 

number of gay victims in their show. 

Episode: “Criminal Hatred” 

In the SVU episode “Criminal Hatred,” an openly gay man seduces closeted men 

at gay bars to a hotel room where he ties them up, assaults them physically and sexually, 

and in one case, kills the victim. As the detectives attempt to catch the assailant, the 

survivors are unwilling to cooperate because they do not want their families (some of the 

men are married to women and have children) or employers to know about their 

sexuality. This upholds the false beliefs that gay men are usually shamed or embarrassed 

by their sexuality, that they “hide” in heterosexual relationships, and that their sexuality is 

dangerous. It reinforces the idea that gay men, especially if they are in the closet, could 

be assaulted or killed because of their sexuality. While it is a reality that gay men are 

harassed, assaulted and/or killed, the episode seems to imply a connection of male rape as 
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retribution for the victims’ sexuality or lying in their heterosexual relationships. Similarly, 

in “The Strain,” another SVU episode that focuses on gay male victims, men were killed 

leaving gay nightclubs (there was not a sexual assault element). The perpetrator was 

motivated to kill the men because the victims had the acquired immune deficiency 

syndrome (AIDS) virus. Both “Criminal Hatred” and “The Strain” link homosexuality 

with punishment and lack of personal privacy (such as one’s sexual preference or health 

status being leaked, intentionally or not, to family and employers). Given the media’s 

ability to change a viewer’s beliefs and actions,52 it is dangerous to closely associate 

homosexuality with mistreatment. 

The episode “Rotten” includes a side plot where a prison guard, Nathan Duarte, is 

suspected of sodomizing an inmate (Torres) because he used homophobic slurs to refer to 

the guard. I cover this episode in greater depth in the prison and racial themes section, but 

a homophobic strain is present in the episode. For example, after the attack, the nurse 

explains to Detective Tutuola why the guard might have motive: 

Nurse: An intake guard, Nathan Duarte. And he seemed pretty steamed, too. Not 
that I blame him. 
Tutuola: What was he mad about?  
Nurse: Uh, Torres was calling him some ugly names. Uh, homo, faggot, pillow. 
You get the gist. 
Tutuola: Guards got to be thick-skinned. 
Nurse: Except for Nathan. Another guard just outed him not too long ago. . . . He 
did not want Nathan to touch him. “Rotten” 

 
 

                                                             
52 For an example of television’s influence on individual behavior, see: Kearney and 
Levine. “Media Influences on Social Outcomes: The Impact of MTV’s 16 and Pregnant 
on Teen Childbearing.” The American Economic Review 105.12 (2015): 3597–632. Print. 
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The nurse suggests that it was not only that the inmate used homophobic slurs to question 

Duarte’s masculinity, but since the guard was gay and recently outed against his will, his 

motive for violence was even greater. The audience is meant to think that the guard was 

hiding his sexuality because he was afraid of being called “faggot” or “pillow” and that 

would upset him so much that he would brutally sexual assault the inmate in retaliation. 

The detectives visit Duarte, who questions their assumptions of his involvement based on 

his sexuality: 

Duarte: I don’t believe this. I’m a suspect because I’m gay. 
Detective Benson: No, it’s because you were the last person who had access to the 
victim. 
Duarte: And since I’m the sodomy expert, I did this to teach the homophobe a 
lesson. Is that your theory? I didn’t touch the little creep. “Rotten” 

 
Duarte’s alibi is that he was with his boyfriend. The next scene involves the detectives 

showing up at the boyfriend’s door, but in a typical Law & Order twist, his wife answers 

the door. We find out that the boyfriend is actually married with children and dating 

Duarte in secret. Law & Order: Special Victims Unit’s insistence on showing gay men or 

men who have sex with men as being in the closet and often married and cheating 

sensationalizes the idea that there are an outstanding number of married men who are 

secretly gay or want to have sex with men. 

 Overrepresenting closeted gay men as victims preserves the notion that sexuality 

is dualistic rather than on a sexual spectrum. It eschews the possibility that married men 

and women in a primarily committed partnership could have flexible or open sexual 

relationships. In 2015, the market research firm YouGov administered the Alfred Kinsey 

sexuality scale from the 1940s in the US; the scale goes from zero (exclusively 
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heterosexual) to six (exclusively homosexual). They found that 29% of under 30-year-

olds put themselves somewhere in the category of bisexuality (Blow “Sexual 

Attraction”). Younger generations are growing up in an era where it is socially 

permissible to explore various aspects of one’s sexuality and not be limited to opposite 

gender sexual experiences. The first three survivors in the “Criminal Hatred” episode are 

portrayed as having families with homophobic responses rather than loving, open 

conversations. However, in the fourth survivor’s case, the detectives assume the wife 

does not know about her husband’s sexuality, but she reveals that she is aware of his 

sexual experiences and that they have a happy arrangement. The reveal that the wife was 

“in” on her husband’s sexuality was presented as strange and surprising rather than how 

healthy couples might communicate about their relationship. The wife, Mrs. Dunleavy, 

explains their agreement when the detectives give her the news about her husband: 

Detective Benson: Mrs. Dunleavy, your husband was a victim of a crime. 
Mrs. Dunleavy: What kind of crime? Where was he?  
Detective Benson: In a hotel in Chelsea. 
Mrs. Dunleavy: A crime in a hotel?  
Detective Amaro: He was apparently assaulted. 
Mrs. Dunleavy: I always told him he should be careful with those boys he picked 
up. 
Detective Amaro: So, you knew about his activities? 
Mrs. Dunleavy: Of course, I was his wife. Our anniversary is tomorrow.  
Detective Amaro: Well, not all men would tell their wives.  
Mrs. Dunleavy: Harry just liked to blow off steam sometimes. But he was 
considerate. He knew it would hurt me if he cheated on me. 
Detective Benson: If he cheated on you?  
Mrs. Dunleavy: With women. I don’t expect you to understand. Every marriage is 
different. Ours was just a little more different than others. But we loved each 
other. “Criminal Hatred” 

 
It seems that the audience is supposed to be more shocked by the victim’s sexually fluid 

desires than the traumatic sexual assault he experienced. For a television example of the 
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other side of the spectrum, the American version of House of Cards shows the protagonist 

couple, Claire and Frank Underwood (Robin Wright and Kevin Spacey53) as having a 

sexually fluid, somewhat open relationship. Their marriage is “somewhat” open because 

they renegotiate their boundaries and have a say in the other’s choice of partners 

throughout the show’s four seasons. Discussing the couple’s sexuality for Bitch Media, 

S.E. Smith writes: 

But Claire and Frank also acknowledge that even in a loving relationship, it’s not 

always possible to be all things to a partner, which makes for one of the most 

unique marriages on television. Whether they simply have an open marriage, a 

poly relationship, or a nonmonogamous one isn’t clear. But what is obvious is that 

they’ve negotiated the terms of their marriage and their relationships with people 

outside their partnership. Claire and Frank aren’t cheating on each other when 

they sleep with their lovers—and this makes them stand out in a television 

landscape where nonmonogamous relationships are almost never depicted, and 

when they are, they’re usually accompanied by stigma and shaming . . . . We 

certainly see evidence of Frank’s probable bisexuality again in what is probably 

the most famous scene on the show: an apparent threesome between him, Claire, 

and his bodyguard Edward Meechum (some people also saw that scene as Claire 

giving permission to Frank and Edward to fool around without her) … It marked 

one of the few times we’ve see a threesome on screen in a non-porn setting. As 

                                                             
53 In 2017, several men came forward to say Kevin Spacey sexually assaulted them. See 
https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/22/entertainment/kevin-spacey-sexual-assault-case-los-
angeles/index.html 
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with Claire and Frank’s marriage, it wasn’t presented in a negative light, but 

simply as an aspect of their lives and an expression of their sexuality. 

(“Nonmonogamy”) 

Although both the Claire/Frank relationship and the male survivor/wife couple on SVU 

highlight honest, open, sexually fluid martial relationships, House of Cards still manages 

to display the relationship as a revolutionary, aspirational, and progressive married 

partnership. While SVU attempts to display a marriage where the wife and husband have 

a happy, sexually open agreement, by portraying the detectives as stunned, it appears that 

the show was using sexuality for shock value. This is not to say that all couples should be 

gender fluid or engage with multiple partners, but that media representations like Claire 

and Frank increase the normalization of open communication in marriage and 

destigmatizes sexual fluidity for those who have a flexible sexual orientation. If sexual 

fluidity was more accepted in society, it could reduce the shame and stigma associated 

with homosexuality, and normalize sexual freedom for fulfilling sexual relationships 

outside the heteronormative standard. It could also reduce the stigma male sexual assault 

survivors experience when coming forward to share their trauma, because it chips away 

at hegemonic masculinity and rigid expectations of heterosexuality. 

 Some gay male sexual assault survivors may have legitimate reasons for wanting 

to protect their sexuality, such as fear of unaccepting family members or hostile work 

environments. Closeted gay men may be afraid of their sexuality becoming public if they 

report their sexual assault, or of homophobic responses from law enforcement. Going 

back to the SVU episode “Criminal Hatred,” the detectives inadvertently out a survivor in 
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the process of investigating the case. The male survivor specifically stresses that being 

outed is his main concern about cooperating with the police. His fear is realized when the 

detectives unmindfully share his sexual orientation with an acquaintance. In one scene, a 

survivor defensively attempts to explain his reasoning to the detectives, attempting to 

stave off their potential judgment:  

Male Victim: I get these urges. I try to fight them. I try to push them down. 
Detective Benson: Nobody’s judging you. 
Male Victim: Maybe you’re not. But my firm is not gay-friendly. And my wife, if 
I lose my wife, if I lose my family, I lose everything. 
Detective Benson: We have no desire to hurt your family. 
Male Victim: Then leave us alone. “Criminal Hatred” 

 
The detectives take the stance that it is more important for the survivor to risk outing his 

sexuality than to have a perpetrator go free. In the real world, men who are keeping their 

sexuality a secret might have these same concerns about reporting their sexual assault. 

The audience is supposed to feel the pressure of keeping the secret on the survivor while 

also feeling uncomfortable about the survivor lying to his family, complicating the 

sympathy we feel for the victim. In this episode, once the survivors are “out,” their 

cooperation with police and sharing of their experiences is still not enough because the 

district attorney (DA) does not want to take the case. The DA informs the detectives that 

a jury will see the male sexual assaults as “gay sex games” and will not take the men 

seriously as victims: 

DA: I’ll pile it on, rape, robbery, unlawful imprisonment. But he didn’t prey on 
altar boys. The jury is going to think those men were asking for it.  
Detective Tutuola: Only thing worse than he-said, she-said is he-said, he-said. 
“Criminal Hatred” 
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The DA asks the detectives to find female survivors from the same perpetrator because 

the jury will be sympathetic to female rape victims. This scene highlights the fact that the 

public does not take male assault survivors seriously, and the lawyer’s crassness in only 

valuing female victims for the jury makes the audience identify with the male victims and 

how difficult it is for them to come forward and be believed. Our society routinely 

attempts to discredit and harass female rape survivors, and complicating that with our 

disbelief that men can be sexually assaulted makes the obstacles male survivors face 

clear. 

Episode: “Gridiron Soldier” 

 In the 15th season of SVU, the episode “Gridiron Soldier” presents an even more 

complex storyline with homophobic themes. In this episode, a young man named Cedric 

(an 18-year-old college football recruit) attends a recruit party and consents to receive 

oral sex from a woman. Members of the party blindfold him and after the act, the 

blindfold is removed and a male (Ty, who identifies as gay) had actually performed the 

oral sex. Cedric is initially arrested for enacting homophobic violence; he physically 

assaults a man in a gay bar for asking him on a date. Through the course of the 

investigation, the detectives believe Cedric’s violence was triggered by his earlier 

deceptive oral sexual assault experience. However, in the police interview, Cedric does 

not attribute the violence to his assault:  

Detective Benson: Okay, Cedric, so why don’t you tell me what did happen?  
Cedric: He was all over me at the bar. I told him to get up off me. I didn’t want to 
be getting AIDS. 
Detective Amaro: Wait, you thought he was going to give you AIDS?  
Cedric: He was trying to kiss me. I told him I don’t roll like that. 
Detective Amaro: By knocking him out?  
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Cedric: He wouldn’t listen. Why’d he try to pick me up anyways? I’m straight!  
Detective Benson: Cedric, you do realize that the bar that you were in was a gay 
bar?  
Cedric: No way. They had hockey on TV.  
“Gridiron Solider”  

 
After this exchange, the audience is supposed to feel sympathy for Cedric because of his 

sexual assault and his lack of conscious connection between the violence he perpetrated 

and the deceptive assault he received, but he also acts as a reflection of the culture’s 

stereotypes of gay men. Cedric’s character acts as the audience cypher, and the audience 

is supposed be surprised that the sports bar was for gay men. Society associates sports 

with masculinity and strength, while gay men are assumed feminine and weak; therefore, 

a sports bar affiliated with queerness is taboo-breaking. However, SVU does not appear to 

be making a statement about masculinity, sports, and queerness by using a gay sports bar 

setting. The gay sports bar is just a prop, a way to “surprise” the audience. It feels 

exploitative rather than subversive.  

Cedric continues to react in a strongly homophobic manner in the second police 

interview: 

Detective Amaro: We talked to Ty. 
Cedric: I don’t know who that is. 
Detective Amaro: The male cheerleader. Look, if he did something to you that 
made you uncomfortable, something that made you confused.  
Detective Tutuola: Listen, Cedric, we’re here to – 
Cedric: Man, get your hands off me. I’m not gay. I’m not a fag, all right? 
Detective Amaro: Hey, take it easy, big man.  
Cedric: I didn’t want that. 
Detective Tutuola: Calm down. 
Cedric: I didn’t want any of it. “Gridiron Solider” 
 

Cedric represents how a heterosexual male might react to being sexually assaulted by 

another male: he leans into his masculinity by starting a fight and using homophobic 
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slurs. By expressing his hegemonic masculinity through fighting and insults, in his mind 

he is reaffirming his heterosexuality. In the last scene of the episode, the detectives find 

another player, Eddie, who was also sexually assaulted and hazed by the football team. 

Detective Amaro promises to maintain Eddie’s anonymity, but Eddie has other plans: 

Detective Amaro: I know you risked a lot, telling us what happened to you. With 
an NFL [National Football League] draft in your future, it’s not something you 
want getting out there. Now, it’s not going to. 
Eddie: I appreciate that, I do. But, uh, I’m done with football. If they ever found 
out the truth about me … 
Detective Amaro: No one’s going to find out, Eddie. No one. 
Eddie: It’s just not about me being assaulted. Man, uh I am gay. You think college 
was bad, imagine a pro locker room? I just can’t spend another ten years in the 
closet. I just can’t do it. 
Detective Amaro: Okay. I mean, after all you’ve been through, that’s a big 
sacrifice. 
Eddie: No, I’m taking the coward’s way out. The big sacrifice would’ve been to 
go pro and come out. I’m just not ready for that. Neither is the NFL.  
“Gridiron Solider” 

 
 Eddie’s storyline highlights how homophobia is pervasive in his life regardless of the 

assault. Eddie is actively foregoing a lucrative career option because he does not want to 

hide his sexuality. Gay survivors have expressed54 fear of coming forward to report their 

rape because it would confirm myths about homosexuality, such as that they are weak or 

that only gay men are assaulted. Even SVU plays with the stereotype by portraying Eddie 

as masculine and strong and then “surprising” the audience with his sexuality at the end 

                                                             
54 The Chicago Rape Crisis Hotline supervisor said, “I don’t know any other survivors 
who need to worry about ‘coming out’ to medical staff, law enforcement, advocates, and 
potentially their support systems when they’re trying to get help. We know transgender 
people have experienced harassment, abuse, and assault by medical practitioners and 
police; their fears about being discriminated against while reporting are very real. 
Another challenge is thinking about how disclosing violence within intimate relationships 
may confirm some stereotypes about LGBTQ relationships being inherently inferior or 
unhealthy” (“Working with LGBTQ Survivors”).  
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of the episode. Overall, “Gridiron Solider” embodies classic homophobic stereotypes 

about sexuality and masculinity without moving the conversation to a progressive place 

where men can deal with sexual trauma without homophobic responses. 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) communities have 

made strides in increasing media representations of characters with various sexual 

orientations,55 but more improvement is needed to avoid stereotypes and reinforcing 

sexuality myths, specifically concerning how gay men experience sexual assault. In her 

article about the effect of Law & Order on our perceptions of the justice system, Manis 

explains how Law & Order orchestrates the audiences’ feelings: “Like its deceptively tidy 

opening theme, it refuses to resolve the complications embedded in the various debates 

its episodes embody – even when action appears to resolve. Instead, it rehearses 

contradictions in such a way as to destabilize viewers’ ability to land firmly on one side 

or another. The result is that arguments from multiple viewpoints demands consideration 

and interrogation. Between right and wrong blur, and justice is often rendered 

ambivalent” (195). In the episodes “Criminal Hatred,” “Rotten,” and “Gridiron Solider,” 

SVU manipulates viewers in just the way Manis describes, sometimes by building 

sympathy for the victims, and other times by endorsing rape myths and seemingly 

punishing the survivors. Survivors, regardless of their sexual orientation, may experience 

resistance when coming forward to report or seek services for fear of either being 

connected with homosexuality or confirming homosexuality myths such as being weak or 

                                                             
55 The Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) produces a media report 
each year detailing the number of LGBTQ characters on television. For the 2018 report, 
see https://www.glaad.org/whereweareontv18 
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feminine. Male survivors should feel comfortable seeking out help or services for dealing 

with the trauma, and the media – SVU in particular – could influence the public’s reaction 

by writing progressive male sexual assault storylines. 

