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Abstract
Building upon feminist analyses of talk about sexual assault, I use discourse analysis to examine
the ways in which speakers construct sexual assault, victims, and perpetrators; describe how
sexual assault is and should be prevented; and, set out who is and should be responsible for
preventing it. I read from speakers’ talk constructions of women-directed sexual assault
“prevention” as a series of unofficial, conduct-circumscribing rules that keep rule-compliant
women safe and render or position other women partially or wholly responsible for the sexual
assaults that men perpetrate against them. By examining the often subtle and nuanced ways in
which women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented messages and victim-blaming intersect,
I demonstrate how speakers construct women as responsible for men’s perpetration of sexual
assault against them. I argue that these constructions are accomplished in speakers’ formulations
of sexual assault as a virtually self-perpetuated outcome produced by women who daftly or
deliberately breach these conduct-governing rules. Moreover, I maintain that these rules are
grounded in hitherto largely unexamined and problematic assumptions about men that in essence
task women with compensating for men’s ostensive deficits. I identify and describe seven
discursive themes or “interpretative repertoires” that speakers routinely deploy in talk about
sexual assault that effaces and/or exculpates perpetrators and implicates and incriminates
women. On the whole, in this work that aims to unsettle the sedimentation of perpetratorconcealing, victim-blaming talk, I identify and describe several rhetorical features in speakers’
talk about sexual assault that absolves men and blames women for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them. I conclude by identifying a series of alternative discursive practices and
strategies that readers might employ in an effort to speak change in terms of how we talk about
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women.
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Introduction
Introduction
THIS IS A STUDY OF TALK ABOUT MEN’S PERPETRATION OF SEXUAL ASSAULT AGAINST
WOMEN.

When I am asked why I have chosen to study sexual assault, I respond by drawing upon

something stated by Romito (2008) in her work on men’s violence against women. Romito said,
“[i]t does not follow from this analysis that all men are violent (they are not) even though
observing the facts leads us to conclude that they all could be, with relative impunity, if they so
wished” (p. 24, emphasis added). I study sexual assault because in terms of the violence that men
do, I argue that Romito’s argument is never truer than it is with respect to men’s perpetration of
sexual violence against women. If there is one thing that has disturbed me most in all of my
feminist learning and education about men’s perpetration of violence against women (and there
is plenty to be disturbed about), it is the impunity with which men sexually assault women. I
want to emphasize that my use of “impunity” signals not just legal impunity, but social and
political impunity as well. I argue that men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women and
the impunity with which they perpetrate it are things that can be challenged and undone, in part,
by undermining the discursive scaffolding that sustains it. This is the principal and explicit aim
of my work.
I contend that this discursive scaffolding is built in large part from talk in which women
are tasked with keeping men from sexually assaulting them, and talk that positions women as
responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. The thematic undercurrent
of this work is that the latter is a product of the former; specifically, that tasking women with
keeping men from sexually assaulting them thereby positions women as responsible for the
sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. I work to undermine this scaffolding in part by
identifying and detailing the discursive moves and rhetorical strategies that are involved in the
counterproductive activity of making women responsible for the violence that men do to them
against their will.
I contend that the ubiquitousness of prescriptive, women-directed talk about sexual
assault avoidance obscures the work that is performed in it: assigning women the task of
managing men’s ostensive deficits. I work to unsaddle women of this task by exposing these
largely taken for granted and troubling assumptions about men that underpin women-directed
sexual assault avoidance-oriented talk and allow men to escape accountability for the sexual
assaults that they perpetrate.
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Introduction
In the work that follows, I demonstrate that this sexual assault-supportive cultural
scaffolding is also built from talk about sexual assault that is concerned with or is entirely
focused upon the women whom men sexually assault as opposed to the men who perpetrate it
against them. I demonstrate how, in talk of this sort, scrutiny is focused upon women because of
their clothing or communication or conduct instead of upon the men who sexually assault them.
Often, perpetrators are not even mentioned in talk about sexual assault. Instead, I demonstrate
how talk often features women drinking or walking or dancing or talking who “get raped,”
constructions that are linguistically analogous to descriptions of people who “get colds.” Rapes
are depicted as things that “happen” to women, as opposed to things that men do to them. I will
show how in talk like this, sexual assault is constructed as a self-perpetuated act that women, by
failing to engage in gendered sexual assault avoidance-oriented practices, bring about themselves
as opposed to something that men choose to actively perpetrate against them. I argue that the
impunity with which men can and do perpetrate sexual violence against women is facilitated by
this practice of almost exclusively focusing upon and/or scrutinizing women’s conduct, as
opposed to men’s (again, if men are even mentioned at all), when it comes to their perpetration
of sexual assault against women. Accordingly, I work to undermine the obfuscation and
disappearance of perpetrators by pointing to the discursive mechanisms that allow men who
perpetrate sexual assault against women to be concealed within or vanish from talk about it.
Feminist criminologist Freda Adler (1975) has said that rape “is the only crime in which
the victim becomes the accused” (p. 215). My work is therefore oriented toward determining,
describing, and challenging the discursive means by which women, as opposed to the men who
sexually assault them, “become the accused.”1 As is evident throughout this work, I contend that
the way that gender is constructed accounts for so much of this process. To that end, I next turn
to a gender assessment once advanced by Margaret Atwood (1995) in order to provide a brief
introduction to the substantive, methodological and theoretical approaches that I take in this
work.

1

Adler’s assertion is made literal by (now) Federal Court “Justice” Robin Camp who, while sitting as an Alberta
Provincial Court Judge, repeatedly (and despite correction) “referred to the alleged sexual assault victim as ‘the
accused,’ as in ‘the accused hasn’t explained why she allowed the sex to happen if she didn’t want it’” (Southey,
2015). At the time that this work was submitted for defence, Camp has been required to “undertake a program of
gender sensitivity” subsequent to being brought up for review for his failure to properly apply the law in this sexual
assault case in which he berated a woman for failing to prevent the sexual assault that a man perpetrated against her
(Southey, 2015).
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Introduction
Sexual Assault is a Gendered Issue
“Why do men feel threatened by women?” I asked a male friend of mine. (I love that
wonderful rhetorical device, “a male friend of mine.” It’s often used by female journalists
when they want to say something particularly bitchy but don’t want to be held
responsible for it themselves. It also lets people know that you do have male friends, that
you aren’t one of those fire-breathing mythical monsters, The Radical Feminists, who
walk around with little pairs of scissors and kick men in the shins if they open doors for
you. “A male friend of mine” also gives – let us admit it – a certain weight to the
opinions expressed.) So this male friend of mine, who does by the way exist,
conveniently entered into the following dialogue. “I mean,” I said, “men are bigger, most
of the time, they can run faster, strangle better, and they have on the average a lot more
money and power.” “They’re afraid women will laugh at them,” he said. “Undercut their
world view.” Then I asked some women students in a quickie poetry seminar I was
giving, “Why do women feel threatened by men?” “They’re afraid of being killed,” they
said (Atwood, 1995, p. 413).
In short: “Men are afraid that women will laugh at them. Women are afraid that men will
kill them.” This is how Margaret Atwood’s talk, reproduced above, has been distilled and
circulated to illustrate some of the differences between women and men’s fears (see for example,
de Becker, 1998, p. 77; Valenti, 2014, para. 1). I include this quote from Atwood because akin to
the gender differences that she points to in terms of women’s and men’s experiences of threat, it
is safe to say that women and men experience the threat of sexual violence differently, too.
Katz (2006), for example, describes how, when posed the question “what steps do you
take, on a daily basis, to prevent yourselves from being sexually assaulted?” women effortlessly
draw up a diverse and lengthy list of activities and practices that they routinely engage in (e.g.,
going out in groups, not drinking too much, owning a big dog, not wearing headphones, and so
forth) to keep themselves safe from men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them (p. 2).
However, asking the same of men results in protracted silence, usually pierced only by some
nervous laughter, and a guy who says, “I stay out of prison” (p. 2).
As Katz’ (2006) exercise suggests, sexual assault is an unequivocally gendered crime that
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is overwhelmingly perpetrated by men, against women.2 To that end, and because the study of
sexual assault is such a diverse research area, I wish to make clear that my research is
exclusively focused upon (adult) men’s perpetration of sexual assault against (adult) women. It is
also centered upon highlighting and challenging gender-based notions that facilitate and sustain
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women as a practice that is socially constructed as
both inevitable and engendered by women’s conduct. I also wish to note that whenever possible,
I do not use terminology such as “victim” and instead speak about a “woman” or a “girl”
(depending upon the context and/or speakers’ terminological choices) to describe sexually
assaulted persons. I do this both to underscore the pervasively gendered nature of sexual assault,
and to sidestep use of other terminologies in circulation (e.g., “victim,” “survivor,” “thriver”),
each with their own, often very subjective, contexts of use (for more on this, see Spry, 1995 and
chapter two of Stringer, 2014).
Discourse Analysis
Atwood’s playful description about how mention of “a male friend” serves as a rhetorical
device might be considered a lay application of discourse analysis, the methodology that I use in
my research. This is because, in a nutshell, discourse analysis facilitates assessments much like
the (tongue-in-cheek) version that Atwood undertakes above. Holding that talk is never merely
descriptive or neutral (e.g., mention of “a male friend” is not a neutral move, but one undertaken
to make certain points), discourse analysis allows for examination of the kinds of things that are
accomplished or “get done” in talk, like the implicit work that Atwood describes doing
(sidestepping responsibility for bitchy comments and displaying oneself as someone who does
not breathe fire). In terms of talk about sexual assault, discourse analysis facilitates an
examination of how, in my work, for example, speakers formulate faulting a woman for the
sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her as an exercise in “common sense.”
Discourse analysis is a methodology in which analysts never view description as
straightforward or disinterested, but instead as constructive and rhetorical, again meaning that
language is never merely descriptive but constitutive. It is an approach that holds that talk (like
2

Former Canadian Supreme Court Justice, Claire L’Heureux Dubé maintains that
[i]t cannot be forgotten that a sexual assault is very different from other assaults. … Sexual assault is in the vast
majority of cases gender based. It is an assault upon human dignity and constitutes a denial of any concept of
equality for women. The reality of the situation can be seen from the statistics which demonstrate that 99% of
the offenders in sexual assault cases are men and 90% of the victims are women (cited in Randall, 2010, p.
403).
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mention of a male friend) does things (like present oneself as someone who isn’t man-hating). In
terms of my work, the kinds of questions that this methodology asks get at what is accomplished
in various descriptions of sexual assault, or of how to prevent it, or of who “gets” sexually
assaulted. So, for example, I look at the discursive work that “gets done” when sexual assaults
are described as “situations” that women “put themselves” in, or as “crimes of opportunity.”
Doing discourse analysis means that I approach my assessment of this kind of talk by asking
questions such as: What does this or that description convey about sexual assault – about what it
is and how it comes to be? How are victims constructed? How are perpetrators depicted? How is
gender formulated? What does this talk tell us about how best to avoid and prevent sexual
assault, and who should be made responsible for avoiding and preventing it?
Feminism
Atwood’s mention of feminism – or, perhaps, more specifically, of stereotypes about
feminists – also lends itself to discussion of the feminist orientation that underpins my research. I
argue that the antagonism that continues to confront feminism today makes it virtually
impossible to be a feminist and not be versed in stereotypes about it, and perhaps even more so
as a feminist researcher who studies sexual assault. As a result, my research too engages with
some of these stereotypes about feminism as they pertain to sexual assault, and arguably some of
the more contentious ones, like the notion that rape is not as much a social problem as it is a
feminist invention. Recent representations of this idea abound. Peyser (2015), for example,
“doubts [that] Bill Cosby is a rapist,” and claims that if he is, it is only because feminist
definitions of rape make him so. She also positions feminists as pro-execution and pro-castration.
(See also Boesfeld, 2013; Kitchens, 2014; and Yoffe, 2013 for other current examples of the idea
that the prevalence of rape is more a product of feminism than of men raping women.)
As is evident here, backlash of this sort locates the problem of sexual assault in the minds
of (fire-breathing) feminists, instead of in the men who perpetrate it. Part of my work involves
demonstrating how the focus in talk about sexual assault is often upon the women whom men
perpetrate sexual assault against or upon feminists (or other discursive scapegoats) instead of
upon the men who perpetrate it.
Though this process in which women, instead of the men who rape them, become the
focus of talk and subject to investigation and condemnation has always deeply troubled me, it
was not what I had initially endeavoured to examine. My original focus was a few steps further
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removed. Accordingly, next I describe what the initial aim of my work was, how I arrived at the
study that I set out herein, and the questions that govern my analyses.
An Activism-Inspired Shift in Focus
The original aim of my work was to look at how people talk about representations of
sexual assault in entertainment media.3 My hope was to use entertainment media representations
as a lingua franca for discussion about sexual assault between me and research participants in
order to learn more about how they talk about it.
During the time in which I was speaking with research participants and transcribing the
interviews and focus groups, sexual assault prevention and victim blaming were issues at the
social fore, prompted by the explosion of SlutWalk marches taking place locally and afar. The
SlutWalk movement was sparked by the comments made by Constable Michael Sanguinetti in a
campus safety information session at a Toronto law school in January of 2011. Sanguinetti
apparently prefaced his now infamous comment with the disclaimer, “I’ve been told I shouldn’t
say this,” and went on to state, “women should avoid dressing like sluts in order not to be
victimized” (Because we’ve had enough, 2011). This statement, underscoring, of course,
Sanguinetti’s descriptive word choice, became the impetus for SlutWalk,4 an initiative that
originated in Toronto and then spread like wildfire. Within weeks, SlutWalk had become a
global movement (for more on SlutWalks, see Teekah, Scholz, Friedman, & O’Reilly, 2015). As
I was meeting with participants and transcribing our talks, SlutWalks were generating a fair
amount of coverage, particularly in the media outlets that I tend to favour. Colourful pictures and
video of these walks yielded powerful imagery of people and placards that were splashed across
newspapers and websites. Critical challenges to dominant approaches to sexual assault avoidance
and the practice of victim-blaming were being discussed in television, print, and in online media
snippets, represented in the polemical messages that SlutWalks were becoming known for.
As SlutWalks proliferated, I began paying closer attention to discussion and debate about

3

This aim represented an extension of my interests in entertainment media representations of crime that were
developed during the course of my Masters program. For my Master’s thesis, I studied “the CSI effect” or, in short,
the notion that viewers-turned-jurors of television shows like Crime Scene Investigation will have unrealistic
expectations of forensic science as a result of being misled by these programs.
4
Co-founders Sonya J.F. Barnett and Heather Jarvis maintain that the title of the march was aimed to reappropriate
and empty the term “slut” of its capacity to wound. They note that in contexts such as Sanguinetti’s use of it, “slut”
serves as a “pejorative term to rationalize inexcusable behavior creat[ing] an environment in which it’s okay to
blame the victim” (Because we’ve had enough, 2011). The first SlutWalk was held in Toronto in April of 2011 in
Toronto and has since become an international, and in many sites, annual, practice.
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whether or not telling women how to avoid or prevent sexual assault (by, but not limited to,
telling women how not to dress) consisted also of victim-blaming. I became privy to arguments
in which, for example, some people maintained that espousing sexual assault prevention and
engaging in victim-blaming were clearly mutually exclusive practices, that it was irrational and
therefore illogical to engage in both, and that so doing was therefore unlikely; and, that if
encouraging women to protect themselves also sounded or seemed like victim-blaming but also
helped keep women safe, then so be it. Comparative analogies were being developed and
recycled. I recall somebody saying something like, “does that mean we should stop telling kids
to look both ways before crossing the street because that too might be victim-blaming?”5
As I continued to hold and transcribe subsequent interviews and focus groups, questions
like the analogy about children crossing the street sat with me, as did the more general questions
about prevention and blame that informed such an analogy. I found myself contemplating these
questions that talk about SlutWalk seemed to be prompting, questions like, how is preventionoriented talk similar to victim-blaming talk? How do these kinds of talk differ? What does the
children-crossing-the-street analogy have in common with prevention-is-blaming talk and how is
it different? If sexual assault prevention does communicate victim-blame, how do these
seemingly disparate aims coalesce, and how is blame-via-prevention accomplished? If blame is
communicated via prevention, what, if anything, could prevention-oriented talk look like
instead? Immersed in the generation and transcription of my data, I could not shake these
questions, particularly when I felt like I could hear traces of the same in participants’ talk. As a
result, I decided to shift my analytic focus, leading me to arrive at the study I present here. To
that end, in the next and final section of this introduction, I outline the chapters to come.
Chapter Outline
In the next two chapters, I set out my theoretical orientation, provide an overview of
relevant literatures, and describe my methodological approach. I then spend five chapters
describing my analyses of the data, and end with a final and concluding chapter.
In Chapter 1 – A View from Somewhere: Feminism and Sexual Assault, I locate myself
as a feminist researcher by articulating the themes and assumptions that inform this study, my
view of gender as a background schema, and my relativist orientation. I also describe the
overarching aims of this work and my feminist naming praxis. In this chapter, I also articulate
5

See http://shesearcher.tumblr.com/image/26608973884 for a response to this question.
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feminist analyses of and challenges to men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women in
terms of feminists’ conceptualization of rape culture, feminist legal reforms in Canada, and
popular manifestations of young feminist activism. I then describe current feminist theorizing
about sexual assault and the ways in which this theorizing informs my work.
In Chapter 2 – Talk About Sexual Assault Matters: Discourse Analysis and Sexual
Assault, I provide an overview of studies of talk about or related to sexual assault, and articulate
the contribution that my work makes both to this literature and to sexual assault-focused
practices “on the ground.” I next describe discourse analysis, the methodology that I use in this
study, and then detail the methods that I used to generate the data. Specifically, I describe the
research participants who were involved in my study, the interviews and focus groups that I held,
and my approach to data analysis.
Chapter 3 – Talk About Sexual Assault Avoidance Messages, is, by far, the densest of the
chapters. The analyses, conclusions, and implications that I lay out therein in many ways set the
analytic stage for subsequent chapters, and accordingly, it is information rich. In this chapter, I
argue that collectively, speakers construct messages about sexual assault avoidance as a series of
rules that women are expected to follow in order to keep men from sexually assaulting them. I
speak to the gendered implications of these rules and the expectations that they create for
women, and critically assess the notion of sexual assault “prevention.” I discuss the ways in
which these safety-oriented rules and the assignment of blame intersect, and speak to the
assumptions about men that these rules are founded upon. In this chapter, I introduce the concept
of interpretative repertoires, and identify three of the seven repertoires that I argue (and
subsequently demonstrate) pervade talk about men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women.
I examine the ways in which speakers describe society’s perceptions of women in
relation to sexual assault in Chapter 4 – Talk About Women: Getting Themselves Raped. In this
chapter, speakers construct women whom men have sexually assaulted as women who, by failing
to adhere to the rules, have precipitated the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. I
refer to this process as the responsibilization of women for men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against them, and argue that it is facilitated by context-based (as opposed to consent-based)
assessments of sexualized activity and by agentless constructions of sexual assault. I speak to the
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ways in which men are represented (or not) in talk of this sort, and identify three further
interpretative repertoires that speakers routinely deploy in their talk about sexual assault.
In Chapter 5 – Talk About Men: Guilty, But Not Responsible, I argue that even when
perpetrators are included in talk about sexual assault and even when they constitute the topic
under discussion, women are nevertheless constructed as responsible for the sexual assaults that
men perpetrate against them. I formulate alternative perpetrator-focused constructions of sexual
assault to demonstrate the variability of talk and thus how speakers might have described men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women, but did not. I also identify the seventh and final
interpretative repertoire that I read from speakers’ talk. In this chapter, I argue that although
sexual assault avoidance-oriented messaging typically addresses women, it is hearable to men as
well. I argue that the ongoing discursive reproduction of these women-blaming repertoires
therefore serves as a categorization and homing device, mapping out and locating for men a
category of women discursively marked off as rapeable.
In Chapter 6 – Talk About Sexual Assault: Situations and Opportunities, my focus is
upon euphemisms used to talk about men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women.
Specifically, I examine speakers’ talk about sexual assault in which men’s perpetration of sexual
assault against women is described as a “situation” that women “put themselves” in, and as a
“crime of opportunity.” I argue that these turns of phrase represent indirect discursive shorthand
that speakers use to position women as responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate
against them.
In the final data chapter, Chapter 7 – Sustaining and Subverting Victim-Blaming Talk, I
examine two sets of speakers’ talk. The first consists of excerpts in which speakers justify
women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented practices, and the second consists of speakers
who challenge them. I show how speakers’ constructions of women-directed sexual assault
avoidance-oriented practices help to legitimize tasking women with keeping men from sexually
assaulting them. I demonstrate how these legitimizing discursive moves are instrumental in
sustaining limitations to women’s freedoms by inoculating sexual assault avoidance-oriented
practices from critical examination and challenge, and from contentions that they facilitate or
also accomplish victim-blaming. My examination of speakers’ talk that challenges these
practices helps illuminate the way men are implicitly constructed in women-directed sexual
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assault avoidance, and the critical potential that can be achieved in talk that inverts, renders
extreme, or otherwise disaffiliates from mainstream sexual assault avoidance-oriented talk.
I conclude this study with Chapter 8 – Talk about Men’s Perpetration of Sexual Assault
Against Women Matters. In this final chapter, I provide an overview of the key analytic
contributions that my work has generated. I also note some of the limitations of this research,
describe what future directions that work like this might take, and what I hope my research might
accomplish. I argue that when it comes to talk about sexual assault, our social lexicon is replete
with women-blaming vernacular, but lacking in terms of ways to talk about blaming rapists for
rape. Accordingly, I close this work with an inventory of useful discursive strategies and
rhetorical moves that can be advanced by people in the speaking of change.
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Chapter 1 – A View from Somewhere: Feminism and Sexual Assault
In this chapter, I describe the feminist orientation of my work, feminist analyses of and
challenges to men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women, and current feminist
theorizing about sexual assault. More specifically, I begin by outlining the themes and
assumptions that underpin my research, my conceptualization of gender as a “background
schema,” my relativist orientation, the aims of my research, and my feminist naming praxis.
Next, I talk about feminists’ description of rape culture, feminist legal reforms, and examples of
young feminist anti-rape activism. I then discuss current feminist theorizing about sexual assault,
describing the ways in which an anti-victimist and neoliberal social context positions men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women as an individualized problem to be handled by
responsible, risk-managing women.
The Feminist Orientation of My Research
The Themes and Assumptions That Inform This Work
Without question, I identify my work and myself as feminist, although this feminism is
admittedly broad stroke. By this, I mean that I position my work as feminist without specifically
locating myself somewhere amidst the nuanced “contingencies” that mark ongoing theorizing
and debates among feminists. Instead, consistent with the overall orientation of my analytic
project, I adopt Miller’s (2000) contention that as opposed to being concerned with a (realistbased) focus upon how I, as a feminist ought to talk (e.g., by identifying and locating myself
within, for instance, a “strategic” or “contingent” unity or faction that necessarily assumes a
“true” or “false” representation of feminism), I should attend to how I, as a feminist, talk and am
talking, and how the context in which I talk will impact which feminist “we”s and “they”s that I
invariably and rhetorically draw upon to stake my claims (pp. 336-337).
To that end, I do locate my moral and political affiliations as those that cohere with
certain unified and collective notions of feminist themes and assumptions (thereby situating
myself within part of a “we”). For example, I identify with the themes and assumptions about
feminist theory assembled by Hepburn (2000). She maintains that feminism involves two
themes: “a high value” placed on women as “worthy of study in our own right” and recognition
of “the need for social change on behalf of women” – themes that make feminist work
“avowedly political” (p. 92). Hepburn asserts that feminist theory “shares three defining
assumptions:” that “gender is a social construction that oppresses women more than men,” that
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“patriarchy (the male domination of social institutions) shapes these constructions,” and, that
“women’s experiential knowledge” is how we6 are best helped in terms of “envision[ing] a future
non-sexist society” (p. 92).
The Flexibility of “What We All Know:” Attending to Gender as a Background Schema
This explicitly feminist lens with which I approach my work means that, in accordance
with these themes and assumptions, I attend to the way that gender, as a construct, operates in
talk. Gender is therefore not “background noise” in my study; instead, I am analytically
interested in the ways in which speakers position gender in talk about sexual assault, by, for
example, examining the ways in which their talk trades “on shared cultural values and
conventional knowledges” about women and men (LeCouteur & Oxlad, 2011, p. 12).
Accordingly, my research is informed by work like that undertaken by Wowk (1984). In
her use/animation of Millet’s notion of “sexual politics,” Wowk demonstrates how gender
operates as a “background schema” in talk about men’s perpetration of violence against women
(a schema that Miller [2000] refers to as a “large-scale” cultural or “macro-level” discourse).
What this means is that in speakers’ talk,
gender is tacitly used as a background schema for performing ‘other’ actions, so trading
on ‘what we all know’ about women and men rather than being directly used to make
disparaging remarks about the victim [and in so doing] sexual politics is an
accomplishment, an outcome, in this case the outcome of language-embedded procedures
for distributing blame and guilt (Wowk, 1984, p. 75).
Wowk describes gender in these contexts as a kind of cultural common sense, manifest
not only in speakers’ explicit orientations to gender, but also implicit in speakers’ talk when
6