Male Sexual Assault in the Prison System and SVU 

 A common male rape myth suggests that male rape usually or only happens in 

prison environments. One study measured college student opinions about prison rape and 

rape myth acceptance. The researcher found that “prison rape-supportive beliefs were 

evident among a minority of the sample and were predicted by general punitiveness and 

male and female rape myth acceptance” (King and Hanrahan 179). While sexual assaults 

in prison are prevalent, overrepresenting male sexual assault portrayals within the prison 

system is problematic because it underemphasizes or negates male sexual assaults in 

communities outside of prisons. Focusing solely on prison assault also brands former 

inmates by assuming that since they were incarcerated they have probably been assaulted. 

In 2012 Congress stated, “Nearly 200,000 inmates now incarcerated have been or will be 

the victim of prison rape … The total number of inmates who have sexually assaulted in 

the past 20 years likely exceeds 1,000,000” (Bell “‘They Deserve It’”). 

 Currently,56 the U.S. prison system is attempting to implement/enforce the Prison 

Rape Elimination Act (PREA). Congress passed the PREA in 2003 in response to a 

Human Rights Watch report on prison rape that estimated that 13% of inmates have been 

                                                             
56 In May 2017, the Trump administration announced new guidelines aimed at 
transgender inmates requiring that their housing and facility use be determined by their 
genitalia rather than their gender identity. For more details, see 
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/dominicholden/trump-transgender-prisons-
protections#.hlVbaKLQbK 
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sexually assaulted. Other researchers found similar incident frequency of male rape in 

prison. Struckman-Johnson assessed seven prison facilities for male-on-male sexual 

assault experiences. Struckman-Johnson discovered “that 21% of the inmates had 

experienced at least one episode of pressured or forced sexual contact since incarcerated 

in their state, and 16% reported that an incident had occurred in their current facility” 

(379). The percentage of men57 reporting sexual assault in prison is higher than in the 

general male population (10%).  

 Rowell-Cunsolo, Harrison, and Haile conducted an anonymous self-report 

questionnaire on male inmates’ exposure to sexual assault while in prison. These authors 

found that 43% of inmates reported hearing sexual assaults occurring and 16% had 

visually witnessed a sexual assault. Men are being sexually assaulted at higher rate in 

prison than in the general public, and prisons have an incentive to hide the rates for fear 

of PREA retribution. Incarcerated individuals have (most likely58) committed a crime, so 

the treatment they receive, even being sexually assaulted, is often seen as “deserved” or 

part of their punishment. However, I believe that overrepresentation of male prison rape 

stigmatizes both incarcerated men and non-incarcerated male survivors. Focusing on a 

person’s humanity and the trauma of sexual assault could help people recognize that all 

                                                             
57 This project concentrates on male-on-male rape experiences, but it is important to note 
that female-on-male sexual assault happens in prisons as well: “In men’s facilities, 
women generally constitute a minority of correctional staff, yet survey respondents 
consistently report much higher rates of sexual victimization by women staff than by 
fellow inmates. More than two-thirds of male victims of staff sexual abuse say that their 
perpetrators were exclusively women” (Buchanan 1639). 
58 According to the Innocence Project, an estimate of “1 percent of the US prison 
population, approximately 20,000 people, are falsely convicted.” See 
https://www.innocenceproject.org/how-many-innocent-people-are-in-prison/ 
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survivors deserve empathy regardless of their incarceration status. Law & Order: Special 

Victims Unit sets two of the adult male sexual assault episodes within the prison system. 

However, before the SVU episode analysis, it is important to comprehend society’s 

perception of male sexual assault in prison and its addition to male rape culture. 

 Male rape is statistically a more likely occurrence for incarcerated men, but it is a 

myth to assume that male rape only happens to incarcerated men, or that rape is inevitable 

in prison. Associating male rape with the prison system has two harmful consequences. 

When male sexual assault is only correlated with a closed institution, in this case prison, 

it stigmatizes men who are sexually assaulted but not part of that system. Comparable to 

the fear of being seen as homosexual, survivors may be unwilling to come forward and 

seek assistance for fear of being stigmatized with criminality. On the other side, 

normalizing prison rape as inevitable makes sexual assault a normalized part of the 

system. People may be unwilling to change the “inevitability” of the system, especially if 

they believe the risk of sexual assault is part of the punishment in prison. Men who do 

have a sexual assault experience while incarcerated may resist coming forward for fear of 

acknowledging the damage to their masculinity, because they do not want to confirm the 

stereotype or distrust those in power. Inversely, the link between incarceration and sexual 

assault means that men who have been in prison but were not sexually assaulted may 

have to contend with male rape myths anyway.  

 The stereotypes and myths associated with serving prison time have 

consequences: “Stigmatization due to criminal justice involvement can occur even after 

an arrest, but stigma most profoundly affects those who have felony convictions and have 
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served time in prison. The stigma resulting from a felony conviction can be seen in 

barriers to reentry following release from prison” (Evans, Pelletier, and Szkola 256). For 

example, one qualitative study of former inmates found that individuals who perceived 

incarceration-related discrimination were more likely to have chronic health conditions, 

and the anticipation of stigma is associated with depression and anxiety (Moore, Stuewig, 

and Tangney 538). If prison is a punitive measure, then people may not be invested in the 

costs of stigma. If prisons are supposed to be rehabilitative and allow individuals to 

merge back into society as productive citizens, then the negative health outcomes of 

stigma should be of great concern. 

Prison and Pop Culture 

 One of the ways stigmatization of individuals who have been incarcerated 

operates is through pop culture representations. In the US, it has become commonplace to 

make jokes about being sexually assaulted in prison. Similar to the military with its large 

male population, (male) prison institutions serve as a “safe” place for the public to 

comment on male-on-male sexual assault. For example, news comedian John Oliver 

devoted a segment on his weekly comedic news show to America’s treatment of men in 

prison. Oliver created a montage of television and movie clips that joke about men being 

raped in prison.59 The most disturbing instances were from children’s programming. In a 

clip from SpongeBob SquarePants, SpongeBob is in a community shower and 

dramatically drops a bar of soap. “Dropping the soap” is often used as a joke for men 

                                                             
59 Some of the shows depicted include Third Rock from the Sun, Half Baked, I Now 
Pronounce You Chuck and Larry, and Office Space (Oliver “Last Week Tonight”). 
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being sexually assaulted in the shower, because when men bend over to pick up the soap 

they are apparently in a vulnerable, inviting sexual position that is irresistible to 

perpetrators (Eigenberg and Baro 63–64). In another example directed toward children, 

the film Puss in Boots includes an animated egg that says to the animated cat, Puss, “You 

got any idea what they do to eggs in San Ricardo prison? It ain’t over easy” (“Prison”). 

These shows are priming children from a young age to think that it is acceptable to laugh 

at and make fun of male characters who are sexually assaulted.  

 One in fifty-three boys will be sexually abused by an adult before they are 18,60 so 

as they are dealing with this trauma, children’s television shows are escalating their 

shame and embarrassment by laughing at characters that “drop the soap” (Finkelhor et al. 

330). Oliver explained how our society silences the threat and trauma of prison rape by 

disengaging from the prisoners’ humanity:  

The rest of us are much happier completely ignoring it [sexual assault of 

prisoners]; perhaps because it’s so easy not to care about prisoners. They are, by 

definition, convicted criminals. In fact, it’s so easy not to care about them, that we 

are really comfortable making jokes about one of the most horrifying things that 

could potentially happen to them … We are somehow collectively able to laugh 

about references to the fact that about four percent of prisoners reported being 

sexually victimized in the past year. One in twenty-five. Now, that might not 

sound like a lot, but think of it like this: If every time you bought two-dozen 

                                                             
60 When you include both adult and peer perpetrators, the number is one in twenty 
(Finkelhor et al. 330). 
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doughnuts, one of them had been raped, you’d be pretty upset. And those are 

pastries, prisoners are people! If you don’t know a prisoner though, or think that 

you’re ever likely to become one, then their safety and health is not high on your 

list of priorities. (Oliver “Prison”) 

Oliver highlighted how our society often responds to incarcerated individuals with a lack 

of empathy. Because they have broken the law, they are stripped of their humanity and 

the collective consciousness decides that they deserve whatever trauma comes their way. 

Mindful portrayals of prison rape are essential because stereotypical depictions can 

further dehumanize incarcerated men who experience trauma, but any interpretation 

strengthens the stereotype that the majority of men in prison are sexual assaulted. 

Examining the SVU episodes that focus on prison rape exposes how the show handles 

typical male prison myths.  

Episode: “Rotten” 

In Season Four of SVU, the episode “Rotten” revolves around a man named 

Carlos Torres who was sodomized in jail and dies from internal bleeding. Torres yelled 

homophobic epithets at the arresting officers and as retaliation, they sodomized him with 

a plunger. Almost all of the characters presented in this episode are men of color. 

“Rotten” is one of two episodes61 featuring a male victim who is a person of color. Law & 

Order: Special Victims Unit only showing Latino and African American men as sexual 

assault victims in the context of prison perpetuates myths that men of color are only 

                                                             
61 The other episode featuring a male of color is “Gridiron Solider,” where the man was a 
football star. In SVU’s world, men of color are in prison or athletes. 



100 

assaulted in prison contexts and are unlikely to be victimized outside of prison settings. 

Men of color are radically overrepresented in the U.S. prison system. African American 

men make up 40% of the prison population, while only 13% of the American population 

is African American.62 One in three African American men are arrested at some point in 

their lives (“Report of the Sentencing Project”). Even given these statistics concerning 

overrepresentation of black men, Struckman-Johnson found that “White inmates 

complained that Black sexual aggressors routinely preyed on young White inmates. Our 

data showed that the targets in 60% of the incidents were White, whereas the perpetrators 

in 74% of the incidents were Black” (386). One reason Caucasian men are assaulted more 

often in the prison system is the shift in power dynamics.  

With dominance in numbers, men of color suddenly have more power, and one 

way to exercise that power is through sexual assault. Struckman-Johnson also found that 

prison rape can vary greatly from facility to facility. They found higher rates of sexual 

coercion when inmate populations are greater than 1,000, there is conflict between black 

and white inmates, barracks housing is used, and there is a greater proportion of inmates 

who have committed a crime against another person. The presence of a sufficient number 

of motivated security staff and tight security measures appears to limit sexual coercion 

among inmates (389). It appears that one’s risk of being sexually assaulted in prison is 

directly connected to the institution’s level of overcrowding, planning thoughtfulness, 

staff support, and race relations. Law & Order: Special Victims Unit underscores the 

                                                             
62 Hispanic men make up 19% of the prison population and 16% of the American 
population according to the Prisoner Policy Institute; see 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/rates.html  
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reality of the racial makeup of men of color in the prison system, but the storylines 

perpetuate myths of prison rape as inevitable and as punishment for or deterrence from 

committing a crime. 

In the initial investigation scene, the detectives interview a potential suspect, 

Hector Ramirez, because they are told he has a history of sexually assaulting inmates. 

The detectives ask Ramirez about his history and the victim:  

Hector Ramirez: I didn’t know the mark was even gonna be in the infirmary.  
  Detective Tutuola: Opportunity knocked. Torres is Dominican, you’re Mexican. 

This is an easy close. 
Hector Ramirez: Yeah, if you make it up. 
Detective Benson: We didn’t have to. We checked your prison records. Seems you 
get off forcing your fellow inmates to bend over. 
Detective Tutuola: What’d you rape him with, Hector? Something real handy in 
the infirmary, like a mop or a broom?  
Hector Ramirez: I only went up there to get next to the nurse. Got a long bid this 
time. I won’t be seeing ladies for a while. 
Detective Benson: What makes you think that the nurse would even talk to you?  
Hector Ramirez: If she had been by herself, I would have made her do more than 
just talk. “Rotten” 

 
Ramirez denies sodomizing Torres but openly admits to planning to rape the female 

nurse. From this scene, the audience is supposed to be convinced of Ramirez’s 

heterosexuality and feel no remorse at his incarceration. His openness with the detectives 

about his motive confirms that he is dangerous criminal deservedly behind bars.  

 Once the detectives discover that a police officer (Edmunds) was responsible for 

the sodomy and subsequent murder, Detective Benson discusses the details with her boss, 

Capitan Craighen:  

Detective Benson: But there is no way that Edmunds acted alone.  
Captain Craighen: No proof he didn’t. 
Detective Benson: Our victim was a gangster and a homophobe. What Edmunds 
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did to him is tantamount to his worst nightmare. He would’ve kicked like a mule 
to make it stop. 
Captain Craighen: You’re thinking Torres was held down. 
Detective Benson: He had to be. “Rotten” 

 
Benson’s insight endorses how terrible sexual assault is for men, but especially for 

masculine men. Gangster is not only a racialized word; it is code for hyper-masculine. 

Her comment implies that because gangsters are “tough,” they would never be 

“weak/feminine” (the opposite of strong/masculine) enough to be gay. This scene also 

rallies the audience to the victim’s side by revealing that he fought back. Even though 

he’s described as a “gangster” and a “homophobe,” the audience is reminded that he was 

a “good” victim because he fought back. No one deserves to be sexually assaulted, but 

SVU associates ideal/expected victim behavior with sexual violence being particularly 

bad. People may be most comfortable with male victims who have the ability/strength to 

fight back, showing that they did everything possible to not “let it happen.” However, on 

SVU, the victim died. For survivors who freeze or do not fight back because their body 

prevents them from moving or they feel that not moving is the safest way to survive, SVU 

is indicating that perhaps male-on-male rape is not their “worst nightmare.”  

 Unfortunately, SVU’s “Rotten” is one example of their “ripped from the headlines” 

episodes. Angela Harris describes a similar situation from 1997:  

New York City Police officer Charles Schwarz forcibly held down a Haitian 

immigrant named Abner Louima in a bathroom in the 70th Precinct while 

Schwarz’s fellow officer Justin Volpe rammed a broken broomstick into Louima’s 

rectum, rupturing his bladder and his colon, and then jammed it into his mouth … 

Louima was left to wait nearly three hours, bleeding in a holding cell, until an 
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officer was assigned to accompany the paramedics to the hospital. (778) 

The officer mistakenly believed Louima was responsible for punching him during a bar 

fight, but it was actually his cousin who hit the officer. Harris continues, “No one 

suggested psychiatric help for Volpe and Schwarz or wondered why rape with a 

broomstick was a logical response to a punch. No one questioned their sexual 

orientation” (778). Just as people accept the rape myth that all survivors of sexual 

violence are gay, they also assume male perpetrators of male victims are gay. In reality, 

perpetrators such as Volpe and Schwarz can be heterosexual, reaffirming that sexual 

assault is about power, not sexuality. Because men perceive their power as connected to 

physical strength, feminization becomes the worst thing that can happen to them. Both 

“Rotten” and the Louima case involved male police officers who felt so emasculated that 

they expressed their frustrations, power, and emotions through brutal sexual assaults. 

Episode: “Fallacy” 

 In the episode “Fallacy,” SVU presents a second prison rape. A woman (Cheryl) 

reports an attempted sexual assault, and her assailant is found dead. All of the characters 

in this episode are white, but the victim is revealed a pre-operation transgender woman.63 

Much of the episode is back and forth about discovering how the assailant was killed, but 

eventually Cheryl admits that she killed the assailant (Joe) because he was going to “out” 

her gender status to her boyfriend. Joe had discovered her birth sex. The detectives and 

DA express sympathy concerning Cheryl’s predicament. She is offered a plea deal with 

                                                             
63 The actress, Katherine Moennig, is cisgender. I am making that assumption since she 
has never publicly announced gender fluidity. 
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the minimum prison time to avoid a major trial with a higher risk of extended 

incarceration. However, to accept the plea deal, she also must serve her time at the male 

prison facility. The state of New York only recognizes post-operation gender. The 

attorneys (defense and prosecution), the judge, and Cheryl all discuss the situation:  

Berger (defendant/Cheryl’s attorney): Cheryl Avery is a woman.  
Prosecutor: The State of New York doesn’t see it that way.  
DA Cabot: The medical community would side with the defendant in the matter 
of her gender. 
Judge: This hearing is not about the politics of gender. It’s about where to house 
him. 
Berger: It’s extremely derogatory to refer to my client using male pronouns. 
Judge: You have my sincere apology, but biologically, your client is a man. 
Berger: My client will be singled out for abuse in a male facility. 
Prosecutor: Not if she stops taking hormones. 
Berger: Federal prison guidelines state the pre-established hormone levels of 
transsexuals must be maintained. 
Prosecutor: When prescribed by a physician. Your client was self-medicating with 
a friend's birth control pills. 
Cheryl: Look, I’d rather die than stop hormone therapy. 
Cabot: What about protective custody?  
Berger: Twenty-three hours a day without human contact. That’s cruel and 
unusual. 
Judge: I’m generously giving your client the choice. Either stop the hormones or 
go into protective custody. “Fallacy” 
 

This scene denotes the backward nature of the justice system via their misunderstanding 

or lack of empathy for people who are transgender. It reveals how the state allows 

biology to trump gender identity and physical presentation.64 Law & Order: Special 

Victims Unit does a service by educating the public about obstacles transgender people  

 

                                                             
64 In April 2018, New York City mayor Bill de Blasio signed an order allowing 
transgender inmates to decide where they want to be housed based on their gender 
identity.  
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may face in exchanges with the government or justice institutions and building our 

compassion for Cheryl. 

 Cheryl has to take her chances at trial, hoping to be found not guilty and avoid 

being sent to a men’s prison. The worst-case scenario happens: she is found guilty and 

placed in a male correctional facility. The very last moment of the episode ends with 

Detective Benson being informed that Cheryl was attacked and gang raped that evening, 

her first night, in prison: 

DA Cabot: What’s up?  
Detective Benson: I gotta go to Bellevue. You should come with me. 
Benson: Special Victims Unit, you called about a rape victim. 
Nurse: They are taking him (emphasis mine) up to surgery now. 
Cabot: What happened?  
Nurse: Cheryl Avery was gang-raped at Rikers. “Fallacy” 

 
The episode highlights two issues: first, the disastrous consequences (humiliation, 

violence, etc.) that can result from transgender individuals interacting with governmental 

institutions, especially when institutions fail to keep up with or adjust to the culture. 