I oscillate between talking about “women” and including myself in the “we” so described. In so doing, I have in
mind MacDonald’s (1995) similar vacillations and the way that she prefaced how she ultimately chose to represent
herself in her work.
In writing this work, I found myself swinging between writing about women from a position of identification
(‘as women, we…’) and talking about women as a separate grouping: a ‘they’ rather than an ‘us.’ However
uneasy and inconsistent this seems, I decided that leaving this unevenness captures at least the dual pressure that
we feel as women both to speak as a part of a larger group, with shared structures of feeling, and yet to
acknowledge and respect other women’s variety and difference (p. 4).
I have made a similar decision to “leave this unevenness,” informed in part by MacDonald’s reasoning, and to
intermittently mark this research as “a view from somewhere” – indeed, from a (cis)gendered someone who, does
not just report the amalgamation of academic conclusions, but who participates in, and is, to varying degrees, both
subject and object of the same social practices under scrutiny here. As such, my use of “we” and of “they” is
rhetorical, aimed at reflecting this “dual pressure” and my inevitably political implication in this work. For other
discussion on the use of “we” concerning researchers who study men’s violence against women, see also Rebecca
Campbell’s work (2012, p. 12).

12

Chapter 1 – A View from Somewhere: Feminism and Sexual Assault
performing other actions like the allocation of blame (p. 76). Along similar lines, in their analysis
of men’s talk about sexual refusal, O’Byrne, Hansen, and Rapley (2008) observe that
the deployment of the categories ‘women’ and ‘boy’ in a single utterance work, through
the predicates they invoke (Sacks, 1992), (e.g., maturity and innocence, respectively), to
increase the moral accountability attributable to all women while simultaneously
reducing that attributable to ‘boys’ (p. 185).
They note that “any given person can be identified in an indefinite number of ways [so] to use a
particular category … is never neutral but rather is to get moral work done” (footnote, p. 185).
I maintain that a gender schema is always operative in the talk that I examine such that
speakers are constantly “trading [implicitly and explicitly] on ‘what we all know’ about women
and men” to “get moral work done.” In the analyses that follow, I invite readers to see in
speakers’ talk how they are “unavoidably engaged in the invocation and consultation of our
cultural values with regard to gender. And insofar as this involves casting aspersions on the
character of the victim on the basis of her gender,” Wowk (1984) maintains that “we can identify
this as one cultural procedure for doing and recognizing instances of sexual politics” (p. 77).
Relativism, Reality Construction, and Reaching Still
Importantly, my feminist work is also relativist in orientation, and aligns with what
Miller (2000) refers to as the “poverty of truth-seeking.” Accordingly, my approach might be
best summarized by Speer (2005) who asserts that
[f]or the feminist relativist, the goal of social scientific inquiry is not ‘truth-seeking.’
Rather, the focus shifts to an examination of how certain truths, ways of seeing the world,
or versions of reality are constructed, and the social practices that sustain some
oppressive, sexist, and heterosexist versions over others (pp. 16-17).
Accordingly, my goal is not to seek or discover “truths” behind or beneath people’s talk
about sexual assault. As opposed to claiming to describe reality, I examine “the terms through
which reality is made intelligible” (Mardorossian, 2002, p. 745).
Hepburn (2000, 2003), Miller (2000), and Speer (2000, 2005), among others, have argued
that occupying a relativist stance (being skeptical of objective knowledge) does not eradicate
feminists’ political commitment and the judgments upon which they are based. They only
contend that these judgments not be advanced as unassailable truths, and that instead, feminists’
work is advanced as explicitly committed and value-laden. These “value affirmative stances”
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involve feminists connecting their analyses “to their own values and to a programme of social
change” – a position in which values are central, arguments are “unashamedly political,” social
transformation is in focus, and where feminists are accountable for their interpretations and the
social and political consequences thereof (Miller, 2000, p. 322). Hepburn (2000) argues that the
inversion of a generalized skepticism of objectivist perspectives is not a generalized acceptance
of all things relativist: relativists’ treatment of all knowledge claims as absent truth value is not
the same as treating all knowledge claims as therefore valid – judgments can, and should still, be
made and defended (p. 93). They assert that feminists can be committed to specific knowledge
claims and advance them as more valid than others, without also claiming that they are
incontestable truths.
Quite significantly, my feminist relativist position should not be mistaken for one that
denies the reality of sexual assault, or that takes up the rapist’s account as just as valid as the
account of the woman/women that he has victimized. (Critiques of relativism suggest that
clarification of this sort is warranted.) To be clear, to stake a position as a relativist examining
talk about sexual assault is not to advance a claim that sexual assault “does not exist … but rather
that the ways in which we understand and express it are never independent of language” (Gavey,
1989, p. 461). Hepburn (2000) argues that to claim that there is not some ‘brute reality’ to rape
that is “outside of, and separable from” language is not to deny its existence or the wrongs that it
consists of, arguing that “to treat it not as a freestanding object is not to treat it as any less
important or shocking” (p. 98). A relativist analysis of talk about sexual assault is by no means a
denial of it, but represents instead an investigation into and reflection of the ways in which it is
implicated in, and inextricable from, language.
With truth as neither a guiding force nor a final objective, feminist relativists instead
anchor their adjudication of competing knowledges and their analytic goals in the moral and
political consequences of the work in focus. Gavey (1989) argues that relativism does not require
that feminists “abandon our knowledges and values,” acknowledging that while “there is no sure
way of guaranteeing or fixing them or of convincing others” of them, theory and research should
instead be “assessed in terms of their utility in achieving politically defined goals” (p. 472).
Miller (2000), drawing on Seidman, contends that our arguments in favour of certain accounts
over others should be based not in their truth value, but in terms of their moral and political
value, and the social consequences of this reading versus that (p. 323). As such, Miller argues,
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“postmodernism – by rejecting all claims to privileged knowledge – widens, rather than narrows,
the realm of ‘the political,’ precisely by asking us to articulate the practical-moral agendas that
authorize our claims about the world” (p. 323).
As I make known throughout this writing, my work is driven by an unabashed
commitment to (participating in feminists’ longstanding and ongoing efforts to) challenge and
end men’s perpetration of violence against women. Accordingly, I anchor my work in feminist
thinking and knowledge, a theoretical framework that I judge to be more valid than other ways of
theorizing men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women (in terms of cognitive
psychological or biological accounts, for example). I read speakers’ talk through a feminist lens,
a lens that therefore attends to the ways in which gender constructs (among others) are both
formulated and deployed in speakers’ constructions of the “realities” of sexual assault.
Echoing Mardorossian (2002), my feminist approach is reflexive, meaning that I do “not
interpret social relations without making explicit the assumptions on which [my use of feminist
theory] relies,” and that I am attentive to the political consequences of my analyses within “the
particular cultural context from which [they] evolve” (p. 745). To that end, I have noted the
themes and assumptions that inform my work. In this work, I take for granted gendered relations
of power as oppressive forces, and my work is premised on the notion that women are entitled to
and warrant study because women continue to want and need social change, in part, with respect
to men’s perpetration of sexual violence against us.
I take up this research within a cultural context in which being feminist (or being
perceived as) feminist can be life-threatening (see Filipovic, 2013; Holpuch, 2015; Hopper,
2015; McDonald, 2014; Millhiser, 2013); in which men who perpetrate sexual assault are
defended (see Moyer, 2015; Peyser, 2015); where women sexually assaulted by men are
scrutinized, mocked, and disbelieved (see Bates, 2014; Coleman, 2013; Hess, 2014); and, where
rape is trivialized (Valenti, 2012) – this is, of course, among a host of other issues sustaining
men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women. In short, I am aware that this research, at
best, will amount to little more than the slightest ripple in an ocean of work required to generate
the kind of social change required to end men’s violence against women. I borrow from Melissa
McEwan’s (2010) eloquence, however, and argue that “I will neither apologize for nor amend
my desire [for change] because of its remove from the here and now; its distance encourages my
reach” (para. 41).
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To that end, I hold that ending men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women
requires, in part, that we speak differently about it. I maintain that talk about sexual assault more
often than not focuses upon the women against whom men perpetrate it (or blames feminists, or
other scapegoats – see Kitchens, 2014; Peyser, 2015; Yoffe, 2013) instead of focusing upon and
blaming the men who perpetrate it. I work toward ensuring that perpetrators at least remain
within (the discursive pur)view by insisting upon the importance of naming them as such. I
describe my commitment to doing so – my feminist naming praxis – below.
My Feminist Naming Praxis
In order to understand the effects of men’s perpetration of violence against women,
researchers have sought to understand women’s experiences, in part, to better serve them.
Academics have observed, however, that at least two problems have resulted from this focus
upon women, and both are relevant to the work that I undertake herein. First, there is a
comparative paucity of research concerned with the actions of men. For example, Wood and
Rennie (1994) contend that the “emphasis on understanding the reactions of victims has meant
that we have neglected the investigation of the actions of men who rape” (p. 145). Second, as a
result, this woman-focused orientation only adds to a neoliberal climate centered upon individual
responsibility and risk management that is already primed for victim-blaming (see Harvey
[2005], O’Malley [2009], and my discussion of neoliberalism later in this chapter). Mardorossian
(2014) notes that “[y]ears of educating the public about these issues seem to have resulted only
in the expectation that women should know better than to let themselves get raped” (p. 753). In
what follows, I describe researchers’ observations about the consequences of these problems. I
reproduce admittedly lengthy passages of each articulation, since my efforts to reduce them in
size also seemed to reduce their force.
Importantly, the absence of a concerted focus upon men as perpetrators of violence
against women has played out not just where public and academic attention is most actively
concentrated, but also in the language that we, as speakers, use in colloquial and academic talk
about sexual assault. In terms of scholars’ talk about rape, Wood and Rennie (1994) argue that
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Researchers are implicated in the failure to address the moral issues when they focus on
the victim, and further, in the language they use when doing so … We want to avoid
blaming the victim, but we also avoid identifying the agent. If we then search for an
agent, we find only the woman. … We need to recognize our own role in constructing the
experience of rape (p. 146).
Wood and Rennie are calling for researchers to attend to our role in constructing rape as an
agentless occurrence by virtue of the language that we use to describe it (even while
acknowledging that other language use practices were motivated by a desire to avoid blaming
victims). Examples of the kind of language that Wood and Rennie problematize is taken up by
Romito (2008), who demonstrates what it looks like by arguing that this kind of talk describes
women or children who have been raped and wives who have been beaten and killed
rather than men, boys or husbands who rape, beat and kill … both the perpetrator and the
context of the violence disappear: women are beaten, but it is not understood by whom,
they are killed by some impersonal agent, hit by a fist, a bottle or a chair moving through
space just at that time (p. 47).
In short, Romito notes that perpetrators and their violent acts disappear when, in talk
about men’s perpetration of violence against women, the only party described is she who the
violence is perpetrated against, as opposed to he who perpetrates it against her. As a speaker
engaged in these kinds of language practices, Johnson (cited in Penelope, 1990) describes how
she realized that talk like this can “often absolve men from responsibility for their violent
behavior toward women” (Penelope, 1990, p. 148):
Suddenly I realized that in my campaign [for u.s.7 president] speech I had been saying,
‘Today over 2,000 women in this country will be raped.’ … I made rape sound as
innocuous as ‘today it will rain,’ as if rape just falls out of the sky on women, just
‘happens’ to us. As though there were no rapists (cited in Penelope, 1990, p. 148).
Aligned with the assertions made by the women noted above, Randall (2010) describes
how, by failing to focus upon male perpetrators in our work on gendered violence, we fail to
hold men accountable for the violence that they perpetrate against women. She contends that
7

The lower case letters here are not a typographical error. Penelope (1990) states, “I have elected not to capitalize
proper names I was taught to capitalize, for example, u.s., … on the basis of the importance I attach to the named
institutions and objects. Because I consider national boundaries as artifacts of male dominance and control, the first
letters in names of countries are lower case” (xi-xii).
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“the human agency behind the violence done to women by men is routinely obfuscated through
the terminologies most frequently used to refer to, define, and describe such violence” and
consequently, “men’s agency in terms of their responsibility for perpetrating specific acts of
sexual violence” is “rendered invisible” (p. 423). (For an overview of a series of nuanced ways in
which men’s perpetration of violence against women is obfuscated in academic talk, see Lamb,
1991.)
Others challenge gender unspecific terminologies like domestic violence or familial rape,
even as they are intended to ensure that the term reflects all victim and perpetrator genders.
These are concepts that, as Parker and Mahlstedt (2010) note, denote a “broader” group of
people, and can therefore “include perpetrators who are males, females, children, adults, and
others associated with home and family” (p. 142). In short, terminology of this sort is often used
intentionally – in order to be inclusive. Romito (2008) acknowledges this, that gender ambiguous
terminology represents an obvious “effort to be neutral” and to account for “the rare cases where
women are the perpetrators of violence and men are the victims” (p. 46). She observes, however,
how surprising it is that the identification of male violence is avoided “if we think that in
ordinary language the tendency has been – and is still – precisely the opposite” where “the term
‘man’ has been used by extension to indicate men and women, the whole of humanity” (p. 46).
Some argue that these kinds of terms fail to represent men’s perpetration of violence
against women as the extremely gendered crimes that they are (Katz, 2006; Randall, 2010).
Romito (2008), for example, cites work in which researchers examined representations of men’s
perpetration of violence against women in scientific articles and concluded that “when the sex of
the perpetrator is not specified and the violence described only includes the identity of the female
victim, male violence against women is constituted as a problem of women” (p. 45). Equally, the
study’s authors concluded that when gender ambiguous concepts like “domestic violence” are
used to describe violence exclusively perpetrated by men against women, the message conveyed
is “that women are as violent as men” (p. 46). In her analysis of articles in “men’s and political
magazines” Berns (2001) identifies this process as “degendering the problem.” Berns states that
when gender is removed from how a problem is framed, “the role of gender and power in
abusive relationships” is undermined; she argues that this process “plays a central role in
resisting any attempts to situate social problems within a patriarchal framework” (pp. 265-266).
Bearing these contentions in mind, I feel it is integral to research of this nature – a
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feminist work that takes up language – to insist upon naming men’s perpetration of violence
against women when it is otherwise unspoken or unsignalled. The absence of perpetrators in
speakers’ talk is perhaps most commonly pronounced in talk in which men’s perpetration of
sexual assault against women is described as something that girls or women “get done” to them
(e.g., “she got raped”; “you’re gonna get raped”). Just as Romito (2008) notes, this kind of talk is
absent mention of just who has perpetrated, is perpetrating, or will perpetrate the sexual assaults
or rapes so described.
Accordingly, in instances in which men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is
described but is unnamed as such (e.g., by speakers, in cited texts), I name it, and signal the
frequent absence of this naming with the use of square brackets ([like these]). This signalling is
intended to underscore its almost discursive absence, to display how uncomplicated this naming
practice is to incorporate (even if, at worst, it makes talk admittedly a bit “wordier”), and perhaps
most, to underscore the break with reason that it requires to describe a woman as blameworthy
for a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against her. This is a political practice of naming that,
since I first incorporated it into my writing, has gradually but indelibly affected the way I now
speak and write about men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women. I invite readers to try
out, if not permanently engage in, similar practices.
I am not, of course, the first (feminist) to suggest that men’s perpetration of violence
against women should be named as such. Randall asserts that “men’s violence against women
and children” is a term that is “used by feminists as a consciousness-raising strategy to name and
define who is doing what and to whom” (pp. 423-424).
I carry forth this “strategy to name and define who is doing what and to whom,” and
maintain that naming men’s perpetration of violence against women must be done because
“naming has social, cultural, and political consequences” (Parker & Mahlstedt, 2010, p. 140).
Moreover, by engaging in the practice of naming of men’s perpetration of violence against
women, I seek to unsettle the “petrification” patterns of social ideology in language (Romito,
2008, p. 32) by disrupting everyday linguistic patterns (e.g., agentless representations of sexual
assault), in an effort to keep them from becoming (further) sedimented in talk about sexual
assault.
By insisting upon the naming of men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women, I
am responding to calls like those made by Penelope (1990) who asserts that we must take
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responsibility “for saying out loud all the unspoken words we hear in our minds” and that in so
doing, we “refuse to ignore the atrocities we wake up to every day” (p. 138). Indeed, the more
exposed I became to talk about sexual assault, the more glaring these “unspoken words” became.
Perhaps most, however, I align my interest in insisting upon these naming practices with ThaparBjörkert and Morgan’s (2010) assertion that “the explicit naming of violence and abuse by men
[helps] to ensure that women’s experiences of violation should not be left literally unspeakable”
(p. 37).
As a result, part of identifying myself as a feminist researcher, “establishing my right to
reorder the world”8 (Romito, 2008, pp. 7-8), involves naming the sexual assaults that I speak of
as men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women. I use the word “perpetrate” when so
doing to underscore the active and agentic carrying out of a wrong. Perpetrate is a word that
carries no alternatively positive meaning like the word commission (in “men’s commission of
violence against women”) for example, can. Likewise, my use of “against” is equally purposive.
It echoes the language used by other feminists, who, as noted previously, have used language
such as “men’s violence against women.” Use of the word “against” foregrounds the nonconsensual substance of the acts that men carry out when they perpetrate sexual assault against
women. Against helps signify the unidirectionality of this violence that men perpetrate against
women and counter implications of mutuality that talk about sexual assault often “defaults” to
(see, for example, Bavelas & Coates, 2001).
To some, talk is already “irremediably political” (Miller, 2000) and thus the act of
insisting upon the naming of gendered violence might be seen at best, as superfluous, and at
worst, cumbersome or exasperating. However, alongside Parker and Mahlstedt (2010), I
maintain that social change can be promoted, take place, and be reinforced in the subtlest of sites
and ways, and that these naming practices represent but one form of it. They maintain that “both
the gender order and linguistic conventions” create for us a context that predispose us to “follow
patterns set down over generations,” wherein social change can transpire “with the interruptions
of such patterns” most “commonly through infinitesimally small events” (p. 157). Parker and
Mahlstedt cite the work of Eckert and McConnell-Ginet who state that drawing connections
between
8