Second, Cheryl’s story fortifies the myth that individuals will be raped, in this case 

immediately, once in prison. Because Cheryl’s rape occurs in the closing moments of the 

episode, there is no discussion of or reflection on the sexual violence. Law & Order: 

Special Victims Unit is both helping the public, who might not be aware of the issues, 

grapple with gender identity obstacles and stigmatizing individuals who are incarcerated 

as sexual assault survivors and perpetrators.  

 Representations of prison experiences are complicated because a victim of prison 

violence might be an unsympathetic character. Using the prison institution to insert actors 

of color is also problematic if they are solely relegated to roles portraying criminals. Male 
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prison rape is prevalent and an issue that needs substantial discussion, but in fictional 

accounts, the illustrations should be thoughtful and attempt to reduce the stigma 

associated with incarceration. Outside of a fictional setting, Eigenberg and Baro 

discussed avenues to curb male prison rape: “both inmates and correctional officers 

suggest that rape would be reduced if better screening and classification procedures were 

used to segregate potential targets and victims; supervision was better and there was more 

of it; there was faster punishment of perpetrators; single cells were used more often; and 

there was better training for inmates and staff” (58). Ideally, media would use these 

potential solutions to characterize the possibilities of change. 

Conclusion 

 Popular culture has the power to constitute or counteract rape myths and sexual 

assault stereotypes. Fictional media can choose between accurately depicting the reality 

of sexual assault or helping audience attitudes to progress by portraying alternatives to 

typical sexual violence myths. It is important to have both authentic and ambitious 

renderings. Law & Order: Special Victims Unit particularly tries to expose sexual assault 

experiences in complicated and purposefully complex ways. The show wants the 

audience to see both sides of an experience or to use the case as social commentary on 

hot button “issues” (e.g., AIDS, male sexual assault survivors, and gay men in 

heterosexual relationships). Law & Order: Special Victims Unit also confounds the legal 

system, often showing that just because someone is clearly innocent or guilty or a 

survivor does not mean that they will receive a fair sentence, justice, or restitution. The 

biggest criminal justice myth SVU propagates is that cases will be investigated, evidence 
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processed,65 and a trial conducted with a verdict within one episode (implying that an 

investigation and trial happens within a couple weeks). In reality, out of 1,000 rapes, 995 

perpetrators will walk free (RAINN “The Criminal Justice”). Sexual assault survivors 

who watch SVU might have unrealistic expectations of criminal investigation based on 

the show. The public might also develop unrealistic expectations of victim behavior or 

typical identities of specific survivors who are less represented. For instance, the majority 

of the episodes focus on female survivors, so there are more opportunities to tell stories 

about different experiences and identities of female victims, which is not the case for the 

few male survivor storylines.  

 The whole show is a heightened, sensationalized version of our society. It often 

critiques our assumptions and stereotypes concerning certain situations and identities. For 

example, some of the episodes do portray victim narratives rarely represented in other 

television programs, such as the deceptive sexual assault and the transgender survivor. 

Subverting the stereotypical norms of gender roles, sexuality, and even sexual assault 

situations is a powerful tool for influencing a large audience of television watchers. 

Discussing Law & Order’s show structure, Manis writes:  

Frequently the prosecutors either win the trial or negotiate a reasonable plea – but 

occasionally they lose, or are forced to watch impotently as justice gets away 

from them in spite of their “win”. Either way, after the legal maneuverings 

                                                             
65 Across the US, thousands of rape kits remained untested. Jessica Contrera for The 
Washington Post writes, “In New York City, an estimated 17,000 kits went untested. In 
Houston, there were 6,000. In Detroit, Los Angeles and Memphis, there were more than 
11,000 each” (“A Wrenching Drama”).  
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conclude, one of the attorneys (or, occasionally, one of the cops) delivers the last 

line of the show, designed to provoke thought about the nature of the proceedings 

or to gesture toward even more questions about the issues raised in the course of 

the trial. Because of this reliable pattern of events, viewers know what to expect 

and when to expect it after just watching a few episodes. The predictability of the 

structure provides a solid foundation on which to grapple with moral and ethical 

issues that may appear – in the show – uncomplicated on the surface but that are 

in fact full of contradictions. It slyly highlights the complexity of our perspectives 

and encourages us to re-examine our political, moral, and ethical perceptions. 

(196)  

As Manis points out, SVU has a lot of power. It is a popular show with an extensive 

replay history. If SVU dispels a male rape myth on the show, that correction might seep 

into the audience’s brain, and they might react differently the next time they are faced 

with information about male sexual violence. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

MALE SEXUAL ASSAULT SURVIVOR EXPERIENCES: SHAME, SEXUALITY, 
AND COPING 

 
 As sexual assault is discussed more and more openly in society, men are coming 

forward with their stories. Male rape survivors want to discuss their experiences and 

receive the same attention and support services as female sexual assault survivors. 

Institutional policies and media coverage of sexual assault occurrences matter. As 

previously stated, people form their opinions and judgments based on information they 

have gathered from society. Spradley, an ethnographer, writes, “Culture, as a shared 

system of meanings, is learned, revised, maintained, and defined in the context of people 

interacting … because language is the primary means for transmitting culture from one 

generation to the next, much of any culture is encoded in linguistic form” (7,9). When 

people interact with institutions, they absorb content from the written policies and the 

attitudes of those in authority positions, and they watch how minority groups within the 

organization are treated. People watch television, take in the stories or information, and 

may discuss it with other individuals. We learn our culture continuously throughout our 

life from multiple outlets and modes (written, discussed, watched, etc.).  

Male rape myths invoked by the media or institutions result in consequences for 

male survivors. Rape myth acceptance can affect whether a survivor feels comfortable 

coming forward to report his assault or how friends and family react to a male survivor’s 

sexual assault disclosure. Both survivors and responding service supporters, friends, and 
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family have expectations and stereotypes based on their previous knowledge of sexual 

assault. This chapter relates male rape survivors’ feelings of shame and humiliation, 

sexual dysfunction issues, and complex relationships (both familial and romantic). These 

feelings originate from somewhere. Somewhere in their lives, these men absorbed the 

message that being victims of sexual assault makes them weak. It is not possible to 

determine the exact cultural elements that instigated those feelings, but the message was 

out there and they received it. 

 I conducted three semi-structured interviews with adult male-on-male sexual 

assault survivors: Alex, Benton, and Carter.66 The three men had varied experiences. Alex 

was in an emotionally manipulative long-term relationship with his perpetrator. Benton 

was lured to a hotel room and raped by multiple perpetrators at knifepoint. Carter was 

sexually assaulted multiple times by an acquaintance. Although their sexual assault 

experiences were wide-ranging, particular themes emerged from their stories. First, they 

all discussed feelings of shame and embarrassment at being assaulted. Second, the 

survivors expressed “issues of sexuality.” These issues include dealing with homophobia, 

wrestling with how the rape affected their perception of their own sexuality, and the 

obstacles in returning to “normal” sexual relationships and desires. Third, all of the men 

had similar reactions to dealing with the trauma: “coping.” I use the term “coping” to 

encompass their behaviors after the sexual assault, such as alcohol and drug use and their 

therapeutic experiences. 

  

                                                             
66 Pseudonyms. 



111 

Before exploring the themes, understanding the details of each participant’s 

sexual assault is important. Their poignant descriptions of rape bring male sexual assault 

out of the dark, reducing the ability to ignore male survivors. Thompson, who 

interviewed five female rape survivors in the UK, found that: 

[f]our of the five participants perceived talking about their experience as a helpful 

and important aspect of the recovery process … The sharing of experiences 

between these women seemed to empower the participant by normalizing her 

experience and enabling her to view the rape in a different way, after hearing 

other views. For this participant the experience of sharing experiences freed her of 

the guilt she felt for being raped and endorsed the view that she had been taken 

advantage of. (338) 

Sharing a traumatic experience with others reduces isolation and the burden of carrying a 

secret. If the individuals have had similar experiences, it can further condense the shame 

and separation of what might initially feel like a unique experience. Thompson continues, 

“Rape has often been considered to be an ‘unmentionable’ crime in the puritanical sense 

and therefore kept hidden both by women who have been raped and by society. However, 

feminists argue that talking and working together to break this silence can be enormously 

strengthening for survivors” (338). Female survivors have found some release or 

empowerment through sharing their accounts; similar reasons might have motivated the 

men who chose to participate in this project. 

 Alex began a relationship with his perpetrator when he was in high school, and it 

continued through the beginning of his college years. Alex did not classify his experience 
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as sexual assault until he went through a local rape crisis training program and compared 

his experience to sexual assaults described in the training. Alex labeled the difficulty of 

his breakup, mirroring typical reasons67 people stay in abusive relationships: 

When the breakup did occur, there were, um, sort of a lot of ties that had to be broken 
because he had sunk his fingers so deep into me, financially, emotionally: we worked at 
the same job; he was my supervisor at that job. He had forced me to, like, open up a joint 
savings account with him at, like, seventeen years old. Um, so as sort of those threads 
were cut I noticed that I cried a lot. And, um, I’m not sure what to attribute those tears to, 
but like sort of having unpacked this experience over the last year, I think it was fear. I 
feared that he was right, that this was it for me. And that me, even though, even though I 
knew leaving was the right thing to do, it was a dead end for me. Um, romantically and 
sexually, from here on out I had sort of peaked. (Alex) 
 
Not only did Alex mention the emotional and financial ties, but also the fear that one has 

“peaked” and will not find another partner is a powerful motivator to stay with an abusive 

partner. Because Alex is gay, his sexuality intersects with his feelings about the rape. 

When a sexual minority’s first relationship is abusive, they may not immediately 

recognize the behavior as abuse. Without prevalent models of queer relationships, a 

newly out individual may believe that some abusive behavior in the relationship is 

normal for their community. It took Alex a considerable amount of time to label the 

assaults even though he felt uncomfortable and did not want that type of sexual contact 

from the beginning.  

 In Benton’s case, he did not know his rapists. He was lured to a hotel room by a 

woman he met a bar, and when he arrived, several men raped him at knifepoint: 

The first, the first clue that I got that anything was going to happen was their comments, 
                                                             
67 People stay in domestic violence relationships for many reasons such as keeping 
children with both parents, financial constraints, hoping that the relationship will become 
happy again, damaged self-worth, and more. See https://www.thehotline.org/is-this-
abuse/why-do-people-stay-in-abusive-relationships/.  
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was what they said. They started saying stuff about my butt and all this kind of stuff, and 
then I kind of thought that’s really weird. And then I sensed what was happening. One of 
the guys pulled a knife and then put it next to my face, and it was a steak knife. And put it 
next to my face and his words to me were “Do what you’re told.” And then they had me 
in a position where I couldn’t move. But, the first guy started and I, I remember trying to 
black out … The pain was pretty intense. It was, I couldn’t get it over fast enough. I 
remember at one point I wished the guy who had the knife would use the knife. You know? 
Because I didn’t want to go through this. I wanted to be dead. You know, I didn’t want 
this; I wanted to be dead. Just kill me, don’t do this, just kill me . . . . They spit on me 
while it was going on, all of these other kinds of things that were going on. It took forever. 
One guy was done, somebody else stepped up and I, to be honest with you, still don’t 
know how many times that occurred. I know it was at least four … He basically said to 
me, you have 10 seconds to get the fuck out or I’m going to use the knife. So I got out. I 
don’t remember, I don’t remember getting dressed, I don’t remember starting the car, I 
don’t remember, I remember very little of anything that happened after. I went through 
some therapy; I remember one of the things that I’m pretty sure I did do: I drove to a 
bridge and contemplated suicide. This was almost immediately afterwards, because I 
remember thinking, “My life is now shit.” (Benton) 
 
After it happened, the only thing that happened, I didn’t bleed at all, except, to be blunt, 
the first time I took a shit. I did do some bleeding there, and that kind of, I was scared 
about that, but it stopped. It stopped on its own, so I didn’t have to address it. But other 
than that, no. The next day, you know, I had to go to work. I went to work out, stuff like 
that, and I could still have been in bad pain but you know my body didn’t tell me 
otherwise. I was hurt you know, my shoulders were sore, my butt was sore, a couple of 
other places were also. But you know those things reminded me of what happened, but no 
I didn’t have to have medical attention, thank goodness. (Benton) 
 
The majority of rapes are not by strangers or under the threat of lethal weapons, but 

Benton’s experience demonstrates why we should resist making assumptions about 

sexual assault experiences. While his form of sexual assault is rare, first responders and 

rape crisis support systems must be ready for all types of assaults. And yet, Benton’s rape 

also presents the “ideal” sexual assault narrative in that he was outnumbered by multiple 

male perpetrators with a lethal weapon. Unlike many acquaintance rape situations, it was 

a rape experience where people would not have unrealistic expectations of the victim 

overpowering or escaping multiple perpetrators threatening lethal force. Writing about 
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“ideal victims” in Canada, Randall explains, “The extremity of what must occur in order 

to qualify, for many, as a ‘real rape,’ means that many of the more ordinary, everyday 

threatening, intrusive, and coercive experiences of unwanted sexual attention and contact 

become normalized and thus invisible” (408). Aside from being a male victim, Benton’s 

experience contains many of the elements often considered to be necessary for “real 

rape.” His reluctance to share his experience for many years speaks to how powerful 

shame can be, even for someone who probably would be seen as a “legitimate” victim. 

Randall continues, “Racialized and marginalized women, who are less valued and less 

credible in a society characterized by racism, are, by definition, less readily identified as 

‘ideal victims’ and more easily stigmatized as ‘bad’ or ‘undeserving’ victims (if their 

victim claims are heard at all)” (410). Although Randall is writing about women of color 

here, similar cultural feelings exist for men of color, who are often marked as 

dangerous.68 Benton’s story represents one end on a scale of sexual assault experiences. 

He was a white man lethally threatened by multiple perpetrators; it was traumatic, but 

also rare.  

 Carter was raped by an acquaintance, namely his sister’s boyfriend. Carter had 

previously been assaulted when he was younger; his perpetrator knew this and used the 

information against him. He convinced Carter that his sister would never believe he had 

been sexually assaulted again. Carter also strongly believes he was drugged but does not  

 

                                                             
68 “People tend to perceive black men as larger and more threatening than similarly sized 
white men” (Wilson “People See”). 
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know for sure because he did not receive medical attention. He reflected on the first time 

the perpetrator raped him: 

He offered me a beer, which I accepted, and we smoked a joint. At that point and time, I 
never knew that date rape drugs existed or that people did those kinds of things. And I 
don’t know if it was something in the beer because he handed me the bottle with the cap 
already off or if it was something in the joint, or both. But I remember all of the sudden 
things being more dreamlike, and I was going in and out of consciousness. It felt like I 
had no control over my body. I couldn’t make myself stand, I couldn’t walk, I couldn’t 
resist, and I just have a vague recollection of him carrying me into the bedroom and then 
I would lose consciousness again. You know I’d come back for a few seconds and then 
you know, he’d be on top of me. Then I’d pass out or whatever is was again. I have only 
vague recollections. (Carter) 
 
It affected my consciousness. It affected my ability to resist him; it affected my ability to 
leave. I couldn’t extricate myself from that situation. I couldn’t fight back. And, you know, 
I woke some time the following afternoon. And, he was acting like we were the best of 
friends. He asked me to stay and do some gardening and everything else. And I told him I 
had to go home and you know somehow or other he ended up keeping me for two or three 
days before I finally went home. I don’t remember most of what transpired over that time 
… I may have told him about another guy my sister had been dating that raped me when I 
was 17 because I told him I was going to tell my sister and he told me “She believed you 
once; she won’t believe it was not your fault a second time.” And so I never told her and 
the more time that went by, I, the more I felt that I couldn’t tell her because I didn’t tell 
her she might very well believe that it was consensual … I tried to barricade my bedroom 
door and he would make so much noise and be so persistent that I was afraid he was 
going to wake up my sister and, you know, just the shame of it all and afraid of getting in 
trouble and not being believed and stuff, I stopped barricading my door. (Carter) 
 
The perpetrator was able to manipulate Carter’s shame into silence. It was a real risk for 

Carter to tell his sister, because she might not have believed him if he had disclosed to 

her. It would have had emotional and financial consequences for Carter. He could have 

lost one of the only family members he was in contact with, and it could have made his 

financial situation precarious since they were roommates sharing rent.  

 Rape does not happen in isolation within the survivor’s life. He is forced to reckon 

with risks and fears related to his health (physical and mental), relationships, sexuality, 
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finances, and more. Understanding the rape myths and themes that arise for the survivors 

provides a roadmap of where prevention efforts and advocacy services should be directed 

first. The following themes coincide with some typical rape myths, but this is not an 

exhaustive list. These three survivors shone a light on their stories, stressing what they 

found meaningful throughout their sexual assault occurrences.  

“We have to acknowledge that we are vulnerable; we’re not macho”: Shame, 
Responsibility, and Humiliation 

 
 Shame and embarrassment are powerful emotions, particularly when associated 

with sexual assault. Regardless of gender, the majority of rape victims report shame and 

embarrassment as influential dictators of their decision whether or not to share their 

experience, seek support, and press charges.69 Survivors might feel humiliation or blame 

themselves for the trauma, believing they might have done something contributing to the 

assault. It is always the perpetrator’s decision to commit the assault and nothing a 

survivor does can be blamed for that decision. However, rape culture tells us that victims’ 

choices can affect whether they are sexually assaulted, that the survivors have a 

responsibility to prevent their rape, and that perpetrators are misunderstood good guys 

who made bad decisions.70 The expectation of survivor responsibility leads to shame and 

humiliation when survivors realize they may be blamed for their sexual assault. Hlavka, 

                                                             
69 Psychotherapist Beverly Engel writes, “sense of shame often causes victims to blame 
themselves for the sexual misconduct of their perpetrator … Being shamed feels like 
being banished — unworthy to be around others. Sexual harassment and assault can be a 
humiliating experience to recount privately, let alone publicly” (“Why Don’t Victims”). 
70 Brock Turner, who was caught actively sexually assaulting a woman in public, was 
found guilty (sentenced to three months), and was continually referred to as a “Stanford 
University Swimmer” in news headlines, even after the conviction (LaChance “Media 
Continues”). 
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who has studied young men’s accounts of sexual assault, writes, “Men who are sexually 

victimized confront a set of stigmatizing cultural narratives that contribute to a unique 

sense of shame. Male sexual victimhood is nearly incomprehensible because it 

contradicts cultural ideas of what it means to be a man—strong, powerful, self-sufficient, 

and impenetrable” (485). Not only are male survivors blamed for the choices they made 

leading up to the assault, but being assaulted also means they have not adequately 

performed their masculinity. 

Responsibility 

  Another area of shameful feelings stems from guilt, self-blame, or feeling in some 

way responsible for the assault. Randall examined the treatment of female sexual assault 

survivors in Canada and writes about rape and responsibility on the structural level:  

inextricably tied with the pervasiveness of victim-blaming, the idea that women 

are, and should be, responsible for navigating their own safety, for managing 

men’s sexual attention and aggression, and also for accurately assessing and 

avoiding risk. Such forms of victim-blaming have most recently been associated 

with the neo-liberal strategy of ‘responsibilization,’ which is itself a project of 

privatization that deviates away from recognizing public responsibility for social 

problems such as violence against women and, instead, endorses a radically 

decontextualized, de-gendered focus on ‘problematic’ individuals. (409) 

The structural norms of individualism prime people to believe they are always in control 

and any negative outcome is their fault. Victims are set up to believe they made bad 

choices rather than to hold perpetrators or societal forces accountable. 
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 Part of the self-blame may be related to the lack of discussion of male sexual 

assault. Since male rape is rarely discussed in public, men seldom, if ever, envision the 

prospect of being raped. Benton discussed the cultural and psychological power of 

imagining the possibility of being assaulted: 

Society just didn’t want to acknowledge that this happened. So, you know and to be fair, 
just biologically, you’re a woman, women I think, as a rule they know that rape is out 
there. It’s something I guess you live with as a woman; you know it’s something that could 
possibly happen. I mean you’re hoping is doesn’t, but it could. Men don’t think that way. 
You know, we have no clue, so that when it does happen, the element of shock and 
surprise adds to the guilt, the shame, the humiliation that any rape victim is going to feel. 
(Benton) 
 
Here, Benton highlights a deficiency of our culture by explaining that in his previous 

worldview he had never wrestled with the possibility of being raped. Since male sexual 

assault is rarely part of rape culture conversations, men might not have thought through 

potential scenarios or fears of being raped. Much of rape prevention curriculum has 

historically been focused on women protecting themselves,71 often telling women to take 

a self-defense class, find someone to walk them to their car at night, always have their 

keys ready to stab an attacker, and never leave a drink out of their sight. These are not 

bad suggestions, but if this is the sole information provided, it erases the perpetrators’ 

actions and responsibility. This (female) victim prevention advice also does something 

else: it allows women to grapple with the psychological possibility of being raped. 

Women imagine walking to their car and an attacker stalking them, or consider being 

                                                             
71 Kathleen Basile, a lead scientist in violence prevention at the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, writes that the “primary weakness of a rape-prevention 
intervention that focuses on women is that it places the onus for prevention on potential 
victims, possibly obscuring the responsibility of perpetrators and others” (2350).  
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handed a drink they did not watch being poured at a bar. Women imagine what comes 

next and guess how they would handle the attack.72 When preventative actions 

concentrate only on female victims, men do not have to envision a scenario where they 

could be in danger. If they are attacked, it can be a psychological hurdle to believe male-

on-male rape is possible.  

 Society promotes victim blaming by rarely prosecuting sexual assault assailants 

and questioning survivors’ choices based on rape myths (e.g., asking how much they 

were drinking or if they were flirting before they were assaulted). Those questions place 

responsibility on the victims rather than the perpetrators. These ideas permeate the culture 

and contribute to survivors condemning themselves after the assault. Alex and Carter 

expressed their feelings of self-blame: 

I felt as though no one would believe me, because part of me even to this day doesn’t 
believe myself. Sometimes I’ll think about it, and I’ll think I’m stretching what happened. 
This is a stretch; this [rape] classification is a stretch. (Alex) 
 
I don’t blame myself as much as I used to. I know I shouldn’t blame myself at all, but I’m 
not there yet. But, I used to hold myself entirely responsible for what happened, you 
know? If I hadn’t gone to his house that wouldn’t have happened. If I didn’t have that 
drink, it might not have happened. If I hadn’t have smoked that joint, it wouldn’t have 
happened. You know, those kinds of things. If I had told, it might not have continued. If I 
had said no and stuck to my guns. If, if, if, you know. I should’ve, could’ve, you know. The 
usuals, you know. As with any abusive situation, regardless of age, but it’s more difficult 
when someone is an adolescent or an adult and it happens. (Carter) 
 
Alex thinks about his sexual assault and tries to minimize what happened, trying to talk 

himself out of the “rape” label. Part of accepting the label of sexual assault or rape means 

                                                             
72 However, this is not to say that just because a woman has imagined her reaction to 
sexual assault it will play out in that exact way. All of our bodies react differently when 
faced with traumatic situations and just because we imagined ourselves fighting back 
does not mean we will not freeze and be silent to survive the attack. 
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accepting the victim moniker as well. Rejection of a sexual assault experience as rape 

might be an act of self-protection. The survivor may not be able to deal with the 

emotional consequences of naming their sexual assault experience. Carter laments his 

choices as a way to place blame on himself for the rape. For both men, alternative 

explanations or pointing to a specific decision might provide them with some comfort in 

believing they had some control. For example, “if I had not smoked that joint, then the 

rape would not have happened. I will not smoke joints again, so I cannot be raped again.” 

 The men logically know they did not want the rapes to occur and that it was not 

their fault, but there is an illogical piece of their brain telling them they could have done 

something different:  

From the time somebody is an adolescent you should’ve said no, you could’ve said no, 
you could’ve run, you could’ve done this, you could’ve done that, you should have known 
better. Especially if you went back to the person who would abuse you for whatever 
reason. First time, you know, you’re seen as not being responsible; if it happens again 
and you had gone back and had contact with this person, then society shifts the blame 
from the person who perpetrated the acts to the person whom the acts were perpetrated 
on. That hasn’t changed and that makes it a lot harder to deal with. That’s one of the 
things that maintains violence, maintains the shame. (Carter) 
 
I guess guys have this thing where we can handle things on our own, because that’s the 
way we were brought up. On top of the fact there’s a lot of guilt with this, you know I was 
taught that you’re accountable for all your actions; you’re responsible for everything you 
do. (Benton) 
 
Both men mentioned responsibility, again struggling with self-blame. Our culture’s 

concentration on individuality has consequences for sexual violence victims. It was the 

assailant’s choice to assault someone, but we have a warped individualism where 

perpetrators are often absolved of their actions but victims are held accountable for their 

choices. In theory, upholding individualism should mean perpetrators would be held 
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accountable for their actions, but in our warped individualism, the commitment to rigid 

gender roles and structural patriarchy relieves assailants of responsibility. Male rape 

survivors are held accountable for their assault because they failed to fulfill their 

masculine role. Because 99% of sexual perpetrators are men and structural institutions 

are set up and run by men in power, assailants are absolved thanks to the patriarchal 

system protecting men. 

Humiliation 

 Shame and self-blame are internal feelings, but humiliation has a public element 

to it. People or society laugh at or joke about the experience, causing the recipient 

embarrassment or reinforcing the shameful feelings. Concerning humiliation as a result of 

sexual violence, Taylor writes, “persons may be subjected to humiliating conditions and 

behaviors, and those who are so subjected are not only seen but also see themselves as 

humiliated: they experience humiliation by internalizing dehumanizing external 

perspectives and treatment” (439). Humiliation transforms from an outside force imposed 

by others into varied, often negative, internal feelings. Taylor also argues that Benton’s 

type of sexual assault, with multiple perpetrators, has a specific goal: “gang rape degrades 

victims insofar as humiliation is its purpose, not a byproduct or side-effect” (435). Sexual 

assault is about power and control, but Taylor highlights another dimension, humiliation, 

as a goal of multiple individuals working together to rape someone. Benton linked the 

complex thoughts he had after his rape with feelings of humiliation: 

I think that for a long time, I think that anybody who came forward and was like “Yeah, 
I’m a guy and I was raped,” they were laughed at. Or just avoided. I think that’s the 
public perception. In a way there’s still a lot of that out there. I think, you know, we don’t 
want to deal with it. We don’t want to face the whole idea that a man can be raped; I 
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don’t think men in general want to face that prospect … I think this is a life sentence. And 
I think, going in, once you experience this, I think the most common thread that all of us 
have, I don’t care if you’re male or female, is that you immediately feel that your life is 
shit. You feel humiliation, you feel embarrassment. Worthless. I, you know all of us have 
that common bond. (Benton) 
 
I was afraid of ridicule. A, no one would believe me; I’d be laughed at. Whatever friends, 
if my friends found out, I was afraid of their reaction. Again, I was one of these, I kind of 
still am, athletic, macho kind of in a way, you know don’t show your emotions kind of 
guys. Because I was raised that way. And so, to tell anybody, that would show weakness. 
You know, as a guy you have the power to defend yourself. Let’s put it this way, most men 
are stronger than most women. So, to be able to get yourself where you’re in a situation 
where you’re assaulted sexually, what are you, a woman? A pansy? Are you gay? What’s 
the matter with you? I could just sense the reaction that I would be shunned, one by one 
any friends I had or any status I had would be stripped away. It was humiliating enough 
to have to go through it; you know it would have been more humiliating to have my 
friends know about it. So I never said anything to anybody. (Benton) 
 
Benton relays two concepts in these statements: the effect of knowing how previous 

survivors were treated and the relationship between masculinity and humiliation. He saw 

other male survivors mocked or ignored, so when he was sexually assaulted, he knew that 

he did not want to be in that position, which affected his decision not to disclose. Benton 

also identifies as a strong, traditionally masculine man. The rape confronted his 

masculinity and his assumptions about how male survivors are treated and made him 

fearful of his friends finding out.  

 Shame, self-blame, responsibility, and humiliation of male sexual assault 

survivors can often be traced back to the pressures of hyper-masculinity and feeling 

emasculated. Female survivors have some freedom of emotional expression since in our 

society it is acceptable for women to be sensitive. If male survivors disclose their assault, 

they are not only sharing their trauma but also how (in the eyes of society) they have 

failed to live up to their maleness.  
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We have to get over the fact – and I think this is a guy thing – we have to get a little bit 
more in tuned with our emotions. I know that sounds kinda like I need to get in touch with 
my feminine side, but I think we have to get more in touch with that side of us because 
you know, we hurt, and even guys, guys who didn’t go through this get hurt. From PTSD, 
what we’re seeing with war veterans, we have to acknowledge that we are vulnerable; 
we’re not macho. (Benton) 
 
Benton advocates for male vulnerability and the ability to express emotions, which he 

associates with feminine attributes. Weiss reinforces Benton’s point: “Being victimized 

by crimes that are not supposed to happen to real men can be humiliating for male 

victims” (301, emphasis original). Gender roles are powerful norms that embarrass and 

isolate individuals who move beyond their specified position. Weiss also writes: 

Persons who behave in manners that deviate from their expected gender roles may 

experience shame for having failed to measure up to an idealized version of 

femininity or masculinity … ‘Real’ men are not supposed to be victims. In fact, a 

feminization of victimization is evident in the usage of derogatory labels (e.g., 

sissies, pansies, pussies) hurled at boys and young men who are perceived as 

powerless or, more broadly, as having failed to live up to masculine ideals. (288, 

290) 

Viewing feminine characteristics as negative, weak, or something to be ashamed of 

reinforces rape myths by portraying survivors as weak or confused (they really “wanted 

it”) and connects with a patriarchic worldview that treats women/femininity with disdain.  

Male Rape Survivors on Sexuality 
 
The second theme from the interviews is issues of sexuality. These issues include the 

effect of the assault on the survivors’ sexual identity, their physical reactions to the rape, 

and their sexual desires and relationships going forward. Arguably, the most popular male 
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rape myth is that men who have been assaulted are gay. The stigma of this myth has 

implications for both heterosexual and homosexual male survivors. Also related to sexual 

identity, a survivor’s sexual expression in terms of behavior and relationships maybe 

affected by his assault history. Some participants reported greater frequency in sexual 

behavior after their assault, although with different motivating factors, whereas another 

avoids relationships and sexual contact. Exploration of their feelings concerning sexual 

identity highlights the costs of sexual assault and society’s homophobia for their sexual 

lives. Their experiences can provide direction to support services in terms of how to focus 

their support and can diminish the judgment people may place on survivors’ conduct after 

an assault once they recognize individuals have various reactions.  

 The experiences of male survivors who are gay are complex73 in discrete ways from 

those of heterosexual victims. If a gay man is sexually violated, he may not want to come 

forward for fear of confirming the myth that only gay men are assaulted, or he might 

assume that no one will believe him because he is gay (and must have wanted the 

contact). Gay survivors may not be out with everyone in their community, so disclosing 

their assault puts them at risk of having their sexuality outed. A student at Amherst 

college (and friend of Trey Malone) was sexually assaulted and interviewed for an article 

about rape on university campuses. The article explained that the survivor, “identified as 

Eric for this article, said he was raped by his freshman-year roommate. After feeling 

                                                             
73 Transgender survivors also face specific obstacles and are at greater risk of 
experiencing sexual assault: “Approximately 50 percent of transgender people experience 
sexual violence at some point in their lifetimes” (Kassie “Male Victims of Campus 
Sexual Assault”). 
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dissatisfied with the school’s handling of his case, Eric attempted suicide by overdosing 

on Benadryl, but it didn’t work … Eric feels he was targeted because of sexuality. ‘I was 

very open about being gay, so I think that’s a big part of it; he assaulted me because he 

knew I was gay,’ Eric said. ‘After that I felt like I couldn’t be as out as I was. He thought 

that was an invitation’” (Kassie “Male Victims of Campus Sexual Assault”). This 

survivor felt he was targeted because of his sexuality. Weiss examined crime victim 

narratives and has encountered the story of a gay man unwilling to come forward with his 

sexual harassment because of his sexuality:  

a victim’s reluctance to tell a supervisor about ongoing unwanted sexual advances 

by a male coworker because of his assumption that, as a gay man, he would not be 

taken seriously. While at work a coworker on several occasions would try and 

make sexual advances toward the respondent. He felt so uncomfortable, he finally 

left the job. He did not report any of the incidents because ‘being gay I probably 

would not have been taken seriously’ (22-year-old man). (302) 

This survivor made the calculation that his sexual identity would influence responses to 

his sexual harassment. Fear of homophobic responses might affect some survivors’ 

decisions about whether or not to disclose their sexual assault.  

 Richard Gartner, former president of MaleSurvivor, explains perceptions of self-

blame for male rape survivors: “Men are supposed to be resilient … It doesn’t seem to 

matter how old he is, how strong he is; that’s still somewhere in the back of his mind – 

that he’s allowed this to happen, that he’s a sissy, that you’re feminized in some way or it  
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means you’re gay” (qtd. in Bell 24). However, if an individual is gay, then his assault 

reinforces the emasculation stigma on top of his sexual identity. Weiss writes: 

Men who admit that they did not want sex, and worse, were forced to have sex, 

violate codes of male (hetero)sexuality. Furthermore, men who are sexually 

assaulted by other men face the potential of homophobic reactions from others, 

which include challenges to their sexual orientation. Men who do not want to be 

perceived as gay or ‘womanly’ may be especially shamed by sexual victimization. 

(Weiss 290) 

Both Gartner and Weiss examined the effects of homophobia on heterosexual survivors, 

but that homophobic shame already exists for gay men even if they have not been 

assaulted. One of the participants interviewed identifies as gay, and he connected male 

sexual assault issues with queerness:  

I think my sexuality plays a pivotal role. Because if I strolled up to that group of officers, 
saying, you know like, I tried to present as very masculine, but I don’t think I presented as 
well as I would have hoped. And I think they sort of, having disclosed that I was in a 
relationship with another man, sort of assumed that I was gay. But I think about if I had 
strolled up to those officers as a straight man, and saying “Oh this dude is kind of 
harassing me and sending me pictures,” the dynamic would have been a lot different. The 
consequences, both positive and negative, would have been a lot different. Maybe a 
police report would have been filed. But I think my sexuality plays a gargantuan role. 
(Alex) 

 
In terms of parents it’s interesting; to this day, I explained to my parents in terms of like 
grad school applications and things of that nature, I think I want to write about my 
experience with sexual assault. And they flipped out, they say, my dad was like, “You 
know Alex, no. You just write about being gay, just write about being gay, that’s fine; 
don’t worry about it. You don’t need to be telling people those things; it’s not going to get 
you anywhere. People don’t want to hear that.” Um, and it’s very interesting because 
when I identified as a gay man, my dad would say, “Don’t write about that,” but then the 
second I identified as a rape victim, it was okay to write about my queerness. (Alex) 
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Alex described feeling that his sexuality greatly affected the reactions of others to his 

assault. He even remembers trying to perform masculinity by changing his body language 

when he knew he would be speaking with police officers. He wanted to negate the queer-

feminine association by passing as a masculine man who would be presumed to have a 

heterosexual identity. Alex wanted to use masculinity as currency to receive help. Also, 

when Alex began to express himself and write about the assault, he found that his parents 

were more comfortable with his sexual identity than his sexual assault occurrence. Their 

reaction to his gender expression signaled that he should be ashamed of the experience.  