I find this quote particularly moving as a feminist. Romito (2008) cites “the historian Gerda Lerner” who said,
“women need to acquire the least ‘feminine’ of qualities, the intellectual arrogance to establish their own right to
reorder the world” (pp. 7-8).
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smaller linguistic … routines [and] larger societal discourses requires that we think about
how small acts ramp up into big ones. Above all, it requires thinking about how a single
individual’s verbal move could get picked up by others and eventually make it into public
discourse (cited in Parker & Mahlstedt, p. 157).
Accordingly, Parker and Mahlstedt contend, “[s]ocial change begins in personal and in
collective expressions of resistance” (p. 157), as in this interruption of linguistic patterns. They
hold that change like this can take place in situations as innocuous as conversations between two
people, in acts of journalistic reporting in which “the nonnative use of agentless passives to
describe a rape” (p. 157) might be resisted, and, I am adding, in research contexts such as these.
Again, these all represent acts that aim to disrupt the petrification of patriarchal representations
of sexual assault in language. My hope is that the continued hearing of women’s experiences will
help pave the way to a place in which the social comforts that sexism currently enjoys are
unseated, and where men’s perpetration of violence against women becomes a thing of the past.
To that end, I have in mind a vision articulated by Roth (2005) at the end of her essay,
“Transforming the Rape Culture That Lives in My Skull.” Roth describes a place in which
women look eagerly for equal sexual partners and participate fully in the rituals of
courtship, love, and commitment. Men lose their erections – and their desire – if their
partners aren’t eager to make love … Sexual violence gradually becomes a memory, a
story that crones and codgers tell late at night around the fire (we still make fires).
Younger people can’t believe the stories. “Why would anyone want to do that?” they ask.
“Where’s the fun in that?” Soon the young people don’t even want to hear the old stories.
Rape has become alien to the human experience. I’m sure we can do this. We can do
anything” (pp. 371-372).
The practice of naming men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is, of course,
but one piece of the much more sizeable project of ending it – a project that is made exceedingly
daunting by the social supports that work in favour of perpetuating it. This assembly of social
factors that support men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is collectively referred to
as “rape culture.” I describe this concept, and its inherent representations of men and women
below.
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Feminist Analyses of and Challenges to
Men’s Perpetration of Sexual Assault Against Women
Rape Culture: Men’s Biology and Women’s (Im)morality
Buchwald, Fletcher, and Roth (2005) speak about “rape culture” as
a complex of beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and supports violence
against women. … In a rape culture, both men and women assume that sexual violence is
a fact of life, as 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 (xi).
As a whole, researchers assert that rape culture is ultimately perpetuated by “[n]ormative
understandings of gender and heterosexuality” – understandings that can be changed (Anderson
& Doherty, 2008, p. 21; Buchwald, Roth, & Fletcher, 2005; Ehrlich, 2001; Gavey, 2005; Katz,
2006; Kimmel, 2005; Matoesian, 1993).
Feminist scholarship holds that “rape is both a socially produced and socially legitimated
phenomenon” (Anderson & Doherty, 2008, p. 21). Gavey (1989) notes that men’s perpetration of
violence can be conceived of as something that “exists on a continuum of normative heterosexual
practices which are socially constructed as involving an active, initiating male and a passive,
responsive female,” a construction of heterosexual norms that Gavey (2005) argues functions as
“a cultural scaffold for rape.” In short, the argument goes, in a context in which aggressive male
and passive female heterosexual practices are normalized, rape is a product of cultural norms,
rather than a deviation from them.9
Anderson and Doherty (2008) contend that arguments of this sort are common to feminist
work on rape. They argue that feminists tend to agree that men’s perpetration of sexual violence
against women reflects or represents patriarchal social norms as opposed to breaches of them.
Matoesian (1993) argues that “[t]he facts about rape, therefore, force us to consider this: sexual
aggression, including the propensity to rape, is not only widespread but also normative sexual
9

Mardorossian (2014) offers a different take on theorizing rape. She instead (re)frames rape as an issue of
hegemonic (as opposed to what she refers to as “biological”) masculinity by arguing that masculinity and femininity
are structural (as opposed to “biologically derived”) positions. She degenders rape, and describes it instead as the
product of unequal power-based (not gender-based) structures. Arguing that, for example, hegemonic or structural
masculinity is enacted whenever sexual assault is used as a strategy of war or when men rape men, Mardorossian
argues that this degendered way of taking up sexual assault allows rape to be addressed not as an issue of gender,
but “as an issue that saturates culture and defines structural masculinity’s relation to femininity and not women’s
relation to men” (p. 3). See Shugart (1994) for comparable assertions.
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behavior or an extension of normative sexual behavior in the male population” (p. 8). He
contends that “[f]ar from being an isolated act committed by a few psychopathically deranged
men, rape is a culturally conditioned and ideologically supported social fact” where the “vast
majority of rapes are, indeed, not violations but enforcements of the social order” (p. 18). In
short, Matoesian argues that the bulk of rapes are perpetrated not by men who exist on the social
and moral fringe of society, but by those who most manifest it. Jensen similarly maintains that
rape should be considered “an expression of the sexual norms of the culture, not violations of
[them],” and Baker likewise refers to rape as “culturally dictated, not culturally deviant” (both
cited in Katz, 2006, p. 149 and 151, respectively).
Within this feminist work, contemporary heterosexual norms are taken up as derivatives
of traditional conceptions of male and female sexuality in which men are depicted as red-blooded
and virile, and women as chaste and resistant. For example, longstanding ideas about “male sex
drive” (Anderson & Doherty, 2008; Ehrlich, 2001; Gavey, 2005) hold that men’s sexuality is
driven by innate sexual impulses, an autonomic impetus to seek sex that compels men’s sexual
behaviour as a function of reproduction. These biology-based conceptualizations have been
(re)produced in “classic” research, texts, and manuals about heterosexual behaviour in which
male sexuality is described as virtually animalistic in its intrinsic orientation toward procreation.
Anderson and Doherty (2008) discuss “the classic writings” of Ellis, Kinsey, and Masters and
Johnson, in addition to a variety of “sex manuals” that “define[d] and institiutionalise[d] male
domination and female submission as natural and essential” (p. 6). This notion of men’s
biological imperative toward sex suggests that once they have become sexually aroused, men
have “tenuous self-control over their actions until they are sexually satisfied” (Anderson &
Doherty, 2008, p. 6; see also Ehrlich, 2001). “To reign in this constructed male appetite, women
have been assigned the role of asexual gatekeepers” (Kimmel, 2005, p. 142, also Anderson &
Doherty, 2008, p. 8).
The generalized view of women as “asexual” emerges from socio-historic silences about
female sexual desire and from social and legal conceptualizations about women’s sexuality as
property (Anderson & Doherty, 2008; Estrich, 1987; Gavey, 2005). Barely acknowledged or
theorized, notions of women’s sexual desire were instead “shackled by socially required
femininity” which positioned women as both “passive and acquiescent, but at the same time
potentially dangerous and provocative” (Anderson & Doherty, 2008, p. 6). As an object of her
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husband’s belonging and enacted only for him (arguably pronounced most in the Victorian era),
a woman’s sexuality was something shielded and safeguarded from the impulses of other men.
Female sexuality was thus framed in terms of vigilance and sexual resistance (Brownmiller,
1975; Ehrlich, 2001; Estrich, 1987). Accordingly, “failed resistance” was deemed just that:
whether by coercion or consent, women whose sexual purity was “tainted” were deemed
“personally responsible for the consequences that might ensue, irrespective of cause”
(Stevenson, 2001, p. 354). The “rise of respectability” reinforced ideas about women’s sexuality
as characterized by virtuousness and chastity insofar as it was sanctioned by marriage or as
wanton and reckless if it was not (Brownmiller, 1975; Estrich, 1987; Stevenson, 2001).
In short, historically, men’s sexuality has largely been constructed in terms of biology,
whereas women’s sexuality has been dominated by constructions of morality. Generally
speaking, these constructions position male sexuality as passive to biology, and as a largely
involuntary intrinsic and inborn drive. Women’s sexuality, on the other hand, has been
constructed in terms of voluntarity, something actively reserved for the respectable bounds of
marriage (or at least within the confines of a relationship), or, immorally offered forth or allowed
to, men outside of it. Thus, male sexuality has been framed as instinct, whereas female sexuality
has been framed as moral choice.
In my analyses, I demonstrate that speakers orient to these longstanding gendered
constructions in context-contingent and open-ended ways, but that speakers’ deployment of
gender in talk about sexual assault tends to coalesce around particular constructions. Specifically,
participants routinely work up biology-based arguments in their talk about men, and talk about
women often coheres around moral issues of choice. My reading of participants’ talk holds that
these longstanding notions of men as testosteronic, sexually driven, seed sowers, and of women
as passive and (paradoxically) resistant but dangerously provocative sirens persist and are
manifest in talk today. I argue that the upshot of these narrow gender constructions is that all
men are invariably reduced to the immutable product of biological imperatives which render
them either sexually aggressive savants better able to read women’s “true” desires than we are
able to read our own, or sexually assaultive automata programmed to respond to a host of
sexualized stimuli. Likewise, these reductive constructions consistently and ultimately position
all women as callow or imprudent fools, sexual assault-seeking vamps, or as hyper vigilant,
resistant, and self-policing managers of risk.
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Just as some feminists’ work is focused upon documenting and describing these troubling
cultural themes in terms of how women, men, (hetero)sex, and sexual assault are socially
constructed, as described above, other feminist work is more pronounced in activist-oriented
practices or in feminist theorizing. In what follows, I describe anti-rape efforts both in terms of
feminist work “on the ground” and with respect to current feminist theorizing about sexual
assault.
Feminist Legal Reforms
One way of assessing feminist progress in terms of challenging men’s perpetration of
sexual violence against women is to examine reforms within the law. Randall (2010) contends
that, “as is true for most significant law reforms on social problems, legislative changes must be
understood in the context of years of intense and creative organizing, lobbying, analyses, and
advocacy of social movements – in this case, feminism” (p. 401). To that end, in terms of what
are colloquially referred to as “rape reforms,” but more specific to the Canadian context might be
more accurately considered “amendments to sexual assault laws in Canada,” feminists have
generated noteworthy progress. For example, second-wave feminists in Canada are credited with,
inter alia, leading the achievement of: the shift in legal terminology (from “rape” to three-tiers of
“sexual assault” offenses); the abolishment of spousal immunity, of the corroboration
requirement, and of the doctrine of recent complaint; the creation of statutory limits around
examining women’s prior sexual history; the establishment of a statutory definition of consent in
the Criminal Code of Canada; and, with helping generate limits to “mistaken belief” defenses
sexual assault cases (Gotell, 2010; Randall, 2010). Feminists have created changes of similar
character and magnitude in the United States (for a list of second-wave feminist efforts in the
American context, see Mardorossian, 2014, pp. 131-132).
Admittedly, however, reforms to the law represent but one measure of the positive
changes that feminist activism has and continues to bring about – and even then, still serves as a
limited and imprecise measure of feminist-inspired change. As Randall (2010) observes, “the law
on the books and the law in action are two very different things” where she argues that “a wellworn expression in relation to the law on sexual assault” is warranted: “plus ça change, plus c’est
la même chose” (p. 399) which translates to: “the more it changes, the more it’s the same thing.”
Some might contend that (even loosely) measuring feminist progress in terms of legal
reforms fails to account for the work done by those who see the law as the patriarchal arm of a
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masculinist state, or whose activism is otherwise largely unaffiliated with the law. To that end,
less “measurable” but extremely poignant representations of feminist work in challenging men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against us are locatable in the various means by which women are
making their voices and experiences known and heard.
Young Feminist Activism
Recent and well-publicized examples of young feminist activism abound. Some of these
more popularized examples of activist feminist anti-rape work include the SlutWalk movement,
the brainchild of co-founders Sonya J.F. Barnett and Heather Jarvis (as I described in the
introduction), and Annie Clark and Andrea Pino’s work (featured in the 2015 documentary, The
Hunting Ground) in which they assist people in filing Title IX complaints against American
universities that practice sexual discrimination including but not limited to discrimination
pursuant to men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women (see http://endrapeoncampus.org/
and follow the Title IX link). Likewise, Emma Sulkowitz’s “Carry That Weight” performance
piece in which she carried around her fifty-pound mattress to protest her rapist’s presence on
campus – an effort that has turned into a national movement (see Sulkowitz, 2014; Smith, 2014;
and www.carryingtheweighttogether.com) – also represents feminist challenge to the impunity
with which men perpetrate sexual violence against women, as does that demonstrated by Daisy
Coleman (see Coleman, 2013) and Jada (see Bates, 2014), young women whom men have
sexually assaulted and who have refused anonymity in order to make their stories known. The
work of these young women constitutes but a handful of the more publicized representations of
ongoing feminist work to challenge men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women.10
Some of the critiques of these efforts importantly coalesce around arguments that many
of these young feminist activists reflect a largely privileged demographic of women whose
privilege makes their protests more hearable (but also more narrow) than the protests of women
of different races, classes, gender identities, abilities, and so forth. I concur, and add that the
documented plight and opposition experienced by these otherwise relatively privileged young
women to have their voices heard therefore only hints at the exponentially greater challenges
10

I have featured examples of the work of young feminists (all of the women mentioned are in their teens or
twenties) to heed Stringer’s (2014) suggestion that “an important part of challenging neoliberal resignifications [of
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women] will be to recognize and amplify the critiques of neoliberalism
that young feminists are already articulating” (p. 161). By refusing to respond to the sexual assaults that men have
perpetrated against them and/or against other women as atomized incidents produced by individual women’s failings
(e.g., women’s failure to manage “risk”), these young women are indeed generating powerful critiques of
neoliberalism. I discuss neoliberalism in relation to sexual assault in greater detail later in this chapter.
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faced by other women raped by men when also demanding that their protests be heard and
responses to their violation generated.
Although feminist anti-rape work is constant and ongoing, and despite these important
indicators of feminist progress and challenge, work of this kind is far from complete. Since
feminists first succeeded in bringing sexual assault as a social problem to the cultural fore in the
1970s, work to end men’s perpetration of this kind of violence against women has been met with
persistent resistance and backlash. In addition to these continuing challenges, obstacles to
feminist work of this kind are today augmented by the ascendance of neoliberalism. In what
follows, I trace these shifts as they have been articulated in the most current manifestations of
feminist theorizing about sexual assault represented principally in the work of Carine M.
Mardorossian (2002, 2014) and Rebecca Stringer (2014).
Feminist Theorizing about Sexual Assault
Victim: From Power to Passivity
Mardorossian (2002, 2014) and Stringer (2014) demonstrate that the current state of
feminist theorizing about men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women requires a
broader awareness of the anti-victimist framework in which it has evolved. They create a picture
of an anti-victimist social climate as one produced, in part, by the political correctness movement
and by anti-feminist backlash that were both most marked in the 1990s. They describe this
resulting climate as one that makes women’s identification with the concept of “victim”
something to be avoided today.
Mardorossian (2002, 2014) compellingly argues that whereas once establishing women’s
status as victims of oppression and gendered relations of power served as grounds for activism
and social change, the concept of victimhood as the impetus for positive change-making has
since become associated with just the opposite, and has instead taken on the negative
connotations of paralytic powerlessness that it is seen to embody today. She maintains that
“victimization and oppression” were once terms “yoked to activism and self-empowerment,” at a
time in which “women’s status as victims of patriarchal oppression” was proclaimed “in order to
bring about social change” – terms that are today associated with “pity and passivity” (2014, p.
41, emphasis in original). Being a victim, Mardorossian (2002) contends, “did not signify a lack
of agency” but instead meant “being a determined and angry (although not a pathologically
resentful) agent of change” – a fuel for activism that she maintains has been “radically and
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increasingly disarticulated from the victimization that caused such a reaction in the first place”
(p. 767). Ironically, this concept that once stimulated feminist activism has been so evacuated of
its associations with empowerment that “identifying victimization as a platform for solidarity and
social change [today] is immediately cast as a ruse of power rather than as a legitimate critique
of it” (2014, p. 31-32).
Both Mardorossian (2014) and Stringer (2014) argue that this shift in the meaning of
victimization was part of a more generalized theme observable in popular media since the 1990s,
(mere years after sexual assault first became acknowledged as a social issue, where feminists
argued that it be recognized as a problem warranting resources and collective change). Tracing
the origins of a vigorous denigration of victimhood to mainstream exercise of the term “political
correctness,”11 Convery argues that the “political correctness code” became the means by which
challenges to the status quo were emptied, “first by discursively collapsing all claims of
disadvantage as being about victimhood and victimization (whether or not such claims were
couched in precisely these terms), and then by devaluing victimhood as a morally, and just a
practically, reduced state” (cited in Mardorossian, 2014, p. 30). The irony, according to Convery,
is that “these critics created the very entity that they attributed to feminist and other politically
progressive theorists” (cited in Mardorossian, p. 30).
As a result, Mardorossian (2002) argues, the term “victim” has come to be understood as
a status virtually done unto oneself where “[t]he meaning of the term victimization itself has …
changed from an external reality imposed on someone to a psychologized inner state that itself
triggers crises” (p. 770). The idea of “victim” therefore “invokes a form of passive suffering and
interiority” (2014, p. 66) and “automatically summons the image of a downtrodden, helpless, and
usually female individual in need of assistance or counselling” (p. 32). Stringer (2014) contends
that “[t]he language of victimhood appears to call forth a reviled subject: woman as powerless
victim of domination” where “the words ‘victim,’ ‘victimhood’ and ‘victimization’ are incurably
connotative of passivity, helplessness, dependence and innocence” (p. 5).
Decades ago and still today, refusal of the term “victim” by women raped by men indeed
makes it hard to imagine that identification with it held any change-making capacity. The women
who participated in Wood and Rennie’s (1994) study display orientations to the term “victim” as
11

Mardorossian (2014) cites Richard Bernstein’s (1990) New York Times essay, “Ideas and Trends: The Rising
Hegemony of the Politically Correct” as “having marked the emergence of the term ‘political correctness’ in public
discourse” (p. 30).
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reflective of a less-than-desirable label. In this research which represents the voices of women
raped by men, “Barb,” for example, vehemently refuses the term “victim” as something that
compounds feelings of powerlessness: “Victim, I hate with a passion. I hate it. I think that I felt
powerless enough, and the last thing I’d ever want to think of myself as is a victim” (p. 125). She
later argues that “[i]t has all kinds of connotations. … this is going to permeate my whole life,
and … therefore I’m going to be a mess, or I’m going to be emotionally out of control …
because of being this victim” (p. 137). Likewise, “Leslie” describes being a victim as meaning
“[s]omebody weak. Somebody that people just kind of like shove into a corner, actually,” and
Kim talks about the notion of “victim” as being “completely devastated” and “can’t function,
hate the world, forever in therapy” (p. 137).
Likewise, an article published in 2013 quotes a woman raped by a man, and reflects this
same understanding of “victim” as weak and relatively helpless:
Every time I see myself referred to as a victim, I get angry. I was attacked, but I am OK,
or I will be. The connotations surrounding the word ‘victim’ make me feel weak, and
suggest that somehow this man will stop me from being me. It makes me see myself as a
weak, Cinderella-esque character, dependent on others. I have never been that woman
and I never will be (cited in Boesfeld, 2013).
Backlash: Sexual Assault is Problematic Because of Feminists, Not Men
Mardorossian (2002, 2014) and Stringer (2014) also make clear that feminist theorizing
with respect to sexual assault must also acknowledge the impact of “backlash.” Understood
succinctly as “a powerful counter-assault on women’s rights,” feminist backlash takes place
whenever attempts are made to retract feminist victories (Faludi, 1991, p. xviii). Often these
retractive efforts are made when others frame aspects of women’s oppression as the upshot of
women’s progress (Berns, 2001, p. 263). A popular manifestation of backlash shows itself when
people construct women’s victimization as something that is generated or exaggerated by
feminism (see Kitchens, 2014 and Peyser, 2015, for recent examples).
Since feminist progress with respect to establishing men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against women only took place during the white western women’s movement of the 1970s,
backlash became most pronounced during the 1990s. Public and mainstream backlash with
respect to feminist theorizing about sexual assault erupted with a series of popular, right wing,
anti-feminist books published at this time. In these books, the authors positioned feminism (not
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male perpetrators) as the real problem when it comes to sexual assault. This positioning was
undertaken, for example, by the authors’ construction of feminists as having “manufactured false
evidence of a ‘rape epidemic’” by “exaggerat[ing] rape statistics” and by using “an ‘expanded
definition of rape’” (Stringer, 2014, p. 47). In essence, these women argued that “genuine sexual
harm does not really exist independently of feminist campaigns against it or, if it does, is far
rarer than feminists claim,” and as a result, that “feminism [has] ‘create[d] the problem’ it claims
to redress” (p. 35). Stringer (2014) observes that these texts “occupied a space previously held by
an earlier generation of feminist blockbusters,” noting that while these previous works
challenged the status quo, the backlash texts “vigorously reassert [it], often passionately
defending it against further feminist incursion” (p. 17). Mardorossian (2014) argues that these
backlash books were so popular that they have succeeded in “set[ting] the tone and the
parameters for the analysis of rape in the public sphere, so much so that any discussion of the
issue has since seemed inevitably locked in terms established by the backlash” (p. 46).
This tone and parameter setting has been undertaken by women whom Mardorossian
(2002) calls the “backlashers,” whom Stringer (2014) refers to as “popular press critics of
feminism,” and whom other feminists have dubbed “antifeminist feminists” (Cahill, 2001). Katie
Roiphe, Camille Paglia, and Christina Hoff Summers are the most commonly identified among
the backlashers. Making themselves most known in a “spate of blockbuster books,” the women
who authored these popular texts ultimately “problematize feminism rather than masculine
dominance” as the cause of women’s oppression, calling for women to resist a “feminist victim
identity” in favour of “postfeminist agency and empowerment” (Stringer, 2014, p. 17). Evident
in these anti-feminist, backlash texts is their anti-victimist orientation.
Both Mardorossian (2002, 2014) and Stringer (2014) argue that the backlashers construct
feminism – and feminist efforts with respect to rape reform – as “victim feminism,” a form of
feminism in which women are conceived of as passive to male domination which is treated as
“false, destructive and obsolete” since “feminist work of ending male domination is [constructed
as] complete or nearly so” (Stringer, p. 20). Mardorossian (2014) offers a colourful summary of
the backlashers’ work with respect to sexual assault as follows:
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These self-proclaimed feminist writers all have one thing in common besides the fact that
their books have been bestsellers: they downplay the severity of the problem of rape by
blaming the high incidence of rape in the United States on the warped and unnecessarily
alarmist representations of ‘radical’ feminism. They go to great lengths to debunk the
rape statistics offered in feminist surveys and anti-rape literature and argue that the
problem is really not as widespread as we are led to believe. Victims in fact owe their
victimization not to the experience of rape but to a feminist propaganda that has
brainwashed women into thinking of themselves as victims (p. 46).
Stringer (2014) observes that these internationally released “media-courted blockbusters”
(p. 7) promote “feminist narratives of female victimization [that] are reversed and replaced by
narratives of victimization by feminism … creating an opposite emancipatory politics in which
‘victim feminism’ replaces patriarchy as the overarching coercive power that women must now
resist” (p. 38). She argues that these texts promote a form of neoliberal feminism – referred to by
the backlashers instead as “equity feminism” and “power feminism” (p. 17) – that task women
with individual responsibility and transformation as opposed to engagement in “collective
politics and structural change” (p. 7). She asserts that “the popular press critiques of victim
feminism voice an ostensibly simple message: to regard women as victims is disabling,
regressive and harmful, while to recognize women as agents is enabling, progressive and
liberating” (p. 59). Mardorossian (2002, 2014) and Stringer argue that the popular reception of
anti-feminist accounts like those of Roiphe, Paglia, and Hoff Sommers formed part of larger antivictimist social tides gaining momentum in the 1990s in which victimhood and victimization
became synonymous with weakness and passivity.
Parallel Shifts: Postmodernist Feminists’ Ennobling of Agency
Mardorossian (2014) and Stringer (2014) suggest that the anti-victimist themes
represented by anti-feminist feminists in work outside of the academy were also being
reproduced by feminists within it. In terms of the widespread and popular reception of the
backlashers’ texts within this broader anti-victimist context, Mardorossian (2014) ascribes the
“immense popularity of these distorting bestsellers” in part to the longstanding absence of
feminist theorizing about rape (p. 47). She maintains that though “[i]t was the worst kind of
theory, unresearched, undocumented, and polemical,” the backlashers were nonetheless “doing
‘theory’ in the broadest conceivable sense” (p. 47) in an area otherwise un(der)theorized by
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feminists. Notably, Mardorossian (2014) observes that in 2002, she “took feminist theorists to
task for their lack of attention to an issue that constituted, after all, one of the most prevalent
aspects of women’s existence and of second-wave feminist scholarship” leading her to argue
then that “[r]ape had become academia’s most under theorized issue” (p. 43). Due in part to what
Mardorossian argues was a marked dearth in feminist rape theorizing, she and Stringer (2014)
contend that at approximately the same time, postmodernist feminist thinking about sexual
assault underwent a shift parallel to that promoted by the backlashers. In this shift, postmodernist
feminists too urged feminists to move away from the language of victimization and victimhood
in favour of agency-oriented positions. Both Mardorossian and Stringer contend that this move
reified the victim/agent binary by further positioning the language of victimization as
problematic, and by pointing to women-as-agent imagery as its resolution.
Mardorossian (2014) and Stringer (2014) contend that this general shift in postmodernist
feminist thinking about sexual assault was inaugurated by Sharon Marcus’s (2002) seminal
essay, “Fighting Bodies, Fighting Words: A Theory and Politics of Rape Prevention.” Notably,
both observe that the themes in Marcus’s work, with respect to both her characterization of
feminists’ handling of rape and about encouraging constructions of women-as-agents, render her
critique and ideas similar in form to that of the backlashers. In this article, Marcus describes rape
as a socially enacted “script” that, in a “process of sexist gendering” (p. 172), positions women
as “always already” victims, by virtue of their construction as “always already raped or always
already rapeable" (p. 167). Contending that the “apocalyptic tone” adopted by feminists focused
on the “post-rape” phase further reinforces the rape script, Marcus argues that this social script is
one that she urges can and should be disrupted by women in the “pre-rape” phase who refuse to
accept its socialized reinforcement and thereby do not acquiesce into their scripted roles as
victims. “Marcus’ [sic] alternative ‘rape prevention’ approach suggests that a better answer to the
problem of rape lies in positive counter-images of women as agents who are capable of
preventing rape” (Stringer, 2014, p. 58).
Mardorossian (2014) observes that Marcus’s work “is sophisticated and lucid, and her
desire to offer a more efficacious theory of rape prevention is extremely laudable” (p. 48).
Stringer (2014) asserts that Marcus offers “an important contribution to the theorization of
gender and power, challenging the view that male domination is total and unflinching” by
constructing “masculine dominance as unstable and dependent upon repeated practical renewal”
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(p. 70). Both, however, argue that her work is problematic in that “her reasoning and conclusions
are also disturbingly reminiscent of popular antifeminist manifestos” like those advanced by the
backlashers (Mardorossian, 2014, p. 48). Mardorossian sees commonality between the
backlashers’ work and Marcus’s in that Marcus “too holds feminist discourses of rape partially
responsible for the high incidence of sexual assault and abuse [and] takes issue with feminist
anti-rape literature and activism for representing women as always already raped and rapeable”
(p. 49). Stringer describes the intersection between backlashers’ and Marcus’s arguments more in
terms of their shared agency-affirming orientation: “the more serious problem with the line of
argument advanced initially by Marcus is that it beckons counter-images of female agency
without questioning their status as counter-images” (p. 71, emphasis in original). Importantly
too, both assert that in terms of feminist theorizing about victimization and agency generally, and
about rape theory specifically, Marcus was not alone in the kinds of critiques that she advanced;
there were others who shared her views. In other words, both Mardorossian (2002, 2014) and
Stringer (2014) observe notable commonalities between feminist theorizing about rape on both
the right and the left.
Mardorossian (2014) analyzes and problematizes a series of other postmodern feminists’
arguments that are analogous to Marcus’s, and argues still, as she did in 2002, that “there is
paradoxically more continuity between contemporary postmodern feminists and the ‘backlash’
than between postmodern and activist feminism” (p.44). While Stringer (2014) contends that
Mardorossian’s claim might not give adequate recognition to other feminists who had also
critiqued the backlash texts, Stringer argues that backlash-similar formulations in postmodern
feminist texts have indeed been advanced, but appear to have been protected from criticism (p.
60). Accordingly, Stringer too examines a host of other postmodern feminist arguments (those
that she intimates were among those that were protected) and concludes that while they
invariably offer important insights and theorizations of relevant feminist issues in relation to
rape, they leave intact the problematic victim/agent binary. She maintains that these “analyses
still treat agency and victimhood as mutually exclusive terms and reject one over the other,
leaving unexamined the complex interweaving of the categories ‘victim’ and ‘agent’” in terms of
how blame and responsibility with respect to sexual violence should be negotiated (p. 64).
Perhaps most significant to the analyses I undertake, however, are the arguments that
Mardorossian (2014) and Stringer (2014) advance with respect to the consequences associated
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with an “uncritical ennobling of agency” (Mardorossian, 2014, p. 31). In this “derogation and
abandonment of the language of victimization and the subsequent turn to agency” (Stringer,
2014, p. 84), Mardorossian and Stringer argue that, importantly, feminists have failed to
recognize the problems that arise from so doing. More specifically, they contend that feminists
overlook the ways in which agency-affirming approaches to sexual assault prevention (that call,
for example, for women to represent themselves as agentic thwarters of the rape script) dovetail
problematically with neoliberal constructions of the individually responsible, risk-managing
subject. It is therefore to a description of neoliberalism that I first turn.
Neoliberalism: Conceptualizing Sexual Assault as an Atomized Transaction
The impact of neoliberal conceptualizations of sexual assault has been something
articulated by numerous scholars whose work is sexual assault-focused. Comack and Peter
(2005) contend that “[u]nder the sway of globalization, the state’s commitment to social welfare
has been eroding” where governmental policies and practices once concerned with the needs of
the people now attend to “enhancing economic efficiency and international competitiveness” (p.
285). The ascendance of neoliberalism, an economic philosophy animated in systems of
governance, “marks a dramatic shift in emphasis from collective or social values towards notions
of individual responsibility” (p. 285). Accordingly, with respect to sexual assault, neoliberal
governance is manifest in the individual responsibilization of problems once recognized as
social, treating them instead in a manner akin to market transactions.
Gotell (2010) observes that at the turn of the millenium, “recognition of sexual violence
as a social problem requiring governmental intervention has all but disappeared;” policies that
were once encompassed under the rubric of “violence against women” are gone, replaced with
frameworks that are instead “degendered and individualized” (p. 213). This vanishing of
(explicitly) feminist anti-violence work, Gotell contends, “does not signal a victory over sexual
violence” but instead its defunding, decontextualization, and its “disappearance as an object of
policy and public discourse” (p. 213). In short, the issue of sexual violence that feminists had
once made socially forefront by proclaiming gendered victimization, under neoliberalism has all
but vanished as a policy concern and as a matter of political significance.
Moreover, in accordance with this market rationality, Gotell (2009) notes, “neoliberal
governmentality interpellates individuals as rational and fully responsible entrepreneurial actors
… constructing and forming individuals as rational calculating creatures” (p. 874).

34

Chapter 1 – A View from Somewhere: Feminism and Sexual Assault
Consequently, people are “defined by their capacity for self-care and bearing full responsibility
for the consequences of their actions” (p. 874). Comack and Peter (2005) contend that “state
policies and practices are [therefore] increasingly geared toward engendering the
‘responsibilization’ of members of society” which translates to individuals being tasked with
managing their own risks and with making “prudent, responsible choices that ensure a
responsible, self-sufficient future” (p. 285). In their analysis of neoliberalism’s impact upon
social responses to rape, Anderson and Doherty (2008) observe that the consequences of being
individually responsible in neoliberal culture are always clear: “‘good entrepreneurs’ must bear
the responsibility for business failure and must not expect to be rescued from the consequences
of a failed venture by a philanthropic state” (p. 70). They observe that the same logic is expected
of rape victims. Neoliberalism “emphasiz[es] an individual’s responsibility to protect themselves
from hazard/risk” and requires that individuals be self-reflexive and responsible, thus actively
involved in “regulat[ing] their own health and safety” and thereby “limiting demands for state
intervention” (pp. 70-71).
The effect of neoliberal governance upon sexual assault-related matters is stark.
Examining “the elaboration of an affirmative consent standard in Canadian law” within the
context of neoliberalism, Gotell (2010) observes that “[n]ormative sexual interaction is
reconceived as being like an economic transaction and good sexual citizens are reconfigured to
resemble rational economic actors assuming responsibility for their actions and the risks that
they take” (p. 216). She observes that sexual assault is therefore decontextualized from its
recognition once as a social problem and “a mechanism for sustaining gendered power
relations,” and is now atomized, understood instead as a discrete, degendered sexual interaction
(p. 216). Gotell (2012) describes critical criminologists’ identification of “‘self-discipline’ as
central to neoliberal crime-prevention strategies” such that crime problems are shifted “from the
state and onto would-be victims” (p. 252). She argues that this “reconfiguration of sexual assault
through risk management technologies relies upon these processes of decontextualization in
which the systemic problem of sexual violence, rooted in gender inequalities” is obscured,
“disassembled and reduced to abstract factors that render rape more or less probable” (p. 252).
Stringer (2014), citing O’Malley, articulates how “victims like offenders are thus to be
understood as rational choice actors, responsible and free individuals,” in effect depoliticizing
both (p. 74). As a result, neoliberal approaches to “crime control displaces theses of systemic
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violence and structural oppression” (p. 74), instead positioning victims of gendered crimes like
sexual assault as “self-made: victimization is not the result of embedded systems of violence,
inequality and discrimination, but of bad choices, irresponsibility or pathology on the victim’s
part; and victims are solely responsible for ameliorating the negative conditions of life” (p. 40,
emphasis in original). Anderson and Doherty (2008) note, “within a framework of ‘responsible
risk-taking’” differences and inequalities are perceived “as matters of personal choice rather than
being influenced by external, more structural factors beyond the control of the individual” (p.
70). Stringer observes that sociological explanations of victimization are therefore transformed
into individual explanations (p. 41), boiling down to an approach that is “characterized first and
foremost by a victim-blaming conception of victimization as subjective and psychological rather
than social and political” (p. 9). In this way, she argues that neoliberal conceptualizations of
victims have “sought to representationally erase and thereby materially conserve these enduring
and renewed forms of gendered structural subordination” (p. 161). Likewise, Anderson and
Doherty argue that under neoliberalism, victimization is understood as the product of
“individuals recklessly ‘choosing’ to expose themselves to the ‘dangers’ of society” where
people are tasked with protecting themselves from harm, “and those failing to do so, it will be
argued, have no one to blame but themselves” (p. 71).
It is in this conceptualization of women as “rational calculating creatures” making
“prudent, responsible choices” about their sexual safekeeping that neoliberal rationalities and
women-as-agent constructions coincide. Neoliberalism’s women-responsibilizing
individualization of the social problem of sexual assault dovetails with postmodern constructions
of agentic, rape-thwarting women who successfully manage the risk of being sexually assaulted
by men. Accordingly, Mardorossian (2014) cautions that “when so-called postmodern feminists
strive to have women change an allegedly internalized script of rape … as a deterrent to rape,
they cannot help but reinscribe the victim-blaming effects of neoliberal conceptualizations of
oppression” (p. 39). Therefore, while the ennobling of agency is right at home within this context
whereby rape preventing women are conceived of as active agents engaged in the foiling of rape
scripts, Stringer (2014) notes that theorizing of this sort also “construct[s] women as the
blameworthy agents of their own victimization, reducing ‘agency’ to the ability to be blamed for
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suffering a wrong” (Stringer, 2014, p. 59).12 As a result, Mardorossian maintains that the
ennobling of agency and derogation of victimhood do not empower women, but instead locate
the problem of rape in the “psychology or in the wrong choices (female) victims make in their
interactions with men” (p. 39).
Mardorossian (2014) asserts that within this neoliberal context, “the once-positive
valences attached to victim subjectivities have been replaced by negative ones” and “what was
once criticized as a masculinist version of agency … is now advocated as a deterrent to rape” –
in essence, simply creating “an updated version” of the victim/agent binary (p. 39). Significantly,
this “victim/agent dichotomy” is fortified within the neoliberal context: the self-responsible
subject is replete with agency because victimhood is understood “as agency’s opposite and
demise” (Stringer, 2014, p. 9). Notably, however, both Mardorossian and Stringer argue that
under closer scrutiny, the victim/agent dichotomy that feminists’ theorizing has been informed
by, in practice, fails to hold.
Victim/Agent: A Couple, Not a Binary
Mardorossian (2014) contends that the victim/agent binary is problematic first because it
is “self-contradictory,” and second, because it facilitates protecting the term “victim” from
discursive interrogation. She argues that if agency is meant to ward off victimization, then
agency will always preclude victimization since one cannot be both agent and victim. She
maintains moreover that if the argument is such that focusing upon victimization obscures
women’s agency, but focusing on agency allows it to be theorized as a solution to women’s
victimization, then the binary is troublingly reproduced (p. 66). Secondly, Mardorossian argues
that denouncing victimization in favour of the affirmation of agency fails to evince the term’s
historical shifts in meaning and its attendant “conditions of intelligibility” as well as its other,
non-pejorative meanings. As such, denouncing victimhood thereby misrepresents it as a static
and axiomatic marker of “passive suffering and interiority” (p. 66), which, as a result, buries the
once progressive notions of victims and victimization.
Stringer (2014) offers a more elaborate analysis of the ideas of victimhood and agency by
12