 The root of fear or discrimination of queerness is homophobia. In my previous 

research, after surveying the general public, I found that individuals who reported higher 

levels of homophobia were significantly more likely to accept male rape myths (Bartgis 

28). This links homophobia with male-on-male sexual violence issues. Being sexually 

assaulted forces heterosexual male survivors, who themselves have various levels of 

homophobia, to examine previously uninterrogated sexuality issues. Benton mentioned 

that being sexually assaulted as a man should not be equated with homosexuality:  

It made me kind of reaffirm the fact to myself that I was a man, that I wasn’t gay, that I 
wasn’t psycho, that I wasn’t a pervert … It doesn’t, from the male standpoint, it doesn’t 
make you gay. It doesn’t make you psycho. It doesn’t make you a pervert. It makes you a 
victim. And I think that’s important to remember. You know, there was a point when I think 
I questioned my own sexuality. Because I couldn’t, what did I do wrong to attract that? 
But as it turns out, so many times rape is not an act of sex, it’s a crime of violence; it’s a 
crime of opportunity. I just happened to be the guy who walked into that bar and talked to 
that young lady. It could have been someone else. I was just at the wrong place at the 
wrong time. (Benton) 
 
Twice Benton links gayness, psychosis, and perversion. He seems to want to separate the 

sexual assault from his (hetero)sexuality and reaffirm his masculinity. Surviving a sexual 
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assault does not mean that an individual will automatically abandon their homophobic 

views or stop believing rape culture myths. With more tolerance of sexual fluidity, 

survivor and perpetrator gender would be less impactful than the violence itself. 

Reducing homophobia should result in less judgment of male-on-male survivor 

experiences. 

 Both heterosexual and homosexual male survivors grapple with sexual 

relationships after their assault. In a study comparing (female) victims who experienced 

rape versus attempted rape, Perilloux, Duntley, and Buss measured the survivors’ current 

sexual desire. They found that “[t]he completed [rape] group reported significantly more 

negative effects of the victimization on their frequency of sex than the attempted [rape] 

group” (1102). The negative effects might manifest for survivors in different ways. For 

example, one victim explained, “It negatively affected my frequency of sex because I 

didn’t want to give into anyone so easily. I wanted it my way and when I wanted it. Not 

his way or when he wanted it. (21 years old, attempted victimization at age 18)” (1102). 

This survivor wanted to assert complete control over future sexual activity, whereas 

another survivor reported, “Although I had more and more sex, I didn’t like it. But my 

frequency went way, way, way up. I was indiscriminate because I felt that it didn’t matter 

anymore. (22 years old, completed rape at age 19)” (1102–1103). After her loss of power 

through sexual assault, she was less selective in her sexual activity. 

Promiscuity 

Similar to the Perilloux, Duntley, and Buss study, two of my participants expressed 

comparable reactions of sexual promiscuity:  
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My friends would call me a “jumper”: I would jump from one man to the next, to the 
next, to the next, to the next. More so emotionally than sexually; I haven’t had penetrative 
sex since my assault. Partially because I have bodily damage due to what occurred 
during my sexual assault. But also partly because I am very guarded when it comes to 
sex, at least penetrative sex. (Alex) 
 
I actually had to prove myself. That I was masculine, you know, that I was a man. So, one 
of things I did, I was very casual about sex, and obviously I never raped a woman, but if 
there was anyone who, you know wanted a fling in the sack, I was more than willing. 
(Benton) 
 
Both Alex and Benton discussed greater sexual promiscuity after their assaults, but with 

different motivations. Alex reported dating a lot of men but refusing to commit to an 

emotional relationship. He also declined to engage in the same sexual act of penetration 

that his perpetrator used. Benton reported using sexual promiscuity to reestablish his 

perceived loss of masculinity from the assault. The sexual behavior of sexual assault 

survivors is one way they can reclaim power and control over their bodies: “rape 

survivors may try to assert control over their bodies and emotions through risky and 

indiscriminate sexual behavior. Since rape victims feel deprived of control, they may 

employ the strategy of compulsive sexual acting out in order to reaffirm their control” 

(D.R. “Rape and Promiscuity”). This is useful information for educational purposes, 

because it could diminish the judgment and expectations of how a rape survivor is 

“supposed” to act after an assault. 

 During a sexual assault, a male victim’s physical reaction can be a source of 

distress. Bullock, a psychiatrist who co-wrote a book on male victims of rape, was 

interviewed about sexual assault at universities:  

male victims are also less likely to come forward or be taken seriously because of 

their physiological response to assault. ‘It is possible for men to get aroused and 
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ejaculate when being assaulted,’ Bullock said. ‘What’s particularly bewildering 

for the males is that if they ejaculated or were aroused during the assault, it adds a 

layer of shame or confusion in their culpability of their own victimization’. 

(Bullock qtd. in Kassie “Male Victims of Campus Sexual Assault”)  

It is a rape myth that a physical response means the victim wanted the sexual contact. 

Carter talked about how his physical reaction affected him:  

Even though I was in therapy while being raped on a daily basis, for a number of years I 
was still able to disassociate, which was how I dealt with it most of the time. I would just 
dissociate, except that things in therapy had progressed to the point where it was getting 
harder and harder to disassociate. And, this is really hard for me. The last time he 
sexually abused me, I responded, and I couldn’t, I couldn’t stop it fast enough. I couldn’t 
disassociate and I couldn’t cut off the feelings physically or anything else and uh, 
[crying] … It’s really hard to know that you’ve learned what gives you pleasure by an act 
that was forced upon you … And, yeah, I try not to think about that and I try to tell myself 
it was physiological response and yak, yak, yak. But it’s easier said than done. And that’s 
another reason why I avoid sexual contact is because, you know I still haven’t gotten rid 
of the flashback and in terms of that aspect of sexuality and stuff, it was easier not to be 
sexual. If you can call not being sexual easy, but you know. (Carter) 
A physical reaction to unwanted sexual contact does not constitute consent. As Carter 

stated, even with the knowledge that bodily reactions do not always match emotional 

circumstances, it can be confusing for both survivors and the individuals to whom they 

disclose. The male rape myth of ejaculation as a sign of agreement should be easily 

dispelled with sex education. 

 Some survivors may want to move forward with new relationships that include 

sexual activities, but for others, sexual activity or the desire for sex may be condensed 

after the assault. For example, in the previously mentioned study from Perilloux, Duntley, 

and Buss comparing female victims who experienced rape versus attempted rape, “The 

completed group reported significantly more negative effects of the victimization on their 
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desire to have sex than the attempted group” (1103). Two participants described their 

lack of sexual desire: “When I think about sex I don’t think about it as a pleasure. I think 

about more of it as an action I will eventually have to do if I get married. (19 years old, 

attempted victimization at age 16) … I never wanted to have sex again. I wanted to prove 

that I really didn’t want sex. I wanted to prove this to myself and to everyone else that 

knew about the situation. I wanted to prove that I wasn’t a slut. (20 years old, completed 

rape at age 13)” (1103). One woman thought about sex as a chore or a behavior required 

for marriage, and another reasserted her control by purposefully avoiding sexual activity. 

Male survivors may also have to readjust their sexual desire expectations after an assault.  

 Alex and Carter both discussed moving forward with new relationships and some 

of the complications based on their sexual assault history. Alex compares sharing his 

sexual assault history to coming out as gay:  

But it’s very interesting that even when I’m involved, like, with men now and I’m 
healthier obviously, it’s interesting that I do still tend to jump. It’s interesting because I 
feel as if it’s almost a coming out process as a survivor. Especially when, like, sex gets 
brought into a relationship … I believe I’m at a point where I can have positive sexual 
experiences or positive sexual experiences with individuals so there’s no fear of me being 
in the middle of a situation and being triggered. (Alex) 
 
Alex has the conversation about his sexual assault history when he gets into a sexual 

situation with a new individual. It might be that his queerness and the conversations he 

has had about sexuality equipped him for the difficult dialogues he is currently having 

about sexual assault. On the flip side, Carter talked about the difficulty of building a 

sexual relationship with women: 

One of my clients, a new client, showed a lot of interest in me and we met outside the 
office on a couple of occasions. She made it very clear that she was interested in a 
relationship and that she was also a very sexual person and stuff and I just couldn’t – that 
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fact that I knew she was going to get physical sooner rather than later – I just couldn’t. I 
was seeing a woman with whom I worked; I broke my rule on that one. But we didn’t 
work in the same part of the [job]. And while I was able to give her pleasure, I could not 
to let her touch me and I slowly, slowly closed. Most people don’t understand that kind of 
relationship, don’t want to be in that kind of relationship, so, yeah. I prefer not be in a 
relationship right now. (Carter) 
 
Carter does not feel comfortable disclosing his assault to the women he has dated. He is 

also not ready for certain sexual activities. For him, it is currently easier not to date rather 

than explain his deeply personal, vulnerable sexual assault history. Although it is possible 

to see certain patterns of behavior, individuals who have been sexually assaulted move 

forward in various ways at speeds unique to themselves. A culture that rejects male rape 

myths, holds perpetrators responsible, and is more empathic toward sexual violence 

survivors might help male survivors disclose and heal in ways that are less isolating and 

more empowering. 

Substance Use, Therapy, and Relationship Support Systems: How Male Sexual 
Assault Survivors Cope 

 
 No one knows how a sexual assault will affect an individual. Rape often causes a 

feeling of loss of control, safety, and trust. Weiss, who studied various sexual assault 

topics, writes, “Sexual victimization can be an intensely emotional experience that 

negatively affects victims long after the commission of such crimes. Negative emotions 

triggered by rape and sexual assault can significantly shape how victims feel about 

themselves and how they respond to crime afterwards” (286). Both the individuals in 

support system roles and survivors themselves may be surprised by the feelings and 

behaviors victims engage with after the assault.  
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 Managing the emotional consequences of sexual assault can be very difficult. In 

Spain, one study found that all its transgender sexual assault survivor participants “have 

at one point solicited psychological or psychiatric support. In addition, the impact on 

well-being is clearly noted as more than half of the participants have performed self-

harming behaviors at one point and/or have made failed suicide attempts” (Fernández-

Rouco et al. 2896). Education and access to healthy coping mechanisms after a sexual 

assault could provide survivors with helpful outlets rather than simple survival. Male 

survivors are less likely to disclose their sexual assault than are female survivors,74 so 

they are also more likely to be coping with the trauma on their own. The coping subtheme 

focuses on three areas: substance use as a device to manage emotions, therapy 

experiences, and support systems of friends and family.  

Substance Use 

 Sexual assault survivors are at risk for substance use issues after their assault. For 

example, Kilpatrick and Acierno completed a longitudinal study on women connecting 

physical and sexual assault and alcohol and drug abuse. The researchers followed over 

3,000 women in the US for two years with the initial interview (Wave 1), a follow-up 

interview one year later (Wave 2), and the third interview two years later (Wave 3). Their 

first hypothesis assumed that substance use75 (of both alcohol and drugs) would lead to 

                                                             
74 Weiss, Karen G. “Too Ashamed to Report: Deconstructing the Shame of Sexual 
Victimization.” Feminist Criminology 5.3 (2010): 286–310. Print. 
 
75 “Of the 328 women reporting either substance use or alcohol abuse, 142 had exclusive 
alcohol abuse, and 186 were drug users who may have also abused alcohol” (Kilpatrick et 
al. 838). 
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higher sexual assault numbers. The hypothesis “was supported for women using drugs 

and for women using drugs and abusing alcohol but not for women who reported 

exclusive alcohol abuse with no drug use” (839). Kilpatrick and Acierno also found a 

significant inverse relationship: “a new assault between Waves 1 and 3 increased the risk 

of exclusive alcohol abuse at Wave 3 … a new assault increased odds of Wave 3 drug 

use” (840). Although their participants were all women, they were able to correlate 

substance use and sexual assault experiences.  

 A similar study by Liebschutz et al. found similar results with male participants. 

Liebschutz et al. interviewed 465 people (355 men and 110 women) in a Boston detox76 

facility. They asked participants whether they had a history of physical or sexual violence 

victimization. “Most (72%, 336/465) of the sample reported past physical or sexual 

abuse; of these, 75% had experienced abuse for the first time as children (age 17 or 

under) … Forty-four percent of subjects experienced physical or sexual abuse committed 

by both strangers and someone they knew, while 27% experienced abuse by strangers and 

29% only by someone they knew” (123). The majority of the individuals in the detox 

center had a history of physical or sexual abuse, and when data was separated by gender, 

men reported levels almost as high as the entire group. Sixty-nine percent of the men 

were physically and sexually abused. Most of those men (72%) reported physical abuse 

only, 26% reported both physical and sexual abuse, and 1% reported sexual abuse only 

(124). The connection between abuse and substance use is noteworthy: the authors found 

                                                             
76 The participants preferred drugs of choice “were alcohol (39%), cocaine (32%) and 
heroin (27%). Most (87%) reported problem use of more than one substance” (Liebschutz 
et al. 123). 
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that “past physical or sexual abuse was significantly associated with more substance 

abuse consequences” (124). If an individual wants to disassociate from their feelings, one 

of the most easily accessible outlets is alcohol and drugs. The correlation also appears to 

work in reverse: “The nature of the association appears to be complex, in that a history of 

interpersonal trauma increases the risk for substance abuse, and substance abuse increases 

the risk for interpersonal trauma … although a few have looked at the association in 

men” (121). The risk factors between sexual abuse and substance use should be a primary 

focus of prevention and support service education. 

 In America, the general population of men is already at risk for alcohol abuse. 

Mental Health America has found that one in five men will develop alcohol dependency 

in their lifetime (Evans “Not Talking”). Sexual assault trauma may increase their decision 

to engage in substance use. Each of the interview participants mentioned using drugs or 

alcohol as a way to escape their traumatic feelings: 

Instead of sort of confronting my issues, I did everything I could to sort of mask them. 
There was a lot of self-hate; I started to drink a lot, did a lot of drugs, started smoking 
cigarettes. (Alex) 

 
The other thing that comes into play I think, lastly, it’s very easy for a person who has 
been raped to turn to drugs and alcohol. That is very, very common. And, that’s kinda like 
a feel-good kinda thing … You have to be able to bypass the whole drugs and alcohol 
thing. It’s an easy trap to fall into. (Benton) 
 
Well I used to cope in very unhealthy ways. I used to punch walls. When I was in college I 
was drinking a lot. You know, I dealt with things by not dealing with things. (Carter) 
 
Alex, Benton, and Carter all reflected on their substance use as a mechanism for dealing 

with their sexual assault feelings. Benton even indicated that other male survivors should 

avoid coping via substance use. If a survivor does seek help with substance abuse issues:  
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At present, standard detoxification treatment … does not include any assessment 

for trauma or PTSD. Given the prevalence and burden of interpersonal violence 

among people with addiction, assessment of substance abuse in the detoxification 

settings could also incorporate evaluation for prior trauma … It is possible if core 

problems are addressed early on in treatment and continue to be explored 

throughout the recovery period, it could result in improved addiction and other 

mental health outcomes. (Liebschutz et al. 126–127)  

Linking substance abuse treatment and sexual assault support services might help some 

survivors who have not connected the two experiences for themselves. 

Therapy 

 The second subtheme of coping is how the survivors described therapy. Most 

people probably think of therapy as the go-to way to support rape survivors, but 

sometimes it takes survivors a long time to seek counseling. One of my participants 

waited decades to seek out therapy. In a mental health issue of a men’s magazine, one 

author explains the connection between masculine gender roles and asking for support: 

“Men who are vocal about any kind of mental issues can be dismissed as weak … We 

freely spit the phrase, ‘Man up,’ as though your gender alone should suffice to guide you 

through your darkest times” (Evans “Not Talking”). Men are expected to deal with 

emotional problems on their own; their masculinity does not offer space to ask for help. 

Out of the three participants, Alex started seeing a therapist in the shortest amount of time 

after his assaults: 

I weaned off the substances obviously, starting unpacking my issues in terms of my 
codependency, but I didn’t talk about the rape a lot with my therapist. (Alex) 
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Even with therapy, Alex found other issues of his relationship more pressing than the 

sexual assault. Benton discussed his initial rejection of therapy and his attempts to ignore 

the lingering traumatic feelings, but his life became unsustainable and he eventually 

sought treatment: 

I didn’t go to therapy; I didn’t do anything in the span. What I thought was that I could 
bury it. I don’t have to talk about it, I could make it like it didn’t happen, I just pretended 
like it didn’t happen, like a bad dream … One of the things I remember getting 
nightmares about was that knife. Because it was up against me, up against my cheek, you 
know, on my face. He made sure I saw it. Well, the more you try to bury it, the more these 
images come back at you. You have nightmares; it affects my wife. I was in bed one time 
in the middle of a nightmare, and I started smacking her, you know. Not because I meant 
to, but I was just kind of in a dream and I was trying to get out. My hand hit her in the 
eye, (laughs), black eye. But, uh, yeah, that happens also. You get one of those terrible 
flashbacks and that has to be worked out in therapy. I didn’t think, to be honest with you, 
I didn’t think anybody who has been truly raped can handle it on their own. You have to 
go to therapy. You have to work out some way, you know? In therapy there’s different 
ways: there’s hypnotism, there’s writing, there’s all sorts of stuff to get out what you 
remember. Once it’s out, once you kinda remember the whole thing, you can kinda release 
it, you know, and let it go, which is what I tried to do. It’s not all out; like I said, there’s 
people I don’t remember. So, you know, I’m still working on it; I’m a work in progress. 
(Benton)  
 
Benton did not seek out therapy until he realized his behavior was affecting his wife. He 

also advocates for other male survivors to seek treatment. His struggle of trying to move 

on without help did not work, and he wants to save other male victims the same pain. For 

men to seek out support services, they have to actively defy the (perceived) gendered 

expectations of the masculine role. Carter did not attend therapy until he almost lost his 

life: 

I did finally get into therapy after a suicide attempt. The suicide attempt was prompted in 
large part because I didn’t know how to make the abuse stop … Unfortunately, the county 
where I live refuses to offer services of any kind, individual or group, to males. So, I 
actually go to a neighboring county. And the group therapist tried to get the county in  
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which I live to start a group for males, and she tried for three years and they objectively 
refused to offer any services for males. (Carter) 
 
Carter’s persistence and ability to travel allowed him to seek treatment with a male sexual 

assault survivor group. Another survivor might have taken the lack of services available 

as a sign that his experience was not serious or worthy of support. Accessibility is also a 

consideration; other survivors might not have the financial means or time to travel to 

another county for services.  