Importantly, while Stringer (2014) argues that the affiliation between neoliberalism and backlashers’ arguments is
intentional, she contends that the co-incidence between neoliberalism and postmodern feminists’ arguments is an
unintended one. She cites circumstances that Harvey has identified as “‘vulnerability to incorporation into the
neoliberal fold’ … or the making of analyses and interventions that unwittingly echo and support the values and
cultural syntax of neoliberalism” (p. 7). Stringer describes postmodernist feminists as “among the most subtle,
cautious and illuminating theorists” but argues that in the work that she takes up, there is an observable “lapse in
theoretical caution” in terms of theorizing issues like victimhood, agency, and responsibility (pp. 7-8).
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arguing that women’s agency has historically been, and continues to be, taken up as means by
which to assess their victimization, and as a result, she declares the binary illusory. In line with
many of Mardorossian’s arguments about victimization and agency, Stringer also argues that this
dichotomous conceptualization – what she calls the “the victim-bad/agent-good formulation” – is
problematic because
its emphasis upon the negativity of ‘victim’ blinds us to instances in which victim
recognition is progressive, while its emphasis upon the positivity of ‘agent’ blinds us to
the workings of victim-blame, in particular, the way victim-blame in the context of
sexual harm draws upon considerations of women as self-responsible agents (p. 59).
With respect to victim recognition as progressive, Mardorossian (2014) and Stringer
(2014) both argue that a disavowal of victimhood in favour of an uncritical embrace of agency is
problematic in what it does not recognize about victimhood, more specifically, that it fails to
acknowledge victimhood as a social condition (Mardorossian, 2014), and one in which strength
instead of blame resides (Stringer, 2014). Both Mardorossian and Stringer argue that
victimization is a state produced by vulnerability, and that vulnerability is a condition that no one
is exempt from. Mardorossian argues that “vulnerability to others is a human condition that
cannot be limited to psychology” and as a result, cannot “be blamed on one’s inner propensities”
(p. 130). Instead, she contends, we must recognize that vulnerability “constitutes us,” and that
instead of victim-blaming, “we should recognize that the crime of rape is the radical abuse of this
fundamentally human condition” (p. 130). Stringer argues that reclaiming the language of
victimhood represents “embracing vulnerability as a source of strength” instead of a site of
blame, and citing Emi Koyama, argues that complaint – as part of victimization – is a “legitimate
means of survival in a world that cannot be made just by simply changing our individual
mentalities” (p. 159). Stringer asserts that neoliberalism has rendered victimhood “something to
be overcome” (Koyama, cited in Stringer, 2014, p. 159) and therefore interprets complaint, and
refusing to refuse victimhood as “a significant disaffiliation” from neoliberal conceptualizations
of victims, a move that she champions (p. 159). Stringer’s analysis departs from Mardorossian’s,
however, in her elaborations about agency as a measure of victimization.
Agency, Good and Bad: Fighting Back and Hyper-Vigilant or Asking for It
Stringer describes what she refers to as “good” (resistant) agency, and “bad” (“victimprecipitating”) agency, such that women who demonstrate the former acquire victim status under
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the law, while those who display the latter are disqualified non-victims, agents only of
engendering the victimization that they profess to have suffered. Stringer maintains therefore that
contrary to totalizing conceptualizations of victims and victimhood as synonymous with
weakness and passivity and with the absence of agency, she contends that rape law “takes as
given the status of rape victims as self-responsible agents” (p. 73). She argues that this
“presumption of agency provides the pretext” for analyzing women’s exercise of it (p. 73), which
serves as the grounds for determination of whether or not to ascribe or deny victim status to
women under the law.
With respect to “real” victims’ exercise of “good” agency, Stringer argues that rape law
mandates demonstration of resistant agency as proof of victimization. In order for a sexual
assault to qualify as a sexual assault under the law, a woman must have met her assailant with
physical force and utmost resistance. Stringer maintains that to be recognized as a rape victim, a
woman must “render [her]self as an agent whose agentic capacity was expressed as physical
resistance and whose momentary deprivation of agency was physically enforced by the
wrongdoer” (p. 72). Stringer contends that in so doing, the legal response becomes narrowed “to
a choice between two judgments:” either, “‘she resisted, thus is a blameless victim,’ or ‘she
failed to resist, thus is a blameworthy non-victim’” (p. 72). In this way, Stringer argues that rape
law figures women as “reactive agents” (Bumiller, cited in Stringer, 2014, p. 73). However, she
observes, in addition to the “good” and rape-reactive agency demonstrated by the resistant
victim, rape law also takes into account the kind of “bad” and “rape-promoting” agency that is
displayed by “pseudo-victims” who, by virtue of their conduct, “precipitate” the sexual assaults
that men perpetrate against them.
Stringer (2014) states that “the concept of victim precipitation performs a particular
labour: it serves to recast the victim as the agent of her own victimization in a bid to neutralize
her complaint” (p. 73). This process of complaint-neutralization is undertaken “with the aim of
spotlighting actions and behaviours that can be cast as directly precipitous, irresponsibly
negligent or insufficiently resistant” (p. 73). As a result, Stringer notes that
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the rape victim who knew her rapist, who wore revealing clothing, who … went out at
night alone, who allowed someone to buy her a drink, gift or meal, who opened the door
to a stranger, whose ‘no’ was not sufficiently clear or fervent … or who failed to guard
her drink, may be construed not as a victim of rape but as the causative agent of what is
now regarded as non-victimization (p.73).
Akin to the choice between two judgments noted above with respect to resistance,
Stringer argues that victim precipitation also “enables two judgments of the victim: ‘she actively
guarded her own safety, thus is a blameless victim,’ or ‘she failed to secure her own safety, thus
is a blameworthy non-victim’” (p. 73).
In short, Stringer (2014) observes that “when victims are recognized as victims” they are
“actively resistant and self-responsible agent[s]” who have therefore been seen “to have
deployed their agency appropriately” (p. 74). “False” or “pseudo-victims” on the other hand, are
instead women who “are seen to have failed on that count” and are inadequately resistant and
apparently neglect their personal safety (therefore deploying their agency inappropriately), and
are thereby women “who in some way ‘asked for it’ and so may be regarded as having actively
visited the passivity of victimization upon themselves” (pp. 73-74).
It is in this context that Stringer (2014) argues, “these ways of understanding rape have
intensified rather than abated in neoliberal times” (p. 74). Stringer references Gotell’s argument
that the ideal rape victim today is a “responsibilised, security conscious, crime-preventing
subject who acts to minimise her own risk” – and is therefore, in essence, a “responsible risk
manager” (Gotell, cited in Stringer, 2014, p. 75). Stringer contends that it is on the basis of
women’s exercise of these forms of agency – resistance and risk management – that
determinations about women as victims or as blameworthy agents of the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them are rendered.
As a result, Stringer (2014) argues that feminists’ conceptions of agency as coterminous
with liberation (p. 83) are erroneous. She maintains that “rape law is replete with images of
women as capable agents” and that consequently, “a defining feature of rape law has been its
recourse to this imagery to establish women as always already responsible for rape” (p. 76).
Stringer contends that as opposed to promoting and circulating women-as-agent imagery in
emancipatory feminist discourse, feminists must instead work “assiduously to delink women’s
agency from victim-blame in order to counter the powerful role victim-blame plays in public
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conceptualization of women’s agency” (p. 76).
I concur with Stringer (2014), maintaining that in my analyses, the most dominant theme
that I read from speakers’ talk is one evincing agency-laden constructions of women as
blameworthy pseudo-victims of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. As such, I
extend Stringer’s contentions and argue that representations of women-as-responsible-agents do
not occur just within the context of rape law, but that these constructions equally circulate in
what might be considered “everyday” constructions of sexual assault.
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Chapter 2 – Talk About Sexual Assault Matters:
Discourse Analysis and Sexual Assault
In this chapter, I review relevant literature, describe my analytic approach, and detail
the methods that I used to generate the data for this research. More specifically, in the first
part of the chapter, I examine studies of talk about or related to sexual assault by reviewing
discourse-focused literature pertaining to sexual violence. I describe how my work builds
upon these studies, while also detailing the unique and original contribution that my study
makes both to existing research and to practices “on the ground.” In the next part of the
chapter, I describe discourse analysis as it has been developed and done by scholars such as
Edley (2001), Edwards (2000), and Potter and Wetherell (1987). I then talk about participant
selection, recruitment, and demographics, and describe the interviews and focus groups in
which participants and I generated the data.
Reviewing the Literature: Studies of Talk About Sexual Assault
Researchers have conducted fascinating and important discursive analyses about
sexual assault that render paramount the constructive significance of talk. This literature has
been consequential in terms of both influencing and informing the thinking and work that
went into developing and seeing my research through. In what follows, I review several of
these studies in which others have examined people’s talk about sexual assault.
Work done by Coates, Bavelas, and Gibson (1994) and by Bavelas and Coates (2001)
underscores the importance of the kind of language that people – trial judges, in particular –
use when talking about sexual assault. In their analyses of judges’ talk derived from sexual
assault trial judgments in British Columbia courts, the researchers maintain that overall,
judges tend to construct men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women in consensual, as
opposed to assaultive, terms. For example, they observe that judges often describe sexual
assault using erotic or affectionate characterizations and set out sexual assault in ways that
distinguish it from violence. They challenge judges’ use of terms like “intercourse” or
“fondling” when talking about sexual assault, contending that neither conveys the unilateral
imposition of violence that sexual assault consists of. Words like “intercourse” connote
mutual interaction, they argue, and words like “fondling” convey touching or “treatment with
fondness.” The researchers assert that terms such as “assault” and “molesting” are more
accurate. Likewise, they problematize judges’ talk about sexual assaults perpetrated in the
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absence of violence – as though sexual assaults themselves do not constitute a form of
violence. They argue that removing the assaultive character from the offense thereby
constructs it as just sex. They contend that discursive choices are significant in that talk of
this sort “misleads and misdirects,” conceals the “intrinsic violence of an assault,” normalizes
sexual assault, conceals the experiences of victims, and coopts their consent by using terms
that connote mutuality (Bavelas & Coates, 2001, p. 38).
On the whole, Coates, Bavelas, and Gibson (1994) argue that there appear to exist
two “interpretative repertoires” or discursive themes that are dominant in judges’ talk about
sexual assault: one pertaining to physically violent, stranger-perpetrated sexual assaults and
one pertaining to consensual sexual activity. They maintain that when discussing nonphysically violent sexual assaults perpetrated by non-strangers, judges tend to default to a
language of consensual sexual activity. They argue that neither repertoire appropriately
reflects “the vast majority” of sexual assaults that are non-stranger sexual assaults perpetrated
“by a familiar, often trusted person who arranges to be alone with the victim in a presumably
safe place and then assaults him or her” (p. 197). Coates et al. conclude that judges’ talk
therefore both evolves from and reinforces a false dichotomy between consensual sex and
stranger-perpetrated rape, and that due to an inadequate “vocabulary” and “narrative
structure” for talk about non-stranger perpetrated sexual assaults, judges tend to describe
these assaults in consensual terms (p. 189). They contend, “a new vocabulary needs to be
developed to describe sexual assault accurately” (p. 204).
Coates and Wade (2004) argue that a host of “linguistic devices, for example, passive
and agentless grammatical constructions, euphemisms, mutualizing and eroticizing terms,
can be used to misrepresent the actions of perpetrators and victims” of sexual assault (p.
503). They contend that these devices, in tandem with others, like “psychologizing
attributions” (e.g., talk about perpetrators’ substance abuse, sexual drive, loss of control, and
so forth) are deployed in a way that accomplishes what they refer to as “four discursive
operations” that are central to their “interactional and discursive view of violence and
resistance.” In short, Coates and Wade maintain that these linguistic devices are often used in
talk about sexual assault in a way that “(i) conceals violence, (ii) obscures and mitigates
perpetrators’ responsibility, (iii) conceals victims’ resistance, and (iv) blames or pathologizes
victims” (p. 503). In this study, they examined trial judgments from British Columbia and the
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Yukon, and found that psychologizing attributions accounted for 97 percent of judges’
construction of causality in cases of sexual assault. They analyzed one random, specific
judgment in particular and demonstrated that these attributions indeed accomplished the four
aforementioned discursive operations (p. 499). Coates and Wade argue that deployment of
these attributions constructs perpetrators as “overwhelmed by social or psychological forces
that compelled them to perform violent acts” and in so doing, obscures and mitigates
perpetrators’ responsibility where “deliberate acts of violence” are instead “systematically
reformulated as non-deliberate, non-violent acts” (p. 521-522). They conclude by arguing
that “[s]ignificant changes in discursive practice” are required to generate “effective and
respectful prevention and intervention” – changes that require exposing the violence that
perpetrators perpetrate, clarifying who is responsible for what, honouring victims’ resistance,
and challenging victim-blaming and pathologizing (p. 522).
This research by Coates, Bavelas, and Gibson (1994), Bavelas and Coates (2001), and
by Coates and Wade (2004) is crucial in terms of underscoring several predominant
problematic features in talk about sexual assault. More specifically, this work draws attention
to several of the discursive means by which perpetrators escape accountability for the sexual
assaults that they perpetrate against others, some of the ways in which violence intrinsic to
sexual assault is diminished, and how victims of sexual assault – particularly those
perpetrated by non-strangers – are implicated in, blamed for, and/or pathologized because of
the assaults perpetrated against them. This work also points to how problematic such talk is
when espoused by those in positions of social power who are tasked with effecting the law.
My research too troubles talk in terms of the ways in which women are constructed as
responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, while perpetrators are
often simply not mentioned at all. Like Coates and Wade’s (2004) “four discursive
operations,” my close reading and careful analyses of speakers’ talk resulted in my
identification of seven “interpretative repertoires” or discursive themes that recur in
speakers’ talk about sexual assault. I demonstrate how these repertoires are deployed to
construct women as responsible for men’s perpetration of sexual violence against them. My
research also offers a nuanced description of some of the discursive means by which men are
evacuated of responsibility for perpetrating these assaults. I demonstrate how the violence
inherent in the sexual assaults that men perpetrate is lost in talk that is trained upon policing
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and critiquing women’s conduct as opposed to men’s. That my research, similar in focus to,
and advanced some ten and twenty years after, Coates et al.’s (1994), Bavelas and Coates’s
(2001), and Coates and Wade’s (2004) demonstrates that work in this area continues to be
both relevant and warranted.
In another study, Thapar-Björkert and Morgan (2010) spoke with volunteer members
of Victim Support (VS) in the United Kingdom, and their discourse analysis led them to
conclude that while volunteers explicitly asserted that victims should never be blamed for the
assaults that are perpetrated against them, volunteers also made victim-blaming statements.
The researchers accounted for these contradictory statements by arguing that the
“nonblaming rhetoric” that VS volunteers are taught as part of their training and the
“commonsense understandings” that they are more generally exposed to via their cultural
circulation compete and account for volunteers’ “simultaneous possession of opposing
views” (p. 42). The researchers held that these conflicting positions that were represented in
volunteers’ talk were not representative of “subterfuge” on volunteers’ part, but instead
revealed “that it is possible to share different, mutually incompatible ideologies which have
to be negotiated and managed” (p. 41). Thapar-Björkert and Morgan identify volunteers’
talk of this sort as evidence of what discourse analysts refer to as “ideological dilemmas,” or,
what essentially amounts to talk that points to speakers’ negotiation between competing
forms of common sense.
On the one hand, Thapar-Björkert and Morgan (2010) argue, VS volunteers “may be
seen as expert-amateurs” who are “provided with specialist training that is intended to
highlight the problems and issues faced by victims of crime” (p. 35) and to work against
blaming women for the violence that men perpetrate against them. This “nonblame rhetoric”
constitutes an “intellectual ideology” – common sense that is formed from internally
consistent patterns of interwoven thoughts and values. On the other hand, VS volunteers also
experience “lived ideology” – common sense acquired in a world in which “it makes sense,
for example, for women to avoid walking alone at night in certain areas” (p. 42).
Accordingly, Thapar-Björkert and Morgan assert that VS volunteers, perhaps more than most
people, will experience these conflicting positions, and will have to articulate their way
through these ideological dilemmas. They conclude that because blame discourses are so
much more dominant than “the new, less popular discourses of nonblame,” volunteers
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therefore fail to adequately challenge blaming discourses (p. 51). They contend that
embedding institutional practices in a feminist tradition could provide a more sustainable
framework for challenging men’s violence against women (p. 32) because feminist work
provides a broader and more thorough picture of the contexts of such violence.
Thapar-Björkert and Morgan’s (2010) work is significant in terms of contextualizing
why and explicating how those who work with victims of sexual assault, and who are trained
in “nonblame rhetoric,” nevertheless engage in victim-blaming talk. Indeed, it was, in part,
my own exposure to the victim-blaming talk of a handful of people who work in comparable
capacities with victims that intensified my commitment to research that examined the
intersection between prevention and blaming. This is because my reading of these people
whose efforts are oriented toward working with victims of sexual assault but who also
engaged in the kind of problematic, blaming talk that I was identifying were by no means
wanting to participate in practices that worsen the plight of victims. Thapar-Björkert and
Morgan’s research therefore locates ostensibly contradictory talk of this sort within a
comprehensible – and, importantly, alterable – framework.
My research teases out the nuances of different forms of victim-blaming talk and the
assumptions that inform it. By articulating the complex ways in which blaming is
accomplished – particularly in talk that often does not reflect explicit assignments of blame –
my research contributes substance in the way of research and training material that could be
offered to those who work in any capacity with women sexually assaulted by men (such as
staff in organizations like the VS agency identified above). The analyses that I undertake
shed light on explicit and inexplicit practices of victim-blaming and their intersections with
prevention-oriented efforts. My work also exposes the problematic and hitherto largely
unexamined assumptions about men that talk of this sort is more often than not founded upon
(assumptions that, for example, men lack sexual self-control or that men do not understand
refusal – assumptions that I explain in the following chapter). In short, my work unpacks the
“lived ideologies” or cultural common sense that victim support personnel (and those
working in similar capacities) are exposed to, and therefore yields tangible information that
programs and trainers could use with victim support personnel to examine, address, and work
against victim-blaming practices. In so doing, my work furthers the comprehensibility and
the alterability of the social practice of victim-blaming. Moreover, the feminist orientation of
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my study coincides with Thapar-Björkert and Morgan’s reiteration of the value of feminist
work in this regard.
Keeping with the value of discourse analytic studies, Wood and Rennie (1994)
conducted open-ended, unstructured interviews with eight women who were raped by men
they knew. Using discourse analysis, they examined participants’ talk to analyze how raped
women negotiated issues such as responsibility and blame, agency and victimization, as well
as how they constructed the assaults and the non-strangers who perpetrated the assaults
against them. Wood and Rennie described the difficulty that women had in terms of, for
example, naming their experiences as rape, naming “dates” rapists, and making sense of their
experiences as victims. Their work underscores the discursive complexity and nuanced
negotiation that informs women’s constructions of rape when its context and perpetrator
differ from stereotype (e.g., not perpetrated in dark, public spaces by armed strangers).
Wood and Rennie contend that the women formulated judgments of self-blame as
something that “can differ in kind as well as degree, that is, in terms of whether they involve
moral rather than intellectual failure” (p. 136). For example, they found that women talked
“not only about what they should have done, but what they should have known” (p. 136).
The researchers also demonstrated how women negotiated formulating themselves as victims
and agents. For example, they showed how women described victimhood as a negative and
hopeless state, and how women thereby constructed themselves not as victims, but as
victimized. In this way, women constructed victimization as a temporary state, as opposed to
a permanent one. Wood and Rennie described how women also constructed themselves as
agents instead of victims “both grammatically and semantically,” ascribing themselves
agency in the linguistic structure of their self-description as well as in terms of its contents
(p. 136).
The researchers also discussed how women “[n]egotiat[ed] the rapist’s identity” by
displaying a series of discursive practices that kept from constructing these men that they
knew as perpetrators. One strategy involved reporting rapists’ accounts of what happened.
Women reported their rapists’ claims that the assaults were instead mutual and interactive
acts of shared enjoyment as opposed to assaults. They likewise constructed rapists as men
who were once decent, but “dramatically and suddenly changed” into men who resembled
the stereotypic stranger rapist (p. 142). Wood and Rennie noted that women also negotiated
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their rapists’ identities by both setting these men out as victims themselves, or by simply
avoiding reference to them. With respect to the latter, they observe that the “most efficient
and most frequent strategy” was to simply avoid referring to an agent at all, by instead using
“for example, passive constructions” or while being “vague in referring to the agent” even
while discussing him.
Wood and Rennie argue that their discourse analysis – which, importantly,
represented a deviation from the then standard positivist approaches to studying rape-related
concepts – demonstrates that the dichotomous categories used in previous psychological
research (e.g., victim vs. agent, and so forth) are artificial. Instead, they contend that these
dichotomies were likely perpetuated by restricted/forced-answer style research, since they
argue that they drew different conclusions than other studies had about dichotomous
categories when such categories were examined using discourse analysis. They assert that
these dichotomies are illusory and when the process of formulation (e.g., of an event as a
sexual assault, of a friend as perpetrator, etc.) is examined, the flexibility and contingency in
these formulations becomes evident. They showed how formulating an event as rape or a
woman as a victim, for example, “can be a highly complex and difficult task” (p. 144) that is
fluid and consequential in terms of who is therefore also constructed as a rapist, and what is
also conveyed about the woman. Wood and Rennie argue that this is is a fluidity that
positivist research fails to capture.
This study that Wood and Rennie (1994) conducted made clear that women’s
constructions of sexually assaultive events, of the men who perpetrated them, and of
themselves are neither straightforward nor formulated in a vacuum. My work affirms their
contentions that speakers’ constructions of non-stranger sexual assaults are not
straightforward, but are instead contingent upon a series of considerations – considerations
that I demonstrate most often concern women’s pre-assault conduct. I show as well that
speakers’ depictions of women and of the men who sexually assault them are likewise
formulated on the basis of a series of social considerations about what women are and are not
supposed to be doing in order to avoid being sexually assaulted by men. The work of these
researchers also gives voice to the victim/agent themes described by Mardorossian (2014)
and Stringer (2014) that I outlined previously.
My work articulates the specific contingencies that speakers set out when, for
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example, constructing a sexual assault as something other than an obvious wrong perpetrated
by a man against a woman, or when formulating women as maybe-not-really-victims or men
as not-quite-rapists. In my review of the literature, I found that, except in a few studies, these
contingencies are largely glossed and taken for granted. By rendering explicit these details,
my work, like Wood and Rennie’s (1994), illuminates the “highly complex” and flexible
nature of these constructions of victims and perpetrators, and of sexual assault and blame.
My work differs from theirs in that I demonstrate that this complexity and flexibility, once
explored in terms of alternative formulations, can also be used to undermine dominant,
victim-blaming constructions, and can be (re)worked instead to blame rapists for rape.
Whereas Wood and Rennie (1994) looked at the talk of women whom men had
sexually assaulted, Lea and Auburn (2001), conversely, examined the talk of a convicted
rapist. In this analysis of the transcribed talk of one rapist in a group therapy session, Lea and
Auburn found that the rapist, “Nathan,” deployed two of what they refer to as “practical
ideologies.” These practical ideologies coalesce around mutuality, or what they later describe
as the “language of sex” and around coercion, or what they later call the “language of rape.”
Lea and Auburn maintain that throughout Nathan’s talk, “the practical ideology of coercion
(associated with talk synonymous with rape) is countered by the practical ideology of
mutuality and consent (associated with talk synonymous with consent)” (p. 21). They assert
that Nathan, “although ‘admitting’ to rape at one point in the narrative” (p. 22), often
constructs himself and his victim, “Ann,” as engaging in consensual intercourse, instead of
constructing the act as one of rape and positioning himself as Ann’s rapist. Lea and Auburn
maintain that by using “a range of rhetorical devices” and by selectively drawing upon
notions of mutuality and coercion, Nathan tries “to minimize his own responsibility for the
events and undermine counter-versions (notably the victim’s) that this was a violent sexual
assault” (p. 22).
Lea and Auburn’s (2001) study offers a discursive look at rapists’ talk that both
reinforces others’ findings of justifications and excuses in rapists’ talk (e.g., Polaschek and
Gannon, 2004; Scully and Marolla, 1984) and also contributes the attentiveness of a
discursive analysis to said talk. This attentiveness accounts for subtler discursive
accomplishments generated by various rhetorical strategies and devices that, together,
generate a more “excusable” formulation of events that is intelligible because it is informed
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by dominant ways of speaking about consensual sexual activity. My work, particularly the
analyses represented in chapter five, contributes something new by rendering connections
between these justifications, excuses, strategies and devices and everyday talk (including and
especially “prevention” talk) about men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women. I
argue that talk of this sort is informed by both tasking women with avoiding men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them, and by holding women accountable for men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them. I argue that the things that women are told to do
to keep men from raping them – though addressed to women are also hearable to men – and
that these things create for rapists a hearable category of women “rapeable” for failing to do
as they are told. My research offers to this body of work an articulation of several different
discursive strategies and rhetorical devices that I maintain are common to justifications and
excuses for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women, advanced by “everyday
people” and rapists alike.
Other research has taken up talk about sexual assault in tribunal and courtroom
settings. Research conducted by Ehrlich (2001) and Matoesian (1993), for example, looks at
the way that sexual assault, victims, and perpetrators are constructed within these settings.
Ehrlich’s study involved analyses of talk about sexual assault reflected in university tribunal
and criminal trial transcripts involving a case where a man assaulted two different women,
and Matoesian’s work examines talk from courtroom transcripts of trial talk about sexual
assault. Both maintain that men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women within these
institutional settings is discursively transformed into consensual sexual activity. Both assert
that these transformations are effected in part by the dominance of patriarchal constructions
of heterosexual interaction consisting of sexually aggressive men and sexually passive
women, as well as by other factors such as the power of question control and the structuring
of narratives wielded by institutional players. This work is significant in studies of talk about
sexual assault in terms of its elucidation of the flexibility of language and the often subtle but
extraordinarily effective and selective deployment of various discursive repositories and
rhetorical strategies to accomplish various victim-blaming ends. My studied approach to talk
is informed by this work, even as I take up talk in more informal settings.
Most of the other research that involves analyses of talk about sexual assault,
however, examines everyday people’s constructions of it, of those who perpetrate it, and of
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those against whom it is perpetrated. For example, Crawford (1995) examines a segment of
talk between the host, guests, and callers in a 1991 radio talk show in which “date rape” is
being discussed. She undertakes this analysis in chapter four of her book, Talking Difference:
On Gender and Language, where she examines the notion “that communication between
women and men is, in effect, communication across cultures,” an idea made mainstream by
popular texts such as Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus (p. 86). Crawford argues
that in “a larger discourse in which women are blamed for the consequences of societal
sexism and for their own powerlessness, popularization of the two-cultures model may be
used to deflect responsibility from men” something that is “especially salient in explanations
of violence against women” (p. 108). Crawford asserts that this model is both prevalent and
difficult to disrupt, and enlivens her claims by analyzing talk from the radio show.
Crawford (1995) argues that when applied to men’s perpetration of violence against
women, the two-cultures approach is taken up as an extreme example of miscommunication,
which she refers to as the “miscommunication model.” Crawford maintains that this
miscommunication model can be contrasted with “two other models commonly used to
account for rape” (pp. 108-109): a “victim precipitation model” in which raped women are
made responsible for engendering the rapes that men perpetrate against them, and a “social
structural model” in which rape is conceived of as a societal problem instead of the product
of women’s conduct.
Crawford demonstrates how speakers draw from all three models of talk to account
for rape, but do so differently. She maintains that while speakers draw upon the victimprecipitation model to position women as complicit in the rapes that men perpetrate against
them, this model “is presented as an unacceptable account of date rape” (p. 116, emphasis in
original), and is only given voice when its use is attributed to other people. She demonstrates
how the social structural model is deployed unproblematically, but is only very infrequently
deployed. The miscommunication model, she reports, is in use far more frequently. Notably,
however, Crawford argues that miscommunication is not depicted as a problem that both men
and women experience, but is instead constructed as a problem with the way that women
communicate. Crawford contends that this model, “as it is deployed in accounting for date
rape, is not a model of separate-but-equal styles. Rather, it is a deficiency model, and the
deficiency is more often women’s than men’s” (p. 119). She notes how this model helps men
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avoid responsibility for the rapes that they perpetrate because women are positioned as
having failed to be more clear and direct in their communication (of sexual refusal).
Crawford concludes that the consequences associated with the miscommunication model are
that rape prevention is constructed as women’s responsibility, women “are blamed (and
encouraged to blame themselves) if rape prevention strategies fail” and “power issues in the
interpretation of relationship violence are obscured” (p. 123).
Crawford’s (1995) analysis is significant, particularly in light of men’s claims of
“mistaken belief” in response to allegations that they have sexually assaulted women.
Contending that a woman never said no, or that her messaging was mixed or unclear – in
effect, that she miscommunicated her non-consent – are assertions that men can and have
made in defense of themselves after sexually assaulting women. Crawford’s description of
the shape and substance of these constructions of women as poor communicators who
effectively bring about the sexual assaults perpetrated against them is important since her
analysis demonstrates the subtle but specific ways in which these formulations are rendered.
Kitzinger and Frith (1999) also address the miscommunication model in their
conversation analysis of young women’s talk about sexual refusals. In this work, they
challenge the “no means no” anti-rape slogan for its implicit requirement that women say
“no” to unwanted sexual activity. Using conversation analysis, they make evident the
complex discursive interactions that inform how refusals are done in talk, which almost
always involve “delays, prefaces, palliatives, and accounts” (p. 293) as opposed to direct
“no” statements. They assert that almost no one ever directly “just says no” to anything, for a
host of reasons. Instead, they demonstrate, refusals of all sorts are advanced more indirectly.
As a result, they question why this kind of messaging (e.g., “no means no”) is championed as
a governing anti-rape practice (e.g., requiring that women say “no”) in the most intimate
(and, I would argue, potentially precarious) of circumstances.
Having analyzed young women’s talk about refusing sex without using the word “no”
– young women whom the researchers describe as essentially doing what may be
“characterized as a lay version of conversation analytic theory” (p. 303) – led Kitzinger and
Frith (1999) to conclude that the young women demonstrate a “very sophisticated awareness”
of what are, importantly, “culturally normative ways of indicating refusal.” They argued that
because the kinds of typically no-absent refusals that the women described are the normal
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and commonly understood ways of doing refusals, men who claim not to understand them
are therefore “claiming not to understand perfectly normal conversational interaction, and to
be ignorant of ways of expressing refusal which they themselves routinely use in other areas
of their lives” (p. 310).
Interestingly, researchers O’Byrne, Rapley, and Hansen (2006) contend that Kitzinger
and Frith could only argue, but not demonstrate this claim that men share the same cultural
understandings about sexual refusal. Accordingly, O’Byrne et al. extended Kitzinger and
Frith’s (1999) study by conducting another conversation analysis – but this time of young
men’s talk. In so doing, they discussed sexual refusals with young men and concluded that
“men not only do have a refined ability to hear verbal refusals that do not contain the word
‘no,’ but also – and importantly – an equally refined ability to ‘hear’ the subtlest of nonverbal sexual refusals” (p. 133, emphasis in original).
In a second paper, O’Byrne, Hansen, and Rapley (2008) again used conversation
analysis to examine how young men describe their understandings of “sexual coercion, rape
and consent” in light of research that suggests that men rely on “miscommunication”
arguments to “accomplish exculpation” (p. 168). Notably, they concluded, “despite the
comprehensive ability that young men demonstrably have to ‘hear’ sexual refusals, which
overwhelmingly include refusals that do not contain the word ‘no,’ when the morally
troublesome issue of accountability for rape arises, a rather different picture emerges” (p.
187). O’Byrne et al. argued that when needing to account for men’s perpetration of rape
against women, as opposed to demonstrating the same complex awareness of refusals that
they earlier articulate, they instead construct images of men as “naive and confused
mishearers,” a rhetorical move undertaken by men in front of other men to “delete the
accountability of men for rape” (p. 187).
This significant research undertaken by Crawford (1995), Kitzinger and Frith (1999),
O’Byrne, Hansen, and Rapley (2008), and O’Byrne, Rapley, and Hansen (2006) is focused
upon teasing out what amounts to the miscommunication model in talk about sexual assault.
Crawford’s work demonstrates the ways in which others deploy the miscommunication
model when accounting for why men rape women. Kitzinger and Frith’s research contests the
miscommunication model by demonstrating that although sexual refusals may be indirect and
absent the word “no,” indirect refusing is indeed the culturally normative way of doing
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refusals, and as such, do not constitute miscommunications of non-consent. The work of
O’Byrne et al. (2006) demonstrates that men indeed understand these indirect refusals of sex,
while their later (2008) work shows that when faced with issues of accountability, men
nevertheless deploy the miscommunication model to absolve themselves of responsibility.
My work broadens this range of discursive themes that speakers draw upon when
accounting for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women. While I do take up the
miscommunication model as it is reproduced in speakers’ talk (forming part of a discursive
repository of talk that I refer to as the men do not understand refusal interpretative
repertoire), I also identify several further discursive themes that speakers invariably
reproduce in their talk about sexual assault. More specifically, I identify six other recurring,
prominent, analytically and politically significant models or repertoires that speakers deploy
when constructing accounts of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women.
Importantly, I contend that these “models” – including the men do not understand refusal
repertoire – are instead subsumed under the “victim-precipitation” umbrella that Crawford
observes (as opposed to her construction of miscommunication as a model lateral to victimprecipitation). I conclude that women’s ostensibly poor communication (e.g., the
miscommunication model) is indeed reproduced in speakers’ talk, but that it is formulated as
something that precipitates men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. In my view,
the “miscommunication model” does not stand alongside the “victim-precipitation model” in
speakers’ accounts of why men rape women; miscommunication is instead constructed as but
another way that women precipitate the assaults that men perpetrate against them. My work
therefore extends the explanatory focus and range of the ways in which people construct
accounts of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women.
Returning to discourse analytic studies of talk about rape, my work shares similarities
with the research conducted by Anderson and Doherty (2008) in their book, Accounting for
Rape: Psychology, Feminism and Discourse Analysis in the Study of Sexual Violence. In the
book, these researchers describe their feminist-informed discourse analysis of participants’
talk about sexual assault. Prior to articulating the details of their study, they describe warrant
for their methodology by reviewing the methodological problems that they observed in the
majority of rape-perception research conducted to date. Their conclusions echo Wood and
Rennie’s (1994). Anderson and Doherty contend that the positivist orientation of what they
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refer to as “the tradition of lab-based paper-and-pencil research” (p. 45, and throughout) is
both disempowering for participants and generates misleading conclusions. They assert that
positivist research designs tend to “leav[e] participants (particularly women) feeling
disempowered, with no space to challenge or transform the standard victim-blaming views
that they are effectively invited to reproduce” (p. 55). My work demonstrates, for example,
that when certain speakers reproduce victim-blaming talk (because, as I argue, this is the
dominant way of talking about sexual assault), they often do so sardonically, demonstrating
their sophistication in attending to these confining ways of talking about men’s perpetration
of sexual assault against women. Anderson and Doherty argue that discourse analysis thus
offers a preferable alternative to positivist research. They describe how discourse analysis
makes “the constructed status and action orientation of the accounts explicit,” it allows for
the “trac[ing of] argumentative threads,” it illuminates “the features of rhetorical organisation
and … the sense-making resources” that participants use when talking about sexual assault.
Accordingly, they contend that discourse analysis is a more apt method than are positivist
approaches to examine rape perceptions.
In this study, Anderson and Doherty (2008) invited largely mixed gender couples to
review and discuss a vignette that described a stranger-perpetrated sexual assault.13 They
constructed the paragraph-long vignette to be similar in content to reporting that had been
done about a well-publicized sexual assault in the UK perpetrated by a man against a woman.
In the vignette, the woman is described as walking home, taking a short cut, and is attacked
by a man who drags her from the path and sexually assaults her (p. 61). Ultimately, Anderson
and Doherty contend that their analyses demonstrate that participants constructed the woman
as responsible for the sexual assault that the man perpetrated against her.
They assert that participants constructed the woman as reckless for having taken risks
such as choosing to walk alone and to take a short cut to get home. Importantly, Anderson
and Doherty (2008) describe how discourse analysis illuminates the “could have been
otherwise” quality of talk in terms of how speakers constructed the woman. For example,
they observe that participants described the woman as foolish and naive for having taken a
13

In half of the analyses that they conducted, the victim was a woman raped by a man, and in the other half, the
victim was a man who was raped by another man. Given that the focus of my research concerns men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women, my description of their work is limited to discussion of the
former.
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short cut while walking home, instead of what “could have been” said, where, for example,
they might have alternatively described her as having made a practical and sensible decision
about how best to get home faster (p. 80).
They also read participants’ talk in light of neoliberalism, contending that “patriarchal
and neo-liberal ‘common sense’ values and beliefs” pervade the discourse that they analyze
(p. 82). They argue that this is evidenced in participants’ positioning of the woman “as
culpable in failing in her duty to be … an ‘ideal self-governing, self-responsible neo-liberal
citizen’” in terms of her safety and well-being (p. 82). Anderson and Doherty ultimately
conclude that with this focus upon the woman’s conduct, “[t]he rapist effectively disappears
from these accounts” (p. 82). They furthermore note that where victims are the focus of
explanation, they also become the focus of intervention, such that there then becomes “a
preoccupation with the regulation of the behaviour of ‘foolish’ or ‘wayward’ women” (p.
82).
Just as Crawford (1995), Kitzinger and Frith (1999), and O’Byrne et al.’s (2006,
2008) research was focused principally upon teasing out the discursive nuances of
constructions of non-stranger perpetrated sexual assault as the product of miscommunication,
Anderson and Doherty’s (2008) study primarily addresses constructions of strangerperpetrated sexual assault as the product of a woman’s risk-taking. Analyzing, identifying,
and challenging these formulations of sexual assault is essential in terms of working towards
undermining victim-blaming and rape-supportive practices.
Just as I described that my work too takes up the notion of miscommunication (a
discursive pattern that, as I described, I refer to as the men do not understand refusal
repertoire), my work also examines the idea of risk-taking women, out alone at night (a
recurrent theme in participants’ talk that I call the men abuse vulnerability repertoire).
Importantly, my work therefore covers expansive discursive range, including analyses of talk
about both stranger- and non-stranger perpetrated rapes, which involve deployment of a
number of recurrent discursive themes. In addition to identifying and describing these
repeating discursive victim-blaming themes about miscommunication and vulnerability, my
research also works toward undermining rape culture by analyzing, identifying, and
challenging five further repertoires that are evident in speakers’ talk. My study is also
significant in terms of pointing to the hitherto largely unquestioned and problematic
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assumptions about men upon which each of these themes rest.
Where My Work Fits In
My study offers a fresh and unique contribution both to existing bodies of related
critical research, and to the kind of information that is immediately incorporable into
practices “on the ground.” This timely assessment of the intersections between womendirected sexual assault “prevention”-oriented talk and victim-blaming talk is both original
and warranted (still) by continually (re)emerging states of affairs.14 While people can and
have drawn lines between prevention and victim-blaming (in ways that I will point to in
chapter seven), I, along with other feminists, contend that they are one and the same. Most
simplistically, this is because without the former, the latter is not possible.
I maintain that prima facie, victim-blaming is an obvious practice that is thus easy to
avoid engaging in, and those who do blame victims are therefore condemnable for so doing.
In this sense, victim-blaming might be envisioned as tsk-tsking and finger-wagging at a
woman who has just been raped by a man. Again, this obvious act of victim-blaming is
condemnable as such, and seems quite different from the benevolent aims of prevention. My
research takes up how victim-blaming and prevention indeed elide, but in ways that are
arguably less-than-obvious, and I examine the often inexplicit intersections between them.
As I noted earlier, Anderson and Doherty (2008) argue that women as the site of explanation
for sexual assault become the site of intervention; my study asserts that the reverse holds,
too. Participants construct women-directed sexual assault interventions/prevention as the
genesis of blame, and formulate blame as something that is assigned to women who do not
participate in the interventions/prevention prescribed to them.
This primary research that I present here contributes a necessary and nuanced picture
of why women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented practices paradoxically and
problematically work against themselves, and are instrumental in helping men perpetrate
sexual assault against women with impunity. My study responds to literature which long
holds that sexual assault disclosure and reporting rates are exceedingly low and reports of
14

As I described in footnote one, Federal Court “Justice” Camp is being investigated by the Canadian Judicial
Council for his troubling conduct while presiding over a 2014 sexual assault trial. During the trial, among other
remarkable moves, Camp referred to the woman who reported being sexually assaulted by a man in a bathroom
at a house party as “the accused” and asked her, “Why couldn’t you just keep your knees together?” and “Why
didn’t you just sink your bottom down into the basin so he couldn’t penetrate you?” (Harris & Crawford, 2015,
para. 4).
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secondary victimization are exceptionally high (Johnson, 2007; Patterson, Greeson, &
Campbell, 2009; Tutty, Jesso, McDonald, & Smit, 2005), all of which suggests that women
do not and should not feel that it is safe to talk about men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against them. Work clearly needs to be done to make it safe for women to choose to speak
out – even (and particularly) in the agencies trained to better “hear” women talk about men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them. My research suggests that while targeting women
with sexual assault prevention efforts is undertaken with the benevolent aim of safeguarding
women, doing so can unintentionally and troublingly function instead to undermine women’s
safety – both in terms of their physical safety from men’s perpetration of sexual violence
against them, and the psychological safety that creates space for women’s disclosures and
reporting of their experiences.
I recognize that the social world in which men rape women is saturated with
(neoliberal) arguments that women are best able to protect themselves from men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them (e.g., by self-imposing limits on their alcohol
consumption) because of the “realities” of sexual assault (e.g., in which “drunk girls get
raped”). Perhaps more importantly, I acknowledge that women live out their lives in the
context of these “realities,” as do the people who want to protect women from men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them, and who respond to women if men do sexually
assault them. I wish therefore to explicitly assert that my analyses are not intended as
critiques of women’s lived experiences of self-protection, nor are they critiques of the
benevolent aims of practitioners, academics, or of people who in any way try to keep women
safe from, or respond to, men’s perpetration of sexual violence against them, and who do so
within the current terms set out in this social world. By underscoring this paradox (that
women-directed prevention can undermine women’s safety) and the troubling assumptions
about men that they are founded upon, these analyses are instead intended to interrogate,
unsettle, and eventually shift the terms of this kind of “reality,” so that women’s lives, and
how they experience sexual assault prevention and response, might one day shift too.
My work offers to the anti-rape literature a systematic look at dominant forms of
victim-blaming talk that are articulated in seven prominent discursive themes (or, seven of
what, in discourse analytic parlance, are referred to as “interpretative repertoires” that I
explain further in the next chapter). In addition to detailing the various forms that this talk
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takes and how it is manifest in women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented practices,
my research is unique in that it also takes up the largely and remarkably unexamined
assumptions about men that these discursive practices are built upon. My study does not just
address the intersections between victim-blaming and prevention, nor does it just highlight
the problems that arise from these intersections. My work also demonstrates how these
uninvestigated, tacit, and troubling assumptions about men constitute the discursive
foundation upon which (intended and unintended) victim-blaming talk is constructed. My
study therefore offers a call to more “good” men15 to participate in anti-rape efforts in my
work to make clear how all men are represented in women-directed sexual assault avoidanceoriented practices. An attendant goal of my work is to challenge good men into action.
In what follows, I describe the analytic approach and methodological processes that
were involved in executing this research. Thus to a description of my methodology, discourse
analysis, and then to talk about how the data for this study were generated, I now turn.
Discourse Analysis
Naming and (Non)blaming
Bavelas and Coates (2001) argue that “[l]anguage can never be neutral; it creates
versions of reality. To describe an event is inevitably to characterize that event” (p. 29) and,
as a result, “the choice of term profoundly affects how we see the crime and its consequence”
(p. 30). In short, as Bavelas and Coates contend, to characterize sexual assault as a minor
infraction will affect our view of and response to it. This is an example of “the potent,
consequential nature” of talk that is underscored by discourse analysts (Potter & Wetherell,
15

At a presentation by Jackson Katz in 2012 that I attended, he had these very fitting things to say about
“good” men:
A lot of men will say, to this day, they’ll say, “These are important issues, I agree. But they’re not my
issues. You know, I think violence against women, and domestic violence, and sexual assault, these are
important issues. But not mine. I’m a good guy. I don’t beat women. I don’t abuse my wife or girlfriend. Why
do I have to come to some training, or read some book, or take some course, or attend some Take Back the
Night event? This is not my issue. I’m a good guy.”
Have you heard men say this? This is the norm for what men say, okay? And so what my response to that
is, I say, “We need to raise the bar a little higher, for what it means to be a good guy, than just saying, ‘I’m
not a rapist.’” This is not particularly impressive to me. Right? Just saying, ‘I don’t beat my girlfriend’ is not
something guys should be getting high fives for. We need a whole lot more from men.
And what do we need? In a nutshell, we need more men with the strength, with the character, with the
consciousness, with the moral integrity and sometimes, with the physical courage, to break our complicit
silence and start interrupting other men’s abusive behaviour. Not just at the point of attack, but on a whole
continuum of attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours. Right? Not just, we’re not saying we just need men, when
their friend is raping a woman to jump in and stop them from doing it. I mean, we need men to interrupt each
other much before that.
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1987, p. 34), and informs my use of it as an analytic method.
I choose to examine talk about sexual assault using discourse analysis because, as
Potter, Edwards, and Wetherell (1993) contend, “the important point from this work is that
description … is not merely open-ended and flexible but also an important way of
performing actions” (p. 385). This is significant in a study that takes up talk about sexual
assault, because discourse analysis facilitates examination of the rhetorical work that takes
place in description. The open-endedness and flexibility of descriptions of sexual assault is
made clear in a host of idioms and euphemisms used to speak of it. These include, but are not
limited to, for example, “sexual misunderstandings” (Wood & Rennie, 1994, p. 145),
situations that “went too far,” and women being “taken advantage of” (Coates, Bavelas, &
Gibson, 1994, p. 196). As Potter, Edwards, and Wetherell argue, these descriptors perform
actions. In the cited examples, the descriptors excuse and minimize. They do so by
positioning a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against a woman as an unintended mistake
(“sexual misunderstandings”), an overstep (“went too far”), and as an exploited opportunity
(“taken advantage of”), respectively. In short, the open-ended and flexible nature of
description in these cases “performs” sexual assault as a minor, if excusable, infraction –
descriptions that fail to connote men’s physical and sexualized imposition of themselves
upon non-consenting women.
Talk is Built from and Builds Upon Other Talk
Focused upon the action orientation of talk, discourse analysis is an approach that
emphasizes the ways in which talk is both “constructed (from linguistic resources, rhetorical
devices) and constructive (of identities, versions, realities)” and in its treatment of talk “as
pervasively rhetorical in that [it] is always ‘oriented to alternative possible ways of
describing things’” (LeCouteur & Oxlad, 2011, p. 10). Discourse analysts consider the notion
of “construction” apposite for three reasons (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 34; Wetherell &
Potter, 1988, pp. 171-172). First, it demonstrates how speakers’ talk is made up of a host of
pre-existing linguistic resources, the way that, for example, various descriptors for sexual
assault, perpetrators, victims, causes, and so forth pre-exist the speakers who deploy them.
Second, the notion of construction underscores speakers’ active selection from among these
many linguistic resources. In the varying contexts in which they talk, speakers will use some
while not other resources, and the resources that speakers choose will shift depending upon
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the context of their use.
Discourse analysts use terms like how talk is “situated” (Wiggins & Potter, 2008) and
“occasioned” (Edwards, 1994) to characterize the shifting composition of speakers’ talk.
They describe how talk is reflective of the context in which it is situated. This means that talk
is specific to the occasion of its production or to what calls it forth, and that speakers’ talk
shifts depending upon the specific warrant for it in each interaction. That descriptions vary
depending upon the context in which they are situated and what has occasioned them is what
discourse analysts are referring to when they speak of “versions.” In this regard, Wetherell
(2001) notes that “when we talk we have open to us multiple possibilities for characterizing
ourselves and events … An interesting question for discourse analysts, therefore, is why this
version or this utterance? What does it do? What does it accomplish here and now?” (p. 17).
The third reason discourse analysts see the notion of construction as fitting is that it
gets at the practical consequences of action-oriented talk and how, “in a profound sense,”
discourse constructs reality (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 34; Wetherell & Potter, 1988, pp.
171-172). In short, in the context of this study, discourse analysis helps me read from
participants’ talk the ways in which they selectively deploy pre-existing linguistic resources
and rhetorical devices to construct the “reality” of sexual assault.
Discourse Analysis Takes You at Your Word
Importantly, to study talk is not to study what is “really” behind it. Wiggins and
Potter (2008) argue that “[d]iscourse is the primary medium for social action; in speaking we
blame, justify, invite, compliment and so on” and so to look beyond talk is to “overlook the
ways in which talk achieves things in itself” (p. 77). In this regard, Potter (1998) succinctly
argues that according to this approach, attitudes are viewed as “performed rather than
preformed” (p. 246).
In short, the only attitudes that discourse analysts take up are those that are manifest
before us, in talk. Discourse analysis is agnostic with respect to speakers’ motives and intent,
and discourse analysts only examine them insofar as motive and intent are “constructed and
oriented to in interaction” (Wiggins & Potter, 2008, p. 79). An example of a speaker
orienting to her motive or intent might be if, for example, she was to say something like, “I
don’t mean to blame the victim, but…” where she would therefore be orienting to her intent
to (or not to) blame. In such a case, the speaker, not the analyst, renders determinations about
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intent. Importantly, however, Potter (1998) maintains that this “does not mean that nothing is
assumed to be going on under people’s skulls” (p. 235). Rather, he contends, the “analytic
and explanatory focus” is upon the “discursive practices and the resources they draw on” (pp.
235-236).
That the analytic and explanatory focus is upon talk as opposed to what is “going on
under people’s skulls” is significant in terms of my approach to, and analysis of, participants’
talk. This is important to state at the outset, particularly when I am describing activity that
can be as morally contentious as victim-blaming. As such, my observations about the
blaming that gets accomplished in speakers’ talk should not be taken as insight into speakers’
“real thoughts” or as character impeachment of speakers (as “victim-blamers”), but instead as
analytic claims made about how and what gets done in talk and its “potent, consequential
nature,” as described above.
Just Reporting, No Judgment Here: Constructing Girls and Women as Responsible for
the Sexual Assaults that Men Perpetrate Against Them
This view of talk as an action oriented, discursive practice demonstrates that talk does
not merely convey meaning, but as Holstein and Miller (1990) argue, talk instead does things
with words, where “the orderly and recognizable features of social circumstances are ‘talked
into being” (p. 105). They maintain that “[i]n this view, descriptions – as when we describe
someone as a ‘victim’ – are not disembodied commentaries on ostensibly real states of
affairs. Rather, they are reality projects – acts of constructing the world” (p. 105). I maintain
that talk about sexual assault victims, if they are girls and women, often constructs a world in
which “victims” – as “persons believed to have been unjustly harmed or damaged by
exogenous forces beyond their control” (p. 105) – are few and far between. This is because
what is done with words and what is talked into being are girls and women who are in some
measure responsible for the sexual violence that men perpetrate against them (see, for
example, Anderson & Doherty, 2008; Ehrlich, 2001; Estrich, 1987; Mardorossian, 2014;
Romito, 2008; Stringer, 2014).
Examples of these “acts of constructing” the blameworthy rape victim abound,
reflected in places including, but not limited to, the pages of respected newspapers to the
content of judicial decisions. Take, for instance, a 2011 New York Times article in which the
author, James C. McKinley Jr., scrutinized a victimized child instead of her rapists. In the
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article, McKinley Jr. “reported” that an eleven-year-old girl, raped by 18 boys and men,
“dressed older than her age, wearing makeup and fashions more appropriate to a woman in
her 20s” (para. 12).16 In a similar vein, in 1998, an Alberta Court of Appeal judge, the late
John McClung, upheld the acquittal of a man who sexually assaulted a 17-year-old girl, (now
infamously) stating, “‘it must be pointed out that the complainant did not present herself to
Ewanchuk or enter his trailer in a bonnet and crinolines’ and that ‘she was the mother of a
six-month-old baby’” (R. v. Ewanchuk, p. 46, s. 88).
Potter (1996) contends that discourse analysis “focuses on talk and texts as social
practices, and on the resources that are drawn on to enable those practices” (p. 7). I maintain,
as have others, that McKinley Jr.’s and McClung’s talk evince the “social practice” of
victim-blaming by using various descriptive resources (including others not represented here)
to position the girls as at least partially responsible17 for the sexual assaults that the boys and
men perpetrated against them. For example, in the excerpts of their talk represented herein,
both McKinley Jr. and McClung point to the girls’ clothing as indirect indicators of their
sexual maturity and availability, respectively. In both cases, deployment of these linguistic
resources offers a nod to the implicit assumption that the girls might have somehow invited
or wanted what the boys and men did to them. In this regard, and pertaining to McKinley
Jr.’s article, feminist author Roxane Gay (2014) observes that
There was discussion of how the eleven-year-old girl, the child, dressed like a twentyyear-old, implying that there is a realm of possibility where a woman can “ask for it”
and that it’s somehow understandable that eighteen men would rape a child (p. 128).
Likewise, in her concurring opinion that supported overturning McClung’s judgment,
(then) Canadian Supreme Court Justice Claire L’Heureux Dubé (R. v. Ewanchuk, 1999)
argued that “one might wonder why [McClung] felt necessary to point out these aspects of
16