Relationship Support Systems 

 The last subtheme of coping is the survivors’ disclosure of their rape to friends, 

family, and the police. Banyard et al. measured friends’ reactions to sexual assault 

disclosures. Out of 1,241 surveyed students, “A total of 354 (28.9%) students said that a 

friend had disclosed to them while they were attending the university (more than half of 

those who had friends disclose to them, 206 students or 58%, revealed that more than one 

friend had disclosed to them). Of students who had a friend disclose to them, 96.5% were 

told by a female friend that this had happened and 19.7% were told by a male friend” 

(248). Banyard et al hypothesized that there would be differences between the friends’ 

reactions based on gender, “with men being less certain about their helpfulness to 

friends” (245). The participants completed a shortened version of Ahrens and Campbell’s 

Impact on Friends measure using items on the Confusion, Validating, Ineffectiveness, 

and Emotional Distress subscales, as well as questions from the Sexual Experiences 

Survey. Banyard et al hypothesis was confirmed:  

Overall, men reported higher levels of discomfort talking to disclosing friends, 

greater concerns they were causing harm to their friend, greater worries they were 
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not supportive enough, and greater sense that they felt burdened by their friend’s 

disclosure … Women were also more likely to agree that as a result of the 

disclosure they felt they were a good source of support for their friend, felt more 

knowledgeable about the issue, and felt they did a good job helping. (248–249) 

Sexual assault prevention and education services can use these findings to target groups 

(of men) that are more likely to need help with emotional support roles. The results are 

not surprising given the impact hegemonic masculinity has on the culture. Men are not 

taught the language of emotions (other than aggression and anger) or appropriate 

emotional supporting behavior. Male sexual assault survivors might be fearful of 

reactions when disclosing, especially when it may be to someone they do not know 

personally, like a police officer or a new therapist. 

 Alex told his two best (female) friends about his sexual assaults. They were also 

friends with Alex’s perpetrator. After the disclosure, they did not believe Alex and he 

decided to cut ties with them. Carter imagined his sister would not deal well with his 

sexual assault and has yet to tell her about his experience. Alex and Carter explained their 

feelings about disclosing their sexual assaults: 

These two other girls lived down the hall from us and we had grown very close to them 
the first semester of our college experience. And I had tried to sort of unpack these sorts 
of things with them and they were very resistant to the fact that I was classifying what 
had occurred as sexual assault, abuse, etc. . . . specifically I remember one of the girls 
saying to me, “Nothing bad happened in your relationship; nothing bad happened to 
you.” She said, “Nothing bad happened to you; you were just two different people and it 
didn’t work out,” and I’m not sure if that was due in the sense that it can, you know, be 
hard for other individuals to realize someone right under your nose is capable of such 
heinous acts and heinous things. But what I had to do was sever myself from those two 
girls … I didn’t feel safe around them. (Alex) 
 
 



140 

I don’t know what my sister thinks; I don’t ask her about it. He raped a friend of ours and 
to this day my sister keeps saying this person is a liar. She broke off the friendship when 
the accusation was made. I knew from the moment Dani77 told me what happened that 
she was telling the truth … Unless my sister was to go back to therapy and start facing 
some of this stuff, I won’t tell her; I can’t tell her. She, number one, won’t accept it and 
without the support of a trained professional, I’m not, I’m not going to have that 
conversation with her. (Carter) 
 
Survivors might feel a loss of trust after a sexual assault experience. Then, feeling 

rejected or unsafe around one’s support system magnifies the loss of control and safety in 

one’s circumstances. Alex lost two friends for telling them about his sexual assault. 

Carter would not entertain revealing the rape to his sister, imagining she would outright 

reject him. Survivors know that disclosure risks their relationships with friends and 

family, which makes sharing their experience precarious and discourages them from 

seeking care services.  

 Reporting a sexual assault to the police is a fraught decision. Police institutions 

are sites of hegemonic masculinity ideals that value strength and lack of emotional 

vulnerability. For male survivors who have experienced a crime challenging stereotypical 

masculinity, the fear of not being believed or that their story might be exposed is 

detrimental to reporting. Survivors’ various identities, particularly race,78 can provide 

them with historic reasons for being wary of the police. Systematic marginalization of 

minority identities means that a survivor’s community’s experiences with the justice 

system may have ranged from unproductive to dangerous. Rates of reporting sexual 

                                                             
77 Pseudonym. 
78 For a full discussion on the history and current status of police brutality in the US, see: 
Weissinger, Sandra E. and Dwayne A. Mack. Law Enforcement in the Age of 
Black Lives Matter: Policing Black and Brown Bodies. Lanham, Maryland, 
Lexington Books, 2018.	
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assault differ by gender: Weiss found that 30% of female rape victims report their rape to 

the police, but only 15% of male rape victims do so (280). In Alex’s case, his two best 

friends did not believe him. Survivors might think, “If the people closest to me do not 

believe me, then why would the police?” 

 In a meta-analysis of police attitudes toward male sexual assault survivors, Javaid 

writes, “masculine police subculture restricts a complete understanding of male rape … 

male rape myths, replicated from wider society, are prevalent in police subculture. The 

evidence herein suggests that the source of officers’ hostility towards male rape victims 

lies in male rape myths, prejudicial attitudes and stereotypes that are prevalent within the 

masculine police subculture” (7–8). For men who have just been through a sexual assault 

trauma, possibly altering how they perceive their masculinity, calling on police officers 

who are often characterized by male rape myth acceptance and masculinity ideals 

probably does not sound appealing. Carter discussed his thought process about calling the 

police: 

Telling the police never crossed my mind. I didn’t. At this point I still wasn’t in therapy; I 
still blamed myself for everything I had experienced in my life from the time I was four. I 
thought I was responsible for the things people did to me. I had learned a long time ago 
that telling people did no good because they didn’t want to get involved, or I was told to 
go back and tell them that I had lied. But for the most part, people just didn’t want to get 
involved. It was just easier to turn their heads even though the signs that something was 
wrong were unmistakable. So, no, it never occurred to me to tell anybody. (Carter) 
 
I cannot speak his [the perpetrator’s] name. I did let her know on one occasion when he 
had beat me and pounded my head into the floor and I had bumps on the back of my head 
and stuff. But I didn’t tell her why he had beaten me. But again, the police were not 
called. It was not reported. I didn’t tell my sister about that either. (Carter) 
 
Carter’s reactions echo the common fears of male sexual assault survivors. He was afraid 

that it was his fault, that people would not believe him, and that his experience was not 
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worthy of support. Calling the police was not a consideration in his situation. Survivors 

have to accept that their sexual violence occurrence was an assault and deserving of 

criminal investigation before they even consider police reporting issues. 

 Trauma is complex, and there is no universal human reaction. Individuals should 

cope in whatever ways are necessary for them to survive. There should be inclusive 

services and support available to sexual assault survivors that can help guide them toward 

healthy healing. Not every support method is going to work for every individual, but 

accessibility to support gives a survivor a chance at assistance. Reducing male survivor 

isolation is also a fundamental requirement. For Benton, it was important to realize that 

his emotions were normal: 

I thought for a while what I would do if I got these guys one on one in a room, if it was 
just me and one of them at a time. First of all, I would beat the shit out of them; you 
know, I would torture them uncontrollably, and I was talking in therapy about this … he 
said, you know, it’s absolutely normal. You know, as my feelings with forgiveness, I don’t 
know that I can; I’m not there yet. (Benton)  
 
More discussion of male sexual assault experiences and support groups for male 

survivors would help lower isolation and increase normalization of their experiences. 

Providing more information about male rape myths and various male rape situations to 

the general public would reduce rape myth acceptance and make disclosure less risky for 

male survivors.   

Conclusion 
 
 It is impossible to know the full depth of these survivors’ experiences through one 

interview. What they have shared is the beginning of a larger conversation about topics 

affecting male sexual assault survivors. In a study on sexual assault survivors, Weiss 
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writes, “Sexual victimization can be an intensely emotional experience that negatively 

affects victims long after the commission of such crimes. Negative emotions triggered by 

rape and sexual assault can significantly shape how victims feel about themselves and 

how they respond to crime afterwards” (286). People who are unfamiliar with sexual 

assault may expect survivors to heal and move on quickly, but Weiss reminds us of the 

long-term cognitive impact of sexual violence. Carter explained some of the phases he 

went through after his assaults:  

I stopped trying to prove other people wrong in that I wasn’t this worthless lump of 
matter that never should have existed in the first place. Except trying to kill myself. I had 
turned my being into an existence not worth living, into a life worth having. I had started 
to succeed. Yeah, there have been a lot of changes. It took a long time for me to say the 
words “sexual abuse, rape” and things of that nature. (Carter) 
 
Carter reflected on the dichotomy of feeling hopeless and that life is not worth living, but 

also not giving up and purposely trying to prove he is worthy as a human. Benton also 

reflected on parts of his process after the assault: 

I don’t know where [my perpetrators] are; I don’t know who they were, which kind of 
makes it more difficult. I kind of wish I did; in another way, I kind of wish I didn’t. But, I 
don’t, I can’t forgive them, not now, not yet. I’m not there yet. Maybe at some point I’ll be 
able to, but because what they gave was a life sentence. They changed everything about 
me. I still have – one of the things I really had to do was take back control. You know, I 
wasn’t in control at the time I was assaulted, but I’m in control now. (Benton) 
 
Not that the perpetrators deserve to be forgiven, but Benton’s inability to forgive them 

years later, shows the lingering feelings that follow sexual assault. He specifically stated 

that his rape is a “life sentence,” something he will have to contend with for as long as he 

lives. 

 These men experienced the most intimate betrayal: a loss of control and a loss of 

bodily autonomy. The culture we have created around rape – in this case, male rape – 
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affects the survivor’s life long after the sexual assault. Before we can get to prevention, 

we must begin by correcting the disbelief that rape can happen to men. Men are supposed 

to be strong and masculine, and therefore they are not afforded a place in victimhood. 

Shame and humiliation are powerful emotions that keep male rape survivors silent and 

isolated, which allows perpetrators to fade away, free to terrorize more individuals. If 

survivors do not think they will be believed or think that if they are believed they will be 

stigmatized for being weak, there is little motivation to make themselves as vulnerable as 

disclosure requires. Survivors try to build or continue relationships without revealing 

their traumatic history. After months, years, or decades of pushing away or burying his 

feelings, a survivor may turn on the television to see an SVU promotion playing. In large 

letters across the screen he sees the words, “CAN A MAN EVEN BE RAPED?”79 

Finally, he reaches out to a sexual assault crisis center. The crisis center provides the 

survivor with brochures full of “she” and “her” pronouns. If sexual assault continues to 

exist, there are many places our culture can change or intervene in to make the aftermath 

of sexual violence less retraumatizing and isolating for male survivors. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
79 In 2015, an SVU commercial for the episode “Parole Violations” put large block letters 
over the episode images reading, “Can a man be raped by a woman?” Link to the 
commercial: https://www.metatube.com/en/videos/267774/Law-and-Order-SVU-Parole-
Violations-16x17-Promo/ 
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 CHAPTER FIVE 

WE NEED TO DO BETTER: WORKING TO CHANGE RAPE CULTURE 

 Ideally, we would decide collectively as humans that sexual assault is intolerable 

and eliminate rape from the world. Realistically, rape will continue to exist in the near 

future, which means that rape prevention and survivor services are vital. Scholarship on 

sexual violence, particularly in understudied populations, offers sexual assault advocates 

data to bolster their advocacy efforts. Research on male rape myths and male sexual 

assault experiences are necessary to fully comprehend the connections between all sexual 

violence survivors. Sexual assault experiences are not limited to one gender, and various 

identities have distinct challenges to overcome in the course of recovery. 

In this chapter, I summarize the overall project, assess the implications of my 

findings, and advocate for male sexual assault research within WGS. I also discuss the 

limitations of the dissertation. In the last section, I suggest strategies for changing rape 

culture. Shifting our societal cognition toward sexual violence can take various forms, but 

I specifically recommend challenging masculinity, using an interconnectedness 

framework for transformation, and following seven concrete steps for sexual assault 

prevention and advocacy. 

Summary 

Sexual assault is an invasive, traumatic experience. Forde and Duvvury, 

researchers who have measured sexual assault recovery processes in Ireland, found that 

“sexual violence has an equally profound impact on the physical and mental health of 



146 

survivors, with consequences including deterioration in interpersonal functioning, anxiety 

and depression” (301). Given the high rates80 of sexual assault in the US, our friends, 

students, families, and neighbors are likely shaped by sexual assault issues in some way. 

Given the “profound impact” Forde and Duvvury found on survivors and the high rates of 

sexual assault in the US, rape culture is a critical topic. After choosing rape culture as my 

research focus, I narrowed the emphasis to male sexual assault experiences. Research on 

male rape occurrences is understudied, and more scholarship could provide insights into 

the operation of sexual violence within our culture. 

This study had two purposes, the first being to discover how institutions and 

fictional media portray male rape myths. For instance, some male rape myths include 

accepting that men cannot be raped, that all male survivors are gay, and that male 

survivors have lost their masculinity. The second purpose was to ascertain what 

experiences male sexual assault survivors report through semi-structured interviews. To 

answer my research questions, I used content analysis and semi-structured interviews to 

assess the utilization of male rape myths in institutions, the media, and male sexual 

assault experiences.  

 In Chapter Two, I examined three institutions/organizations for their beliefs, 

policies, and actions related to male-on-male sexual assault cases. Both OSU and SMU 

revealed their weakness in handling sexual assault issues when faced with male sexual 

assault cases. While OSU expelled the serial perpetrator, they failed to notify law 

                                                             
80 The RAINN has listed the statistic that one in six women will be a victim of attempted 
or completed rape in her lifetime. One in 33 men will be a victim of attempted or 
completed rape in his lifetime. See https://www.rainn.org/statistics/scope-problem 
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enforcement, leaving the assailant free to offend in other communities. Southern 

Methodist University neglected to alert a Title IX investigator or punish the sexual 

assault perpetrator even after he admitted to the assault in a recorded telephone call the 

university police arranged. These universities’ non-actions imply a lack of seriousness 

about the trauma of male sexual assault. 

A volunteer firefighter organization in Texas used sodomization as a group hazing 

ritual and a way to humiliate the male victim. Out of the five perpetrators, only one 

received a penalty, namely two years of probation. Again, the refusal of organizations 

(and the legal system) to adequately respond to male sexual assault trauma excuses 

perpetrators and leaves survivors feeling neglected. Similarly, the military has also 

declined to accept responsibility for its members who perpetrate sexual assault. Brian 

Lewis was raped while in the Navy. Seeking advice from his commander, he was 

encouraged not to report the rape because they might discharge him through the DADT 

policy. The military and lawmakers have consistently failed to provide appropriate 

reporting procedures and care for male sexual assault survivors. The treatment male rape 

survivors have received in the military reveals that organization’s commitment to 

hegemonic masculinity and male rape myth acceptance. 

 In Chapter Three, I analyzed SVU’s portrayals of adult male-on-male rape 

experiences. Throughout SVU’s 16 seasons and 366 episodes, 14 episodes (3.83% of all 

episodes) included adult male sexual assault survivors. Law & Order: Special Victims 

Unit overrepresents two characteristics of male rape: first, they represent most of the 

male rape survivors as gay, and second, they illustrate prison settings as a location 
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characterized by immediacy of male rape. Male rape does occur in prisons and some 

male survivors are gay, but overrepresentations of particular identities or experiences can 

inscribe stereotypes that are harmful to survivors. Male survivors may be afraid of 

disclosing their sexual assault for fear of being assumed gay or formally incarcerated. 

Homosexuality and a history of incarceration are stigmatized, so reducing homophobia 

and increasing empathy for incarcerated individuals will help male sexual assault 

survivors. Law & Order: Special Victims Unit could also dispel male rape myths on the 

show, creating alternative depictions that may adjust how viewers consider male sexual 

assault in the future. 

 In Chapter Four, after conducting semi-structured interviews with three male rape 

survivors, I reported on three themes correlating with male rape myths and connections 

between the survivor experiences. First, each survivor described feeling shame and 

humiliation. These feelings led the survivors to accept responsibility for the assault, 

blaming themselves. Next, participants recounted issues related to their sexual identity, 

their physical reaction to the rape, and their sexual desires. Finally, the survivors coped 

with their trauma through substances, therapy, and support from friends and family. Each 

of these themes underscore the consequential ways rape myths seep into a survivor’s 

consciousness even when, logically speaking, he knows the trauma is not his fault. If 

cultural forces such as institutions and fictional media refused to accept male rape myths 

and held perpetrators accountable, rape culture could change. Male rape survivors might 

have less self-blame, isolation, and a greater willingness to seek care. 
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Individuals are affected by their interactions with institutions. I believe that 

universities, team organizations, and the military teach the public how to think about 

sexual assault, particularly male-on-male sexual assault, through their handling of male 

sexual cases. Likewise, popular fictional media can impact large groups of people 

through their characters and storylines. If institutions and fictional media have policies 

and material that accept or promote male rape myths, the community learns that those 

stereotypes are acceptable. For male rape survivors, community rape myth acceptance 

means that there are fewer people and places where they can safely seek services or 

disclose their assault.  