I signal McKinley’s “reporting” here as disputable since, in defense of McKinley’s writing after he was
accused of victim-blaming, a spokeswoman for the New York Times argued that his article was not an
expression of McKinley’s views, but that he was, in essence, “just reporting” the reactions of the community
(see Mirkinson, 2011). Accordingly, I read this “just reporting” talk as a rhetorical move that functions to both
justify McKinley’s phrasing (under the guise of “merely relaying” community sentiment) and to absolve him of
responsibility for choosing to report this (a focus upon the child and her conduct) but not that (talk that
questions the character and conduct of the boys and men, for example, who assaulted a child). As per Anderson
and Doherty’s (2008) description of discourse analysis that I described earlier in this chapter, here is where
discourse analysis helps illuminate what “could have been” said, but was not.
17
Since McClung’s talk formed part of the judgment in which he upheld the defendant’s (Ewanchuk’s)
acquittal, this context suggests that he instead positioned the victim as entirely responsible for what he
determined was not, in legal fact, an assault – but that a Supreme Court of Canada ruling later held, was, indeed.
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the trial record,” and asked rhetorically if it was “to express that the complainant is not a
virgin” or “that she is a person of questionable moral character” (p. 46, s. 89). L’Heureux
Dubé stated that such comments “reinforce the myth” that
either the complainant is less worthy of belief, she invited the sexual assault, or her
sexual experience signals probable consent to further sexual activity … the
implication is that if the complainant articulates her lack of consent by saying “no,”
she really does not mean it and even if she does, her refusal cannot be taken as
seriously as if she were a girl of “good” moral character (pp. 46-47, s. 89).
One of the principle tenents of discourse analysis is again reinforced: talk is not
merely descriptive, but instead accomplishes things like attributing responsibility to the
victims, precisely what Gay and L’Heureux-Dubé are here contending that McKinley Jr. and
McClung are doing. McKinley and McClung draw upon discursive resources to construct
ostensible indicators of sexual maturity and sexual availability – resources that work to
position girls whom boys and men have sexually assaulted as somehow inviting of the sexual
assaults that the boys and men perpetrated against them, thereby demonstrating the social
practice of victim-blaming.
The incredible utility of discourse analysis in terms of taking up an issue like sexual
assault is that it helps demonstrate how, as in the cases above, rape victims – girls sexually
assaulted by boys and men – are constructed in talk by virtue of their assembly from other
discursive resources, as responsible, blameable, for boys’ and men’s perpetration of sexual
assault against them. In this way, Lea and Auburn (2001) argue that “[r]ape, therefore, is
constructed through discourse,” and is contained “in the descriptions used to account for an
event” in which men and women are positioned within “gendered relations of power” (p. 13,
emphasis in original). In the cases described above, for example, the sexual assaults were
constructed not as total wrongs committed by (several) boys and men against girls, but as
events that were in some way made possible by the girls themselves.
Lea and Auburn (2001) maintain that talk about sexual assault is not necessarily
reflective of a speaker’s “true motivations” but instead of the “social context in which [it is]
produced” because speakers draw upon resources “available in their language community in
order to render their social action intelligible” (p. 13). Accordingly, McKinley and
McClung’s claims are taken to be, in some way, akin to discursive barometric measures
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reflective of the social climate in which talk like this is produced (importantly, however, so is
Gay’s and L’Heureux-Dubé’s talk).
In short, as an analytic approach, discourse analysis makes evident the social context
of language in terms of the kinds of sexual assault vernacular and vocabularies that are
available to speakers within a certain cultural and socio-historic context. As a result,
discourse analysis underscores the “the politics of representation,” or that which
“influence[s] what is available to be said and what can be heard” (Wetherell, 2001, p. 17).
Miller (2000) argues that discourse analysis is concerned only with the politics of
representation, and
the ways ordinary actors enact power by representing the world in this way rather
than that, how some accounts of the world work to influence other accounts, and why
certain accounts … fight an uphill battle to be heard at all. … By virtue of its basic
assumption – that truths are negotiated, not discovered – discourse analysis is social
and political from the outset (p. 345).
Through my analyses, I enliven these contentions by pointing to observable themes in
the discursive resources that speakers draw upon in their talk about sexual assault,
perpetrators, victims, and so forth in terms of how certain constructs tend to be represented
“in this way rather than that,” and by examining which accounts seem “to fight an uphill
battle to be heard at all.” I maintain that these themes tend to coalesce around a particular
motif: evidence of a rich discursive library of resources available to position women as
responsible for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them, and a comparably limited
social vernacular with which to blame men for the sexual assaults that they perpetrate against
women.
Generating the Talk
The “Discourse” in This Analysis
The “discourse” in discourse analysis tends to refer “to all form of talk and text”
including interview and focus group data, media articles, and “records of more ‘naturally
occurring’ interaction” (Speer & Potter, 2000, p. 544), all of which involve details that do
some form of interactional work. The “discourse” that I take up and examine for the purposes
of this study consists of the talk that I transcribed from the interviews and focus groups that I
conducted with participants.
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Most basically, I elected to speak with participants in interview and focus group
settings because encounters of this sort (as opposed to data generation instruments such as
surveys, for example) best facilitate participants’ talk about sexual assault. It is in these
discursive settings that social practices such as minimizing, justifying, and denying take
place, practices that have proven recurrent, if not central, to talk about sexual assault
(Anderson & Doherty, 2008; Ehrlich, 2001; Romito, 2008). Researchers using discourse
analysis “have emphasized the primacy of [these] practices themselves, and have therefore
focused on conversational interaction in interviews” and other settings of this sort (Potter,
1998). Although discourse analysts argue that naturally occurring data (e.g., police
interviews, counsellors’ talk with clients) are preferable in order to speak to how these
practices play out in everyday conversation, discourse analysts using interview data have
argued that data of this sort are nevertheless treatable as “natural.” Speer and Potter (2000)
have used interview data
as natural materials in the specific sense that we are not privileging the actions and
orientations of the researcher, but are instead treating her as an active implicated part
of what is going on, whose actions and orientations are equally studiable (p. 566,
footnote 7).
Though they contend that through much data of this sort, “it is possible to track a social
science agenda” (p. 565, footnote 7) such that the interviewer or focus group moderator’s
presence is evident, they maintain that where relevant, participants display their orientation to
it (and as such, it is therefore “studiable”). Moreover, in their research, Speer and Potter
contend that “data from settings in which the interviewer is not present” supports the
conclusions that they reached, suggesting that participants’ talk was not just a function of the
social science agenda (p. 563).
Importantly, Potter (1998) also observes that the research goals pursued via discourse
analysis differ from those sought by researchers who treat interview data as a conduit of the
cognitive. He maintains that “the contrast between interviews and records of natural
interaction is not as great as might appear,” which he argues is because “interviews are not
being treated as a neutral machinery for harvesting psychologically interesting responses but
as arenas of interaction in their own right,” and as such, “the interviewer and interviewee’s
contributions are equally important” (p. 236). In short, what discourse analysis is concerned
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with – the social practices generated via interaction – make the talk itself (and not what lies
behind it) the site of research interest.
While, as noted above, interview data have been a hallmark of discourse analytic
work, I also elected to generate data using focus groups as well. I offered participants the
option to participate in an interview or in a focus group, both to allow them to choose
whichever research setting they would feel most comfortable in, and because focus groups
are also fruitful research sites. The chief advantage of focus groups as a method for
generating this kind of data lies in their ability to make visible the interactional nature of
meaning construction (Hollander, 2004; Kitzinger, 1994) such that the social practices
accomplished in talk are forefront. Suter (2000) argues that the “naturalism” afforded by
focus group research – exemplified in participants interacting with, prompting of, and
questioning one another – can, in essence, bracket or temporarily suspend what Speer and
Potter (2000) were referring to as the social science agenda. In her use of focus groups, for
example, Kitzinger (1994) observed that participants would challenge each other about the
(in)congruence between what they were saying and how they were behaving (p. 105).
Moments like these can be particularly fascinating for the discourse analyst, able then to
observe how the challenged speaker accounts for this discrepancy, and what sorts of
rhetorical strategies and discursive practices are set in motion by so doing. What my focus
group data most often displayed was instead a collaborative building of accounts, where, for
example, participants would help fill out each other’s claims.
Research Participants
Selecting research participants.
I wanted to speak with research participants whose work in some way intersected
with sexual assault-related issues, and with a demographic that is reportedly most affected by
these issues. Accordingly, I decided to focus my recruitment efforts upon practitioners whose
work involves responding to sexual assault-related issues in one form or another, and upon
undergraduate university students. The latter are part of a demographic and a population
where men are identified as at a higher risk for perpetrating sexual assault against women,
and women are at higher risk of men perpetrating it against them (see Fisher, Cullen, &
Turner, 2000; Lisak & Miller, 2002). While there are other groups of men that have been
identified as also at risk for perpetrating sexual assault (see Sexual Violence, 2015) and of
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women against whom men perpetrate sexual assault (see Fact Sheet, 2014), the perpetration
and victimization rates among students in this age, gender, and lifestyle demographic made
undergraduate university students the most suitable participant pool for my study.
My decision to invite undergraduate university students to participate in my research
was motivated by two further considerations. First, my access to this population was
relatively uncomplicated as opposed to, for example, what would have otherwise involved
necessary and additional challenges that would come from seeking participants from other
groups identified as “high risk.” Second, because university students often constitute
“convenience samples” used by other researchers, my discourse analysis of talk about sexual
assault with university student participants would also allow me to convenience sample and
to therefore offer a nuanced, qualitative contribution to a body of literature concerning
university students’ assessments of sexual assault that is predominantly quantitative in nature
(as I described earlier, see chapters two and three of Anderson & Doherty [2008] as well as
Wood and Rennie [1994] for discussion of the benefits of this kind of contribution).
Additionally, and notably, this participant pool has also proven timely in light of the recent
attention that sexual assault on university campuses is, and has been, receiving (see NPR
Staff [2015] and Smith [2014] for examples of men’s perpetration of sexual assault on
university campuses in the United States, and Tamburri and Samson [2014] for a description
of the Canadian context).
Recruitment strategies.
I successfully recruited detectives, nurses, crown prosecutors, an assortment of staff
from a sexual health organization, in addition to employees of an organization that provides
services related to sexual assault crisis and education, and undergraduate university students
from two institutions. To do so, I used a theoretic or purposive sampling strategy. I selected,
and targeted people who fit with my interest in exploring talk about sexual assault, whose
talk was relevant to my feminist and discourse analytic framework (as outlined), and who
were fitting in terms of what I hoped to examine: talk about sexual assault (among other
kinds of talk that I was interested in taking up at the time) (Mason, 2002, p. 124; Schwandt,
2001, p. 232).
Prior to engaging in any recruitment practices, I completed and submitted a detailed
“Application for Ethics Review” to the Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board (CFREB),
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for which I received approval. Likewise, I applied for and received approval from a second
university in order to recruit undergraduate participants from this site as well. As I began to
carry out my research, subsequent ethics-relevant modifications to my research design were
always submitted to, and approved by, the CFREB before I acted upon them. (These
modifications included, for example, minor textual amendments to the forms that I used and
the addition of email-circulated recruitment strategies not originally proposed in the first
application.)
With respect to practitioners, I recruited participants by virtue of contacts that I had
established within this community of practitioners who worked in areas related to sexual
assault and I used snowball sampling strategies thereafter. In short, I would reach out to my
community who would put me in contact with prospective participants, who would then also
put me in contact with further prospective participants by circulating my information (see
Appendix A), and so on and so forth. This proved to be a fruitful approach, actually
expanding the breadth of my originally targeted participant “pool.” My community contacts
consisted of those that I had made before my research began (members of the criminal justice
community that I was acquainted with prior to entering the doctoral program), as well as
those that I had made as my doctoral research interests evolved (by attending various related
conferences and events). In both cases, these contacts circulated information about my
project (see Appendix B), resulting in a total of 23 practitioner participants.
In terms of university students, I recruited undergraduates with the help of a few
faculty members (circulating my information among students via email – see Appendix C
and D) and by virtue of posters with takeaway cards that I posted in two institutions (see
Appendix E), again, using snowball sampling strategies thereafter. Subsequent to receiving
an email from their instructor and/or having taken away my contact information from my
recruitment posters and reaching out to me, students would contact me via email, at which
point we would arrange a meeting. A total of 15 students participated in my research.
Once practitioner and student participants agreed to participate in this research, I
would email them an electronic copy of both the informed consent form (see Appendix F and
G), and a “Research Participant Information” form (see Appendix H and I) that I asked that
they complete and return to me prior to our scheduled meeting.