Interpretations  

 The connection between culture and rape myth acceptance is significant. It has 

been established that culture affects individual beliefs and actions.81 When cultural 

entities accept rape myths, it affects male sexual assault survivors. The stigma and shame 

survivors may feel develops as a result of society’s perceptions of the victims. If the 

culture represents male sexual assault experiences as shameful or refuses to take male 

rape seriously, male rape survivors may internalize those feelings. They may have 

expectations of how institutions and individuals will react to their sexual assault 

disclosure based on societal attitudes. 

 Institutions implicitly accept male rape myths by their actions and policies toward 

male sexual survivors. For example, OSU did not inform the police they knew of a serial 

sexual predator. Would OSU have notified the police if the victims were female? I cannot 

                                                             
81 See Swidler (273–286), Abbot and Chase (43), and Johnston (32–64). 
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say for sure, but regardless of OSU’s intentions, the message was clear: male sexual 

assault experiences should not be reported to the community. Southern Methodist 

University had an admission of guilt and still refused to prosecute the perpetrator, again 

signaling that male rape is not serious and does not warrant criminal intervention. I asked 

one participant, Carter, if he reported his rape to the police. He recalled: 

Telling the police never crossed my mind … I still blamed myself for everything I had 
experienced in my life from the time I was four … I had learned a long time ago that 
telling people did no good because they didn’t want to get involved, or I was told to go 
back and tell them that I had lied. But for the most part, people just didn’t want to get 
involved. It was just easier to turn their heads even though the signs that something was 
wrong were unmistakable. So, no, it never occurred to me to tell anybody. (Carter) 
 
Carter learned that people and institutions (such as the legal system) were unlikely to 

assist him. Oklahoma State University and SMU reinforce those feelings through their 

inaction on male sexual assault cases. 

 The fictionalized representations of male-on-male sexual assault also reinscribe 

male rape myths. In their study about media exposure and views of homosexuality, Calzo 

and Ward write, “The study does not seek to argue that the media are the sole source of 

peoples’ beliefs, but that the media, in conjunction with other sources, are a contributing 

factor” (296). This project maintains the same idea. Media is an influential element of 

people’s perceptions and stigma reduction. Most importantly, it is a medium we82 have 

control over. Law & Order: Special Victims Unit reinscribes male rape myths by 

overrepresenting male rape victims as gay. Male sexual assault survivors have reported 

feeling shame about their sexuality being questioned. One of the participants explained: 

                                                             
82 As customers/consumers, we have the power to refuse to watch a television show, 
thereby reducing its advertising revenue. 
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I was afraid of ridicule. A, no one would believe me; I’d be laughed at … So, to be able 
to get yourself where you’re in a situation where you’re assaulted sexually, what are you, 
a woman? A pansy? Are you gay? What’s the matter with you? … So, I never said 
anything to anybody. (Benton) 
 
For Benton, being perceived as gay is correlated with weakness and femininity. He knew 

that if he told his friends they would make those assumptions about him. If SVU had a 

storyline with a masculine, male-identified individual who was sexually assaulted, 

viewers might alter their perceptions of “typical” male sexual assault victims. 

 Institutional and fictional media practices, policies, and attitudes signal to the 

community, but especially to male sexual assault survivors, how they feel about male 

rape. In an article reviewing rape myth literature, Edwards et al. suggest, “Specifically, it 

is important that intervention target institutions and the unique role that they play in 

perpetuating rape myths. . . . Among those working within the field of media, it is the 

social responsibility of those reporting on rape to do so in a way that is factual and devoid 

of rape myths” (770). Institution policymakers and fictional media storytellers have the 

power to change rape culture. 

Gender Studies and Male Rape 

The field of women’s studies has moved in the direction of inclusivity. Most 

academic departmental names include “gender” or some other gender-neutral descriptor. 

This project adds to this expansion.   Sexual violence affects all communities, especially 

female-identified individuals. While my concentration was on male-identified rape 

survivors, the more we understand about sexual violence in society, the more tools we 

will be able to develop to eliminate it. 
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Highlighting WGS work outside the traditional female-centered lens might also 

be useful for the perceptions of those unfamiliar with WGS departments. For example, 

one of the interview participants said he waited to contact me because I was affiliated 

with WGS. He also expressed hesitation in believing that a women’s studies major would 

care about male survivors:  

Many women that I’ve known who have majored in women’s studies did so because they 
were of the mindset, you know, that it’s still a man’s world and women are the bottom 
rung of the ladder and have to fight for everything … but you know some people go into 
women’s studies with the “I hate men” tattoos and you know, in bold letters on their 
foreheads. So, that’s why I said it struck me as unusual that somebody majoring in 
women’s studies were actually interested in male survivors. (Carter) 

 
The perception that a women’s studies major would not care about sexual violence 

trauma is problematic. The more WGS expands its research concentrations, the easier it 

will be to modify opinions of the discipline.  

Having completed a study on young male sexual assault survivors, Hlavka states, 

“A feminist perspective has much to offer to the investigation of male rape, as it 

concentrates on the role of power, control, gender norms, and practices that permit, 

normalize, and encourage rape culture” (499). Feminist scholarship could analyze male-

on-male sexual violence, leading to institutional changes for male rape survivors. 

Research on sexual violence also presents opportunities for fresh networking contacts and 

strategic planning changes. In their article probing the relationship between fraternity 

systems and rape culture, Jozkowski and Wiersma-Mosley suggest that “university 

administrators partner with academic researchers, specifically feminist researchers who 

study gender and sexual violence, to better understand the climate on their campus” (97). 

Women’s and gender studies scholars can make new connections and conceivably impact 



153 

their university policies when making sexual violence their focus. For marginalized 

sexual assault survivors, the effect could be massive. Women’s and gender studies 

researchers with an intersectional emphasis could ensure that the administration consider 

all aspects of their procedure decisions. 

Limitations 

 The scope of this project involves multiple data points and methods. Each data 

point could have been a full project rather than a single chapter. Although I have 

attempted to cover each research focus to the best of my ability, there are still gaps that 

merit attention.  

 Since male sexual assault experiences have not been well covered, I wanted to 

examine the areas I believe most commonly perpetuate male rape myths, namely 

institutions and fictional media. Other institutions and organizations contribute to U.S. 

culture that I was not able to explore. Sports teams, the healthcare system, and the 

criminal justice system all deserve consideration regarding their roles in rape culture.  

 To study fictional media, I choose to emphasize SVU because of its specific focus 

on sexual assault stories. However, other fictional programs have represented male sexual 

assault experiences. For instance, the television show Outlander depicts a brutal adult 

male-on-male sexual assault storyline, as well as the character’s coping progress 

afterward. Analyzing Outlander would have been an interesting picture of how a show  
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that is not mainly focused on sexual assault storylines portraying male sexual assault.83 I 

hope to continue evaluating pop culture representations of male rape in the future. 

 Following limited advertising, I interviewed three male rape survivors. A greater 

number of participants might have expanded the themes and provided greater 

generalizability. Asking someone to share his traumatic experience is difficult and could 

make stigmatized populations particularly vulnerable. I feel fortunate that three 

individuals were willing to trust me with their stories, but with more time and funding, I 

believe I could have found more participants. Also, my status as a graduate student rather 

than a full-time faculty member may also have contributed to some survivors’ reluctance 

to participate. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

The minimal amount of research available on male sexual assault means that there 

are many avenues for future projects. However, I suggest two areas for additional study: 

geographic and nationality differences related to male sexual assault, as well as 

concentration on marginalized sexual assault survivors such as transgender victims. 

 An individual’s geographic location or nationality will impact their experiences as 

a sexual assault survivor. For example, in the U.S., someone living in an urban area may 

have access to multiple rape crisis centers, whereas someone living in a rural area might 

have limited access to rape crisis services. Other countries have various degrees of rape 

culture and distinct expectations for rape survivors. All of my interview participants were 

                                                             
83 Bitch magazine published an article about male rape and pop culture in 2016. See 
https://www.bitchmedia.org/article/male-rape-no-joke—-pop-culture-often-treats-it-way 
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Caucasian U.S. citizens. Male rape survivors in other nations may have different political 

climates or cultural standards that affect their experiences and recovery. For instance, a 

study on the effects of violence against men in the Darfur region of Sudan found that 

“[g]ender-based violence is likely underreported due to stigma and the criminalization of 

some forms of violence, such as homosexuality … Men also may not report sexual 

violence because of their own nonrecognition as victims. In fact, the Sudanese Criminal 

Code excludes sexual violence against men – as well as anal penetration and the insertion 

of objects – from the definition of rape” (Ferrales, Brehm, and McElrath 571). Male rape 

survivors in Darfur share the hurdles of stigma and reluctance to report with male 

survivors in the US; however, American male survivors will not be criminally prosecuted 

for homosexuality.84 Answers to eliminating rape culture will not be “one size fits all.” 

More research will help tailor solutions to an individual’s identity, culture, nationality, 

and location. 

 Another understudied topic in this area is that of transgender rape survivor 

experiences. In my project, the interviewees all identified as cisgender at the time of the 

interviews, but the National Center for Transgender Equality found that 47% of 

transgender individuals will be sexually assaulted at some point in their lifetime (James et 

al. 5). In a study from Spain, Fernández-Rouco et al. interviewed 33 transgender 

participants who have been sexually assaulted. Fernández-Rouco et al. wanted to measure 

when the sexual violence occurred, if there was a link to revictimization, and the 

                                                             
84 However, they might lose their jobs: “There is currently no nation-wide law to protect 
gender and sexual minorities from employment discrimination in the private sector or 
under state employment” (Fu “LGBTQ Workers Still Face”). 
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participants’ coping strategies. Ten of the interviewees experienced adult sexual violence 

from an intimate partner, acquaintance, or family member. Fernández-Rouco et al. found 

that “in these cases, instances of sexual violence always happened more than once 

(100%)” (2895). This study confirms that regardless of the survivor’s identity, it is 

overwhelmingly likely that a victim will know their assailant. Of the participants who had 

been sexually assaulted, “80% remained silent, while 20% asked for help. Below is the 

testimony of one of the participants: I had not started to transition yet and I was so 

embarrassed to tell anyone that the man forced who forced himself on me did it because 

lesbians turned him on … I recently told this story to my psychologist for the first time, 

and I still feel nervous when retelling it” (2895). Transgender survivors face 

discrimination because of their gender identity, and a sexual assault experience adds to 

the trauma and distress. The consequences for sexual assault and lack of support services 

after an assault are dire, “and for adolescent and adult sexual assaults, the association 

with self-harming behaviors and suicide attempts was demonstrated as well” (2899). 

Again, more scholarship on the challenges transgender survivors encounter will prepare 

rape advocates with information to provide thoughtful, useful support.  

 These two suggestions for future directions of sexual assault research are just a 

start. Analyzing rape culture, rape myths, and rape survivor experiences from angles 

outside of the female-identified perspective will provide a holistic account of sexual 

violence. More scholarship on the understudied aspects and survivors of sexual assault 

will help to reduce the stigma and isolation of marginalized victims.  
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Strategies for Change 

 Diminishing rape culture requires a cultural shift. The shift could be toward 

gender fluidity, allowing individuals to act and think in a way that feels natural to them 

regardless of their gender. A shift could mean culturally transforming our empathy levels, 

or the shift could occur via practicalities such as requiring every county to hire a sexual 

assault nurse examiner (SANE) trained for many types of survivors. I explore these three 

potential shifts as possible strategies for changing or eliminating rape culture.  

Challenging Hyper-Masculinity 
  
 Rigid gender roles for men where the only acceptable traits are hyper-masculine 

promote judgmental attitudes toward male rape survivors. Addressing hyper-masculinity 

ideals and homophobia would allow men to have fuller emotional experiences, and it 

would lessen the stigma for men who reside outside this rigid gender role box. Writing 

about male rape survivors, Weiss states:  

It is critical that antirape education focuses even more of its efforts on dispelling 

the pervasive ideologies of gender and sexuality that contribute to victims’ shame 

… They must also counter assumptions that real men cannot be raped or that men 

who are sexually victimized are disempowered and emasculated. Victims need to 

feel safe to disclose their incidents to police and others without fear of defamation 

or unwanted exposure. Until shame is extricated from these restrictive and 

debilitating cultural narratives, victims will continue to be too ashamed to report. 

(305) 
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Tackling the culture’s value of masculinity is a broad goal that would have defining 

affects for many social justice goals, but particularly for male sexual assault survivors. 

Michael Kimmel,85 a researcher in masculinity studies, writes, “Part of transforming a 

rape culture means transforming masculinity, encouraging, and enabling men to make 

other choices about what we do with our bodies, insisting that men utilize their own 

agency to makes different sorts of choices. To ignore men, to believe that women alone 

will transform a rape culture, freezes men in a posture of defensiveness, defiance, and 

immobility” (141). Freeing men from confining roles where aggression, anger, and 

violence are the valued currency means male sexual assault survivors are permitted to 

show vulnerable emotions without shame. It also means male perpetrators can be held 

accountable for their behavior without being able to rely on “boys will be boys” 

stereotypes as an excuse for aggressive, violent conduct. 

 For men of color, the actions and expectations of their hyper-masculinity are 

affected by the context of the political climate. Angela Harris contextualized African 

American masculinity in America:  

African American men have long argued that they are ‘emasculated’ by white 

supremacy, both materially and culturally … In response to this denial of access 

to ‘full’ manhood, African American men have constructed rebellious forms of 

manhood, such as the inner-city ‘cool pose’ that presumes black superiority and 

                                                             
85 In 2018, Kimmel was accused of inappropriate sexual behavior by some of his 
students. For further details, see 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/08/10/michael-kimmels-former-student-
putting-name-and-details-those-harassment-rumors 
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white impotence. Building on and subverting racist stereotypes, working-class 

and poor black men may aspire to a masculinity that emphasizes physical 

strength, mental control, and sexual prowess. (783–784) 

Harris notes that because of African American men’s marginalization in our society, they 

are pushed to express power through avenues that underpin hegemonic masculinity. 

Resisting oppression and marginalization for men of color might mean attaining power 

through traditionally masculine gender role behavior, meaning that they have even fewer 

options to express vulnerability.  

In an article for The Root, an online news website for and by African American 

people, Josh Odam reflects on the power of storytelling and the relationship between race 

and his sexual assault. He writes, “There is power in sharing one’s story with others. It is 

an understanding that speaking your narrative provides room for personal healing while 

simultaneously granting those around you opportunities to work through their own 

trauma” (“To Black Men”). Recognizing oneself in another individual’s experience can 

be formidable but might have consequences for the storyteller. Odam discusses how his 

race and marginalization in society made him reluctant to participate in sharing his story. 

He states: 

I considered story-sharing to be another mechanism designed to exploit black 

suffering … More often than not, there were white people in the room who 

expressed how moved they were after hearing these horrendous stories … I asked 

myself, ‘Why are we always the ones called to educate at the expense of re-

traumatizing ourselves? Why was it that a majority of white people could not 
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bring themselves to act until we exposed our abused, scarred bodies?’ I wanted no 

part of it. (“To Black Men”) 

Before exalting the virtues of sharing traumatic stories, the complexities of who is asked 

to share to what audiences should be examined. Sexual violence intersects with other 

identities, meaning that solutions for healing will be just as complex. Odam continues: 

I would be lying to if I said my rigid conception of black masculinity did not keep 

me from getting the help I need as well. There were a number of things I said to 

convince myself that I had not been hurt:  

- These things do not happen to men, especially not black men. 

- You are a leader. You do not have time to waste on this white shit.  

- They are going to make you talk to a white psychologist and make you leave 

school. You can’t afford it.  

- Just move on and get back to work.  

… It is my personal belief that white supremacy is so unrelenting, it forces black 

people to view self-care as self-indulgence, i.e., “My people are dying every day, 

so I am being selfish/failing my community if I am not  

constantly working.” Eventually we become okay with not being okay. (“To Black 

Men”) 

Odam expresses his intersectional experience of being sexually assaulted as man, 

attempting to assert his masculinity after the assault, and processing the experience 

through his racial identity. He highlights the distinct psychological pressures and burdens 

some men of color who are rape survivors must overcome. Aside from the trauma, he 
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assesses how the system will treat him if he seeks help. Marginalization from race, class, 

sexuality, dis/ability, etc. all affect an individual’s new identity of “sexual assault 

survivor.”  

Interconnectedness as Transformation 

 Aside from adjusting the demands of masculinity, another avenue for eliminating 

rape culture is through a societal theoretical shift. Gloria Anzaldúa, a writer, theorist, and 

activist, explained a pattern for change: “Awareness of our situation must come before 

inner changes, which in turn come before changes in society. Nothing happens in the 

‘real’ world unless it first happens in the images in our head” (109). Once society is 

aware of an issue, such as marginalization of male sexual assault survivors, that 

consciousness allows individuals to imagine different actions or solutions to the issue. 

After awareness, linking interconnectedness to revolution is crucial: “When you relate to 

others, not as parts, problems, or useful commonalities, but from a connectionist view 

compassion triggers transformation” (Anzaldúa 569). All sexual violence becomes 

intolerable once there is recognition of interconnectedness. As AnaLouise Keating 

asserts, “Because we are all interconnected, the events and belief systems impacting 

others – no matter how different, distant, aliens these other seem to be – affect us as well” 

(49). Communities, not just individuals, are impacted by sexual violence. Each victim 

and perpetrator has family, friends, and employers whose perceptions and behaviors 

could be changed by knowledge of the sexual assault. When a sexual assault becomes 

public, it also affects people who live in the community and may not have any 

connections to the victim or perpetrator. One action against one individual can still 
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impact large populations of people. 

 In The Womanist Idea, Layli Maparyan also supports the idea that perception 

impacts behavior: “Changed hearts and minds then create and sustain different physical, 

material, institutional, and ecological structures” (52). People can establish change 

through their perceptions and emotions. Their thoughts and feelings might influence 

victims to disclose or be more open, sexual assault survivors might feel less isolated and 

ashamed with support, and perpetrators might feel less likely to escape responsibility. 

Maparyan continues to explain that after changing our cognitions, “Dialogue is a means 

by which people express and establish both connection and individuality. Dialogue 

permits negotiation, reveals standpoint, realizes existential equality, and shape social 

reality. Dialogue is the locale where both tension and connection can be present 

simultaneously; it is the site for both struggle and love” (58). Conversation erases 

isolation, presents opportunities for growth, and provides space for survivors to process 

their trauma. A new way of relating to the world is not easy and involves accepting that 

we are connected to individuals who have hurt us. For example, speaking about 

spirituality in all things, Anzaldúa says, “Spirit exists in everything; therefore God, the 

divine, is in everything – in whites as well as blacks, rapists as well as victims; it’s in the 

tree, the swamp, the sea . . . . Everything is my relative, I’m related to everything” (100, 

2000). If we are all connected and all of our actions affect one another, that means I have 

to care about the perpetrator just as I do the victim. This is not excusing the assailant’s 

actions or excusing any punishments; it is recognizing the assailant’s humanity and 

wishing that they will choose to accept responsibility for their actions and offer 
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restitution in whatever way the victim wants. If our culture were able to appreciate our 

connections to our communities and beyond, the gender of a sexual assault survivor 

would not be a consideration. Interconnectedness could alleviate stigma, rape myths, and 

gender role masculinity pressures for male rape survivors. 

Seven Specific Steps for Change 

 I also have seven concrete suggestions for change. Some communities have 

already implemented these changes, but many have not. First, hospitals may have sexual 

assault advocates available and sometimes they have access to a SANE, but it is not 

universal or guaranteed. Access to a SANE means the sexual assault survivor will have 

evidence collected by someone who spent 300 hours training specifically for sexual 

assault cases. Second, larger cities might have a specific sex crime or special victims unit, 

but that is not certain either. Even less populated locations would benefit from specific 

sexual violence education for their police force. Third, any sexual assault prevention 

programs or materials should focus on the individuals responsible for the trauma. This 

means that “[r]ather than focusing on the individual victim, attention must also be paid to 

the perpetrator himself, along with the social, political, and economic contexts that 

produce so many men who commit acts of sexual intrusion, aggression, and violence 

against women” (Randall 423). Men are overwhelmingly sexual assault assailants and 

centering their behavior is important for violence prevention. Prevention education 

should reduce focusing on the behaviors of victims protecting themselves, which excuses 

the accountability of the perpetrator.  
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 Fourth, educating children in schools about interpersonal violence issues as early 

as possible might stem rape myth acceptance and set the tone for their expectations of 

sexual activity as they get older. Fifth, institutions should have clear policies outlining 

how they plan to handle sexual violence in their organizations. For instance, they should 

outline how victims can make a complaint; whether or not the responders to the 

complaint will be third party, uninvested advocates; and punishment guidelines for the 

perpetrators. Organizations should then enforce their policies. Without consequences for 

the assailants, sexual violence will continue. Sixth, substance use treatment centers 

should scan for a sexual assault history. Primary doctors should also be prepared to 

provide sensitive medical care86 to sexual assault survivors. Finally, any written or visual 

materials should use gender-neutral pronouns and include male survivor images. Sexual 

assault crisis centers should be trained and ready to accept male callers. Therapy groups 

should have options for male-identified survivors. If the media is going to portray male-

on-male sexual violence, they should vary the identities and situations to show a full 

range of experiences. 

 Society often shifts the burden of “dealing with” rape to the survivor, viewing the 

trauma as an individual problem. However, that response isolates the survivor, fails to 

change the culture, and ignores holistic community healing responses. There are more  

 

                                                             
86 All three participants mentioned avoiding medical doctors after their sexual assault, 
either because they were uncomfortable with the physical contact or because after 
disclosing their sexual assault, the doctor avoided discussing or failed to acknowledge 
any outstanding medical ailments from the trauma. 



165 

support services available for female sexual assault survivors, but male rape survivors are 

struggling to find care. Benton shared, 

And, I had called a number of places and none of them, probably the fifth or sixth call I’d 
made to agencies who deal, you know, with PTSD or trauma, and I – I got the guts to tell 
them I was a victim of sexual assault and none of them dealt with this, you know, from a 
male standpoint. Female yes, but not male. So it took me awhile and a number of phone 
calls to find someplace that did. See, I think that’s the one thing that also has to be out 
there. Women, you know, women have resources for this, as they should; I would never 
take that away from them. They have – there are hotlines, there are organizations, there 
are counselors, there are rape awareness programs, all these things that are geared 
toward women. And I’m glad that they have that, you know, and women who are raped 
should have no hesitations in utilizing those. But guys have zero; I still don’t see anything 
out there for guys who are victims of rape. It’s just not there. (Benton) 
 
When support services ignore the existence of sexual assault survivors with various 

identities, they perpetuate stigma and isolation for marginalized rape survivors. 

Eliminating rape culture requires a transformational shift of non-judgment and an 

inclusive view of who victims are and how to support them. 

Conclusion 

In my experience, people want to have conversations about sexual violence, 

particularly about the invisibility of male sexual assault survivors. This project presents 

male rape myths that are present in parts of our culture and their negative relationship to 

male sexual assault survivors. Continued scholarship on male sexual assault will 

encourage conversation, lessening the isolation and stigma experienced by male 

survivors. Male rape survivors have numerous obstacles in their path to recovery. They 

may not be believed because of their gender, and their masculinity or sexual identity 

might be questioned. Male sexual assault survivors are strong. They withstand these  
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obstacles and manage to carry on with their lives. All victims of sexual violence, 

regardless of gender, deserve to be supported and celebrated for surviving. 
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Appendix A: Characteristics of Law and Order: Special Victims Unit Episodes Studied 
 

Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (SVU) 

Season Years 

Total 
Number 

of 
Episodes 

Number of 
Adult Male 

Survivor 
Episodes 

Adult Male 
Survivor 

Episode Title 

Official SVU Adult 
Male Survivor 

Episode Description  

Included or 
Excluded 

in Analysis 

1 
1999–
2000 22 1 

Ep. 11 “Bad 
Blood” 

The investigation of a 
gay man’s murder, 
following a party in 

his apartment building, 
involves an ex-con and 

his brother.  Included. 

2 
2000–
2001 21 1 

Ep. 17 
“Folly” 

The squad tries to find 
the person who’s 
luring and then 

attacking young men 
who work for an 
escort service.  

Excluded: 
no sexual 
assault. 

3 
2001–
2002 23 1 

Ep. 10 
“Ridicule”  

The investigation of an 
apparently accidental 
death leads to charges 
by a male stripper that 
the deceased was one 
of three women who 

sexually assaulted 
him. 

Excluded: 
female 

perpetrator
s.  

4 
2002–
2003 25 2 

Ep. 13 
“Rotten”; Ep. 
21 “Fallacy” 

Rotten: In their 
investigation of a 
prisoner’s death, 

Benson and Fin learn 
that he was assaulted 

before being 
incarcerated. Fallacy: 

After a woman 
(Katherine Moennig) 
fights off an attacker, 

what seems to be a 
case of self-defense 
murder grows more 

complicated following 
a blood test. 

Both 
included. 
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5 
2003–
2004 25 2 

Ep. 8 
“Abomination”; 

Ep. 12 
“Brotherhood” 

Abomination: A psychiatrist 
and his son (George Segal, 

Jonathan Tucker) are 
implicated in the murder of a 
gay model. Brotherhood: A 
fraternity pledge master is 
killed and the deceased’s 

attorney-father (Gary Cole) 
represents the college student 

(Toby Moore) who stands trial. 

“Abomination” 
excluded: no 

sexual assault. 
“Brotherhood” 

included.  

6 
2004–
2005 23 0 N/A  

 
 
 

 
  

7 
2005–
2006 22 1 Ep. 5 “Strain” 

Fin’s estranged son (Ernest 
Waddell) helps his father in the 
investigation of the murders of 

two gay men.  

 
 

Excluded: no 
sexual assault.  

 
  

 
 
 
8 

 
 

2006–
2007 

 
 

22 

 
 
0 

 
 

N/A 

 
 
  

 
 
  

9 
2007–
2008 19 1 Ep. 16 “Closet” 

Benson and Stabler probe the 
murder of an investment 

banker. Elsewhere, Benson 
starts dating a newspaper editor 

(Bill Pullman), but his work 
conflicts with her position at 

the department. Included. 

10 
2008–
2009 22 0 N/A     

11 
2009–
2010 24 0 N/A     

12 
2010–
2011 24 1 Ep. 5 “Branded” 

Two men (Michael Gladis and 
Kevin Alejandro) are beaten 
and branded on their chests. 

After a suspect is found, 
surprising memories emerge 
that cause a shift in the case. 

Excluded: 
female 

perpetrator. 

13 
2011–
2012 23 1 

Ep. 12 “Official 
Story” 

A private military contractor 
CEO is sexually assaulted 

following a run-in with 
protesters, and as the case is 

investigated, links are made to 
a conspiracy in Iraq. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Included 
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14 
2012–
2013 24 1 

Ep. 12 “Criminal 
Hatred” 

An undercover investigation 
into a man savagely attacking 
other men leads to a murder 
case, and ADA Barba must 

tangle with a deceptively tough 
and cunning defense attorney in 

court. 

 
 
 
 
 

Included.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

15 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2013–
2014 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

24 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ep. 15 “Gridiron 
Soldier”; Ep. 23 

“Spring 
Awakening” 

 
 

 
Gridiron Solider: A football 
recruit from Georgia visits a 

college in New York City and 
winds up in jail after he 

becomes the victim of a hazing 
prank. The police then 

investigate the school’s football 
program and uncover a pattern 
of abuse. Meanwhile, Rollins 

seeks help from a friend as her 
personal problems intensify. 

Spring Awakening: An 
aggressive tactic for capturing 

sex offenders is used by the 
squad when they go undercover 

and target a successful 
photographer who may have 
taken his fantasies too far. 

However, no victim is found, 
making the case challenging. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Both included.  

16 
2014–
2015 23 1 

 Ep. 17 “Parole 
Violations” 

Carisi’s future brother-in-law 
makes a rape accusation against 

his female parole officer, 
forcing Carisi to investigate 
whether his sister’s fiancé is 

telling the truth or allowing his 
old bad habits to resurface. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Excluded: 
female 
perpetrator. 
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Total Number of SVU Episodes 366  
Number of SVU Episodes 

Descriptions That Specify Male 
Victims 15 

Percentage of Episodes with 
Adult Male Survivors 4.1%  

Number of SVU Episodes that 
Meet Criteria of Adult Male-on-

Male Sexual Assault 9  
Percentage of Episodes that 

Meet Criteria  2.6% 
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Appendix B: Institutional Review Board Approval 

 

If applicable, agency approval letters must be submitted to the IRB upon receipt prior to any data 
collection at that agency.  A copy of the approved consent form with the IRB approval stamp is 
enclosed. Please use the consent form with the most recent approval date stamp when obtaining 
consent from your participants. A copy of the signed consent forms must be submitted with the 
request to close the study file at the completion of the study. 

Any modifications to this study must be submitted for review to the IRB using the Modification 
Request Form. Additionally, the IRB must be notified immediately of any adverse events or 
unanticipated problems. All forms are located on the IRB website. If you have any questions, please 
contact the TWU IRB.

The above referenced study has been reviewed and approved at a fully convened meeting of the 
Denton Institutional Review Board (IRB) on 3/6/2015. This approval is valid for one year and expires 
on 3/5/2016. The IRB will send an email notification 45 days prior to the expiration date with 
instructions to extend or close the study. It is your responsibility to request an extension for the study 
if it is not yet complete, to close the protocol file when the study is complete, and to make certain 
that the study is not conducted beyond the expiration date.

Approval for Male Rape Culture and Male Survivor Experiences of Sexual Violence (Protocol #: 
18077)

Re:

Institutional Review Board
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs
P.O. Box 425619, Denton, TX 76204-5619
940-898-3378
email: IRB@twu.edu
http://www.twu.edu/irb.html

May 1, 2015

Women's Studies
Ms. Lindsey Bartgis

Institutional Review Board - Denton

DATE:

TO:

FROM:

Dr. Mark Kessler, Women's Studies
Dr. Claire Sahlin, Women's Studies

Graduate School

cc.
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Appendix C: Participant Consent Form 
 

TEXAS WOMAN’S UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
Title: Male Rape Culture and Male Survivor Experiences of Sexual Violence 

Investigator: Lindsey Bartgis, M.A...................................................... lbartgis@twu.edu  940/ 898.2119 
Advisor: Mark Kessler, Ph.D...................................................... mkessler@twu.edu  940/ 898-2112 
 
Explanation and Purpose of the Research 
You are being asked to participate in a research study for Ms. Bartgis’ dissertation at Texas Woman’s 
University. The purpose of this research is to determine whether male sexual assault survivors are impacted 
by a male rape culture.  You have been asked to participate in this study because you are male and have 
identified yourself as a sexual assault survivor.   
 
Description of Procedures 
As a participant in this study you will be asked to spend up to two hours of your time in a face-to-face or 
telephone interview with the researcher. The researcher will ask you questions about your sexual assault 
experience and your understanding of rape culture in the media. You and the researcher will decide 
together on a private location where and when the interview will happen. You and the researcher will 
decide on a code name for you to use during the interview. The interview will be audio recorded and then 
written down so that the researcher can be accurate when studying what you have said.  In order to be a 
participant in this study, you must be at least 18 years of age or older and have had an adult, male-on-male 
sexual assault experience. 
 
Potential Risks 

The researcher will ask you questions about your sexual assault experience. The researcher will also ask you 
questions about how your views of male sexual assault representations in the media. A possible risk in this 
study is the interview could bring up emotional turmoil related to your sexual assault. You may take a break 
and/or stop the interview at any time. The investigator will be cognizant of signs of emotional discomfort and 
mitigate that by offering breaks. In addition, you will receive a resource list for connecting with free services 
and licensed counselors. You might be afraid for a loss of anonymity. Data will be stored in password protected 
files, and will be de-identified and assigned a code number known only to the investigators. Printed copies and 
a back-up USB driver will be stored in the investigators’ office. Consent forms will be kept separate from and 
printed material. The tapes and the written interview will be shredded within 5 years after the study is finished.  
The results of the study will be reported in humanities or social science journals but your name or any other 
identifying information will not be included. 

You might feel fatigue during the interview. You may take a break and/or stop the interview at any time. Again, 
the investigators will be cognizant of signs of fatigue on the part of the participant and mitigate that by offering 
breaks. Lastly, you might feel embarrassment sharing your experience. Your interview will be confidential and 
the investigator is a non-judgmental, supportive listener.  

The researchers will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this research. You should let 
the researchers know at once if there is a problem and they will help you. However, TWU does not provide 
medical services or financial assistance for injuries that might happen because you are taking part in this 
research. 
 
3.The researcher is not a licensed therapist. However, the researcher will provide a referral list of licensed 
counselors. If you experience any emotional distress during the interview and need immediate help, please 
call 911.  
_____________  Initials  Page 1 of 2 
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Participation and Benefits 
 
Your involvement in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at any time. 
If you would like to know the results of this study we will mail them to you.*  
 
Questions Regarding the Study 
 
You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. If you have any questions about the 
research study you should ask the researchers; their phone numbers are at the top of this form. If you have 
questions about your rights as a participant in this research or the way this study has been conducted, you may 
contact the Texas Woman’s University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at 940-898-3378 or via e-
mail at IRB@twu.edu. 

 
 
 
_______________________________________________________ _______________ 
Signature of Participant       Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*If you would like to know the results of this study tell us where you want them to be sent: 
 
Email: __________________________ 
or 
Address: 
 
___________________________________ 
 
___________________________________ 
 
___________________________________ 
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Appendix D: Demographic Questionnaire and Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
 

Demographic Questionnaire  

1. What is your age? 

______________ 

2. What is your ethnicity? 

African American      Asian/Pacific Islander       Latino/a      

American Indian or Alaska Native       Caucasian       

Bi/Multiracial        Other       

3. What is your sexual orientation? 

Gay    Bisexual    Heterosexual    Other  

4. Are you an Undergraduate Student, Graduate Student, or Other?  

Undergraduate student    Graduate Student    Not a Student   

5. In what state did the sexual assault experience occur?  

_____________________ 

 
Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
 
Initial Open-Ended Questions87 
 

1. What, if at all, do you know about rape culture?  
2. Has rape culture affected your experience? If so, how?  
3. Tell me about what happened with your sexual assault experience?  
4. Could you describe the events that led up to the assault?  
5. Did you report the sexual assault to any authorities? Why or why not?  
6. Have you seen portrayals of male sexual assault in the media? If so, where? Did it 

affect your feelings about your experience?  
 

 
 
 

                                                             
87 Most questions adapted from: Charmaz, Kathy. Constructing Grounded Theory: A 
Practical Guide Through Qualitative Analysis. Thousand Oaks, SAGE Publications, 
2006. 
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Intermediate Questions 
 

1. What happened next? 
2. Tell me how you learned to handle ---? 
3. How, if at all, have your thoughts and feelings about the assault changed since --? 
4. Tell me how you go about coping with feelings from the assault. What do you do?  
5. Has any organization been helpful? What did ---- help you with?  
6. How do you think society could be more helpful to male sexual assault survivors?  

 
Ending Questions 
 

1. Tell me about how your views and/or actions have changed since your assault 
experience? 

2. Is there anything that you might not have thought about before that occurred to 
you during this interview? 

3. Is there anything else you think I should know to understand your experience 
better? 

4. Is there anything you would like to ask me?   
 