69

Chapter 2 – Talk About Sexual Assault Matters: Discourse Analysis and Sexual Assault
Participant demographics and method of participation.
Practitioners. With respect to practitioners’ individual demographics, practitioner
participants consisted of 17 women and 6 men who ranged from 19 to 58 years of age, with
an average age of 36. Participants identified as Caucasian (17),18 Canadian (one), Chinese
(one), German (one), Mixed (one), South Asian (one), and one participant left this section of
the form blank. In terms of relationship status, 10 identified as married, eight as single, two
as common law, two as dating, and one as separated. Seven of these 23 participants had a
total of 17 children ranging in age from five to 35 years of age. Two participants selfidentified as lower-middle class, 17 as middle class, three as upper-middle class, and one did
not identify class status. Six of these participants worked in the criminal justice system (as
crown prosecutors or detectives), nine worked in areas relating to sexual health in various
capacities at agencies providing sexual health programs and services (employment titles
included Community Educator, Community Development Manager, Sexual Educator, Office
Manager, and practicum student), and eight did work for agencies providing sexual assault
awareness, education, and/or crisis response in various capacities (employment titles
included Youth Engagement Project Specialist, Sexual Assault Response Team Nurse,
Sexual Assault Worker, and Public Education and Training Team Leader).
In terms of practitioners’ method of research participation, of the 23 participants, I
held interviews with three participants individually, and the rest participated in focus groups,
two of which were in pairs, one focus group had three participants, two focus groups had four
participants, and one focus group involved five participants. All of the focus groups involved
individuals who were familiar with one another.
Students. The 15 undergraduate students consisted of 12 females and three males,
who ranged in age from 18 to 38, with an average age of 23. Participants self identified as
white (nine), Asian (one), Jamaican Canadian (one), Latin American (one), Pakistani (one),
Serbian (one), and one participant left this section of the form blank. Seven participants
indicated they were single, three stated they were in relationships, two identified as dating,
one as married, and one as common law, and one participant did not indicate a relationship
status. None of the undergraduate student participants indicated having children. Three
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This category includes participants who self-identified as “white,” as “Caucasian/Canadian,” as
“Caucasian/Ashkenazi Jewish,” “British,” and “Anglo Saxon.”
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students identified themselves as lower class, eight identified as middle class, two as uppermiddle class, and two students did not identify their class status. Of the 15 participants, 14
were students in a Bachelor of Arts program, and one was in a Nursing program. Students in
the Arts program indicated a variety of majors that included Anthropology, Criminal Justice,
East Asian Language Studies, English, International Relations, Psychology, and Sociology.
With respect to undergraduate students’ method of participation in this research, I
held one-on-one interviews with nine students, one focus group with two participants, and
another with four participants. In one of the focus groups the participants were only briefly
acquainted prior to their participation in the study.
As is evidenced by participant demographics, I analyze the talk of an arguably
educated and privileged group of mostly white people, who are overwhelmingly drawn from
the middle classes. Importantly, the matters analytically relevant within a discourse analysis
are those that participants themselves take up, or orient to, in their talk. As a result, crucial
matters such as class, race, and ability are analytically relevant only insofar as participants
make them so – and in the data that I examined, they do not. Accordingly, significant
intersectional issues such as class, race, and ability are absent mention or reference in the talk
that I take up and are therefore also absent in my analyses. Accordingly, and important in
terms of the analytic claims that I make, I contend that the “exnominated” groups
overwhelmingly represented in speakers’ talk are white, able-bodied, and of the middle
classes. By “exnomination” I am referring to the discursive process by which class, race,
ability and other differences are masked, and where the sense-making of the exnominated
groups (e.g., white, middle-class, able-bodied) is therefore established as “common sense”
(Barthes, 1973, p. 138; Fiske, 1987, p. 43).
Research Encounters
Location and duration.
All of the interviews and focus groups (hereinafter referred to as “research
encounters”) held with practitioners were either held at a university or at the practitioners’
place of work. All research encounters held with students were held at universities. The
research encounters were semi-structured in that I constructed and followed a “thematic
discussion guide” that arranged and listed various topics of discussion that I took up with
participants (see Appendix J and K). The discussion guide was organized in terms of four
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broad themes. The vast majority of the data that I analyze in this research is derived from talk
that occurred in terms of the first theme listed on the discussion guide. All of the research
encounters were between one and one quarter hours and just over 3 hours in length. The
duration of the interviews ranged from 1 hour and 16 minutes to 3 hours and 4 minutes in
length, with an average length of just under 2 hours (1 hour and 57 minutes). The focus
groups were as short as 1 hour and 44 minutes in length to 3 hours and 29 minutes long, with
an average duration of two and two-third hours (2 hours and 39 minutes).
Data Analysis
Transcription.
Participants’ (recorded) talk is always, as Wiggins and Potter (2008) observe, the
primary data source, but “for analytical and dissemination purposes, however, it is necessary
to have a paper copy of the recorded interaction” (p. 84). Accordingly, I transcribed the data.
Though this was an intensely laborious process in terms of the time and commitment that it
required, the analytic value of so doing was almost immediately apparent. As Wetherell and
Potter (1998) have argued, in terms of transcribing one’s own data, “there is nothing better
for encouraging close attention to what people are saying” (p.182). It is for this reason that I
argue that my analysis of the data began at this (as opposed to the coding) phase of my
research process.
It was during the transcription process that I assigned participants pseudonyms to help
protect their confidentiality. I (re)named participants using memory cues that made sense
only to me, by for example, naming a participant after a childhood friend that she or he
reminded me of. I used this naming practice mainly out of fear that if I did not use
pseudonyms that would “stick,” I would somehow accidentally use a participant’s real name
somewhere publicly in my work and compromise the confidentiality that I ensured
participants I would do my best to protect. This (re)naming process has proven extremely
successful, as I now often have difficulty recalling participants’ real names unless I trace
back through my records.
In terms of the talk reproduced in this study, I made analytic decisions about what
details of talk to include and what to omit. I made these decisions based upon the relevance
of the details to the kind of analyses that I undertake. Accordingly, I elected not to reproduce
minutiae of speakers’ talk such as the length of pauses between utterances, details about
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aspiration (such as sighs, inbreaths or outbreaths, unless they were very marked), the
specifics of laughter (e.g., “laugh particles” – see Potter & Hepburn, 2010), or to represent
speakers’ intonation. Likewise, I have chosen not to represent minimal encouragers
(utterances such as “uh huh,” “yes,” “mm hmm”) whether advanced by me or by other
speakers. While each of these features of talk can be of great analytic significance to some
studies, subsequent to reading the transcripts without these features, I did not feel that they
were necessary to my analyses, nor a significant part of arriving at the conclusions that I did
about the talk in focus.
Coding.
Once the process of transcription was complete, I found myself with 3,764 pages of
talk to again, take up, but this time as a corpus of material to sift through and render back
down into a reasonably sized analytic project. Accordingly, I began the coding process by
approaching it in the “inclusive and cyclical” manner suggested by discourse analysts (Potter,
1998, p. 239). This elementary coding stage is not intended to prejudge or eliminate potential
segments of talk. What it did allow me to begin to do was to instead reorder the talk into
larger, analyzable units. This was, of course, a repeated and iterative narrowing process that
ultimately involved rounds of coding and recoding (Potter, 1998; Wetherell & Potter, 1988;
Wiggins & Potter, 2008). In all, I ended up engaging in four rounds of coding that I explain
below.
My first round of coding essentially consisted of reorganizing participants’ talk
largely in terms of the discussion guide’s subthemes, which I thought might yield collections
of talk that I could take up as analytic segments. I tried to (re)assemble participants’ talk such
that all participants’ responses to questions in each subtheme were gathered together as
would be all responses to those under the next, and so forth. At the time, I thought that once I
had organized the data in this way, I could then analyze each subtheme itself. This proved to
be fairly troubling, however, because participants’ responses were not so neatly confined to
the subthemes or questions noted on my guide.
When it came down to looking carefully at the data in terms of taking it from one
place to gather in another, I was finding myself making jagged as opposed to clean excisions.
For example, participants’ responses about who sexual assault is perpetrated against would
bleed into talk about who participants would target with sexual assault prevention efforts. As
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such, I would take segments of talk like this and reproduce it under the codes that I had
generated for each question, and then find myself “subcoding” the talk in rather specific
ways to justify its location in both of these areas. I remained attentive to these justifications.
Throughout the coding process, I kept various analytic memos in which I recorded my
thoughts about different aspects of speakers’ talk, making recommendations to myself about
subsequent coding structures to consider as I moved forward.
As I sorted through this first round of coded and thus newly arranged material and
reviewed the analytic notes that I had made, I determined how to engage in the next phase of
data coding. This second iteration of “coding” consisted not of further partitioning the data,
but instead of amalgamating several of the codes that I had constructed in the first round (that
were, it seemed, perhaps initially too specific). For example, in terms of the trouble described
above, I subsumed participants’ responses to several questions under the same code (e.g., all
responses in which victims were described were collected together). This return to more
inclusive coding proved more analytically useful, in part, because speakers’ talk, as noted
above, typically did not fit neatly within narrowed (e.g., discussion guide question or
subtheme) categories, but also because I read that participants’ talk appeared to cohere
around certain discursive themes regardless of the point at which it took place in the
interview or focus group.
In these newly arranged and broader data configurations, I found it easier to read
from the data themes around which speakers’ talk seemed to cohere (admittedly, this was
perhaps also because I had spent so much time with the data previously). Subsequent to this
second round of coding, I engaged in two further iterations. While useful in terms of
allowing me to more easily isolate specific bits of data later (e.g., finding talk about
intoxication, or walking alone at night, specifically, for example), these cycles of coding
never proved as analytically illuminating as did my second round of coding by theme.
Data selection.
The way in which I arrived at my decisions about which data to include in this study
is consistent with the approach described by discourse analysts. I did not begin with hard and
fast, unyielding research questions that were informed by detailed hypotheses. Instead, I
approached data generation with an established interest in, and educated inquisitiveness
about, the kinds of things that I discussed with participants.
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Potter (1998) has argued that it can be quite “productive to collect and explore a set of
materials without being constrained by a specific hypothesis” (p. 238), and argues that
“without endorsing a naive, assumption free inductivism,” it is often useful to explore
transcripts “without being hampered by the need to start from a specific hypothesis” (Potter,
1996b, p. 9). Accordingly, I began this way. Then, as I moved through the coding, I began
making notes about excerpts of talk reflective of issues that I kept finding myself thinking
about and returning to. It was, in so doing, that I found myself repeatedly returning most to
data that was not entertainment media-centered (the original focus of my study, as I touched
upon in the introduction). It was during this time, when SlutWalk was becoming established
as an international movement, that I made the decision to focus exclusively upon talk about
sexual assault. While the entertainment media-related talk proved analytically fascinating in
its own right, I ultimately determined that it would be better to make use of this data at a later
time. This decision allowed me instead to attend to issues that were made timely by
unfolding current events and to look more closely at how such issues played out in
participants’ talk.
Subsequent to making this decision, I began various iterations of analysis and writing.
These analyses eventually developed into discursive “pods” that made sense independently,
but also, after much work, came together in an order and arrangement in which each built
upon the insights generated by the last. These ultimately became the data chapters assembled
here.
Through this process, my analytic interest became focused upon examining the
specific and repeated discursive themes that speakers drew upon in their talk. The excerpts of
talk that I have selected, reproduced, and analyzed were therefore chosen because they best
illuminate these interests. Moreover, and in line with other discourse analytic work, I selected
these specific segments of talk because of their “usefulness, and often brevity, in illustrating
and developing the main analytic themes that emerged from examining the whole sample”
(Edwards, 2000, p. 348). In other words, the segments of talk that I present and analyze here
were selected largely because I found them emblematic of these various analytic themes.
Importantly, however, though emblematic, these excerpts are not necessarily mere textual
snippets. I have reproduced at times lengthy portions of transcript in order to both reflect as
much of the relevant interactional business going on in the talk as is possible, and to align
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myself with the practices of discourse analysis which involve the “presentation of rich and
extended materials in a way that allows the reader to make his/her own judgments about
interpretations that are placed alongside of them” (Potter, 1998, p. 240).
As Edwards (1994) argues, one of the features of discourse analytic work “is that
analytical procedures are [often best] demonstrated in the course of actual analyses of
transcribed data” (p. 219). Accordingly, while I hope that my description of the suitability of
discourse analysis set the stage for the analyses that I carry out, the various and nuanced
applications of discourse analysis are often best described in practice – descriptions that I
provide in the chapters to come.
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Chapter 3 – Talk About Sexual Assault Avoidance Messages
In this, the densest and most information-rich chapter of my work, I begin by examining
excerpts of six speakers’ talk about sexual assault prevention messaging. Speakers vary in terms
of their descriptions of what it should or does consist of, but the kinds of messages that they
construct to prevent sexual assault are similar with respect to their abundance, their gender
specificity, and their prescriptive orientation. I take up each speaker’s talk in terms of her or his
construction of messages oriented toward sexual assault prevention and then talk about the
conclusions and implications that I read from this collection of talk as a whole.
The conclusions and implications sections of the chapter are what set the proverbial stage
for the remaining chapters by introducing concepts and themes that I reference throughout the
remainder of this work. Specifically, I describe what I refer to as “sexual assault avoidanceoriented rules,” women’s “everyday agency,” the discourse analytic concept of “interpretative
repertoires” and my use of them by introducing three of the seven repertoires that I argue
pervade speakers’ talk throughout this work, and finally, I describe the assumptions about men
that these repertoires are founded upon.
Talk About Sexual Assault Avoidance Messages
Lucy
Lucy’s talk is excerpted from part of a conversation that evolved in between questions in
the focus group that she, along with three of her friends, was part of. On the heels of the young
women’s talk about danger and warning signs about sexual assault and about trusting one’s
intuition, I talked about a conversation that I had with a girlfriend of mine. I told the young
women about how my friend whose work takes up sexual assault has said that she refuses to live
her life worried about it. I said that she is someone who listens to her intuition, but says she does
not worry about how she dresses or where she goes because it is her right to do what she wants to
do. I described my friend as having said, “if something happens to me, it’s not my fault, so, I’m
not going to spend my life in fear.” I talked about a time in which I actively refused to worry
about being sexually assaulted myself, felt empowered as a result, but was still ambivalent about
whether or not I could continue to refuse to worry. The excerpt below is what Lucy had to say
next.
Lucy
I think it’s hard sometimes though, because, like, it’s great that she’s like, ‘Oh,’
you know, the, ‘this isn’t my problem,’ like, ‘it wouldn’t be my fault.’ But I think
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a lot of the time, it’s like, put on the women. Like, ‘Lock your doors. Stay inside.’
Or like, when girls go to parties, it used to be like, cops would tell them, ‘Go in
twos.’ Like they never tell me to go-Like, been learning in my women-like my
gender class, like, that it needs to start s-switching and being like a men’s issue
too. Because it’s such a women's issue, right now. Like, ‘You need to be in twos.
Not dressing provocatively’ and all this stuff. And like, I think that’s kind of hard
ta-for women to kind of take it, and be like, ‘Well, this wouldn't be my fault or
my problem’ if it did happen.
In the talk reproduced above, Lucy constructs sexual assault messaging as gendered,
prevalent, and prescriptive, and her talk is rhetorically organized around constructing my friend’s
reported refusal of the “fault” and “problem” of [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against
women] as anomalous. Lucy states that “it’s great that she” can say that “‘it wouldn’t be [her]
fault’” if something happened to her, but constructs rejecting fault as difficult for women to do.
Arguably, Lucy’s talk orients to the “social science agenda” (Speer & Potter, 2000) that
has brought us together in that she constructs my friend’s reported ability to reject the assignment
of fault as anomalous, as opposed to, for example, describing as atypical my described efforts to
do the same. It is therefore possible that Lucy is displaying sensitivity to the differential power
dynamics that can exist between researcher and research participant. Equally possible, however,
is that by addressing my friend’s rejection of fault assignment (as opposed to addressing my
similar efforts), Lucy can sidestep any of the interactional caution warranted by constructing a
characterization of the behaviour of someone whose company the speaker currently shares. Far
less complex is formulating a description of the comparable behaviour of someone whose
absence allows for the speaker to circumvent these interactional considerations. Of course it is
also possible to read Lucy’s talk as orienting to both possibilities.
Lucy signals both gender and the multitude of messages as the cause of this difficulty by
drawing a connection between gender and multiple messages three times in her talk: “a lot of the
time, it’s like, put on the women. Like, ‘Lock your doors. Stay inside;’” “when girls go to
parties, it used to be like, cops would tell them, ‘Go in twos;’” and, “it’s such a women’s issue,
right now. Like, ‘You need to be in twos. Not dressing provocatively’ and all this stuff.” In so
doing, Lucy describes sexual assault messaging as gender-specific: something that is “put on”
women and that “used to be” directed at “girls,” and as messaging that is “such a women’s issue,
right now.” Lucy also constructs these messages as multiple, persistent, and enduring. By noting
a series of things about what women and girls are, and have been, told to do and not to do –
involving some repetition – Lucy sets out these messages as numerous and recurrent in nature.
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Because listing “serves to emphasize the generality of something” (Potter, 1997, p.196),
Lucy’s listing of messages constructs them as myriad and but a few examples of many.
Moreover, by rounding off her list with a “generalized list completer” (p. 196): “and all this
stuff,” Lucy constructs these messages as an inexhaustive list. Finally, Lucy formulates these
female-directed messages as recurrent and long established. She describes messages about
“‘Go[ing] in twos’” that “used to be” told to girls (by safety authorities such as “cops,” no less)
as those which remain a “women’s issue, right now. Like, ‘You need to be in twos.’” In short,
Lucy constructs these kinds of sexual assault messages as those that are repeatedly
communicated to women throughout their lives.
In addition to the persistence, number, and gendered orientation of the messages that
Lucy takes up in her talk, the prescriptive character that she ascribes them is significant as well.
Lucy constructs these messages as directions, as opposed to, for example, suggestions or
recommendations about what women should and should not do. Their construction as directions
is interpretable from the direct, brief, and straightforward structure of this message talk (“Lock
your doors”) that is absent discursive markers of suggestion, such as “you might want to consider
doing X” or of recommendation, such as “it’s advisable to do Z.” Further, whereas suggestions
or recommendations are more easily met with acceptance or rejection because they lack the kind
of command that directions tend to have, directions of the sort that Lucy constructs here urge a
clear and, in most cases, specific course of action that is not set out as negotiable or flexible. As a
result, Lucy depicts these messages as rigid in character, and thus arguably more forceful in their
multiplicity.
Sharlene
The segment of talk reproduced below is drawn from part of my interview with Sharlene
in which I have asked her to imagine launching her own sexual assault prevention and awareness
campaign, beginning with a 30-second television commercial. She has just answered my first
question about whom she would target, by replying, “young women.” What follows below is a
portion of our dialogue, beginning with Sharlene answering my question about what the message
or theme of her campaign would be.
Sharlene
Protect yourself.
Kiara
In what ways? W-what kinds of things? Like how do you see that playing out?
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Sharlene
Well, um, don’t go out, in, ehh-um, alone, or get separated and drink so much that
you are um, your judgment is not proper. Or if you are going to do that, make sure
that you have safeguards that, you know, with your friends with you, or, uh, that
sort of thing.
Kiara
What kinds of messages would you want to be sure to include in it, and which wkinds would you want to be sure to exclude? And again, they don’t have to be
actual specific slogans.
Sharlene
Um, it would have to be a very clever ad, because you-you’d want to get across
the message that young women should protect themselves without getting across
the message that it’s their fault. So it would have to be very carefully constructed
to um, empower uh, young women without making them feel like they’re not
entitled to go out and get drunk if they want to.
Sharlene lists a number of things that young women should keep from doing in order to
“protect [themselves].” In list-making, Sharlene too constructs these messages as but instances of
similar others, signalled by the generalized list completer, “that sort of thing.” Sharlene’s use of
“that sort of thing” establishes these messages as socially intelligible, setting them out as things
that hearers like myself share implicit knowledge of. However, whereas Lucy constructs “fault”
as something that is imposed upon women by an abundance of messages of this nature and as
therefore “hard” to escape, Sharlene constructs “fault” as plausibly interpretable from these
messages, but avertable, if they are “very clever[ly]” crafted.
Sharlene also formulates women-directed messages about sexual assault as directions.
She constructs messages that are directive (rather than suggestive or recommending), but that are
softened by virtue of the offering of options among and between these directions – they are
directions with contingencies. For example, Sharlene states that women should not “drink so
much that … your judgment is not proper … or if you are going to do that, make sure that you
have safeguards … your friends with you.” Sharlene therefore advances self-protection in
prescriptive terms, but prescriptions that are followed up with other prescriptions, in the event
that the former are not observed. Though arguably more numerous, the limitations prescribed
therefore seem less limiting.
In response to my question about the kinds of messages that Sharlene would want
included in, and excluded from, her campaign, she describes her campaign “ad” as one that
would need to be “very clever” in terms of communicating to women that they “should protect
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themselves” without also communicating “that it’s their fault.” Importantly, Sharlene therefore
implicitly constructs fault as the otherwise likely or “default” outcome produced by telling
women to protect themselves. She describes the campaign commercial as one that would require
“very careful” construction in order to “empower … young women” without making them feel
un- or disentitled “to go out and get drunk if they want to.” Again, Sharlene implicitly constructs
un- or disentitlement as the likely outcome of such messaging in the absence of “careful”
(re)construction that frames it instead as “empowering.” In short, Sharlene offers a rhetorically
robust construction of her campaign by heading off potential critiques of its women-directed
“protect yourself” thematic by both acknowledging such critiques and displaying awareness that
they will require craft and caution to avoid.
In describing her theme, Sharlene therefore draws upon “contrary or competing
arguments” (Edley, 2001, p. 203) about sexual assault prevention and awareness that, on the one
hand, allow for a construction of women’s self-protection as “empowering,” while on the other,
as potentially victim-blaming (“the message that it’s their fault”) and/or as un- or disentitling
(“making them feel like they’re not entitled to go out and get drunk if they want to”). As such,
Sharlene formulates women-directed sexual assault prevention and awareness messaging in
terms of what might be identified as an “ideological dilemma” about sexual assault prevention (a
concept that I touched upon in chapter two, in my discussion of Thapar-Björkert and Morgan’s
[2010] study).
To elaborate, drawing upon the work of Billig, Condor, Edwards, Gane, Middleton, and
Radley, Edley (2001) identifies “ideological dilemmas” as “balanced but contradictory aspects of
a culture’s common sense” (p. 223). In essence, ideological dilemmas are represented in
speakers’ talk in their discursive negotiations between conflicting or contradictory notions of
common sense. In her construction of sexual assault prevention, Sharlene displays an attempt to
negotiate between conflicting notions of women’s self-protection as empowerment versus
women’s self-protection as fault-imposing.
Scholars contend that common sense is derived from people’s lived ideologies, which are
“composed of the beliefs, values and practices of a given society or culture” or its “way of life”
(p. 203). Ideological dilemmas make obvious that “there is no unitary meaning to common
sense” and common sense’s “inconsistency, fragmentation, and contradiction” (p. 203) is often
“represented by proverbs or ‘well known maxims’” (Towns & Adams, 2009, p. 738). For
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example, common sense tells us to “look before you leap” while in other contexts, to “just do it”;
likewise, common sense holds “the more the merrier” while also dictating that it’s best not to
have “too many cooks in the kitchen.” Drawing upon Billig et al.’s work, Towns and Adams
(2009) observe that maxims like this demonstrate the ways in which notions of common sense
can conflict. They note that no particular “maxim has the monopoly of common sense” (Billig et
al., cited in Towns & Adams, 2009, pp. 738-739), but that the ways in which they (or other
manifestations of common sense) conflict depend upon the social context in which they are
advanced. They contend that more than just a difficult choice to make, ideological dilemmas are
morally and ideologically complex, getting at “common sense notions of value, community and
suitable ways of behaving that are socially and culturally imbedded” and are “often conflicting
and contradictory” (p. 738).
Sharlene’s deployment of these conflicting “common sense” perspectives about sexual
assault prevention therefore highlight both the “tensions and contradictions” inherent in society’s
“condensed wisdom” (Edley, 2001, p. 203) about sexual assault prevention, and, importantly,
Sharlene’s displayed awareness of them. Specifically, by constructing sexual assault prevention
and awareness messaging targeting women in “dilemmatic” terms, Sharlene demonstrates
sociocultural awareness of (then) current headline-making issues with respect to sexual assault.
As I touched upon in the introduction, many of the focus groups and interviews
(Sharlene’s included) that I conducted were held at a time during which SlutWalk events were
spreading like wildfire and creating headline news, locally and afar. Constructions of sexual
assault prevention in terms of competing common sense ideas about protecting women and
victim-blaming were at the cultural fore – due, in large part, to these activist events that
polemicized and politicized talk about women’s prevention of men’s perpetration of sexual
assault against them along the discursive lines that Sharlene sets out here. Accordingly, I contend
that Sharlene’s talk demonstrates the kind of ideological dilemma that Thapar-Björkert and
Morgan (2010) observed in Victim Service volunteers’ talk about women that I described in
chapter two. They read disjuncture in volunteers’ talk, conflicting talk between what they refer to
as “dominant discourses of blame” and “new, less popular discourses of [victim] nonblame” (p.
51). I argue that the perpetrator-focused talk made forefront in and by SlutWalks could likewise
be conceptualized as analogous “new, less popular discourses of [victim] nonblame.”
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Significantly, in her response, I read that Sharlene is able to construct a position for
herself that attended to the (then headline-grabbing) controversy associated with telling women
how to prevent sexual assault (e.g., women should protect themselves), while displaying herself
as a competent cultural actor who is both aware of and concerned by the challenges that might
accompany such a position (e.g., being possibly regarded faulting women for [men’s perpetration
of] sexual assault [against them], and/or as un- or disentitling women from doing things like
drinking to intoxication). While Sharlene does not describe what empowering messages about
self-protection absent implications of fault or un-/disentitlement aimed at young women might
look like, she does construct this ideological dilemma as resolvable in a sexual assault prevention
and awareness campaign that is “clever[ly]” and “very carefully constructed.”
Jonathan
In the dialogue reproduced below, Jonathan describes both whom he would target with his
hypothetical sexual assault awareness and prevention campaign, as well as why he would target
this audience.
Jonathan
Um, given my age group, given the uh, area, and given the dynamics I
understand, uh it would-it would target uh, females, between the ages of 15 to 25.
Uh, probably focus, well, you know what? I think it would focus on just strictly
individuals between uh 18 and 25.
Kiara
Not women specifically?
Jonathan
Not-not-not women specifically. Cause you gotta look at
Kiara
And why?
Jonathan
uh, because you need to uh, perhaps tell guys that ‘Maybe you should think before
you act.’ Um, girls, ‘Use common sense.’ Guys, ‘Think about it.’
Kiara
And common sense being all those things we just discussed.
Jonathan
Common sense, uh, being, well, you know what? Common sense can be pretty
wide. You know what, ‘Don’t take a drink from a stranger. Don’t let the drink out
of your sight.’ Um, ‘If you think this place is kinda sketchy, don’t go, or take
friends to watch your back. Have somebody stay sober.’ Um, ‘Don’t go to sleep
in the same room with him, if you don't want to sleep with him.’ Um, ‘Guys:’ uh,
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‘Just because she-if-uh-she-you saw it in her eyes, doesn’t necessarily mean it’s
the truth.’ [laughs] Um, this is something
Kiara
Cause you could be seeing something that isn’t there. [laughing]
Jonathan
You could be something-you know what? Uh, alcohol does some funny things
with your eyes. Um, ‘This is going to affect you all your life. This is going to
label you. You guys really m-wanna do this?’
Jonathan constructs a list of gender-specific directions in his elaboration of what common
sense consists of. The act of listing in Jonathan’s talk constructs these directions as manifold,
suggesting that there are many things that women should and should not do to be aware of and
prevent [men from perpetrating] sexual assault [against them]. The expansiveness of these
directions is signalled also by Jonathan’s description of them as subsumed beneath an umbrella
of “common sense” which he constructs as “pretty wide.”
Significantly, Jonathan’s description of these directions as examples of “common sense”
imbues them with an air of communal wisdom, directions that “everybody knows” that girls
should follow (including girls themselves). As such, to instruct girls to “use common sense” is to
instruct them to invoke basic and shared social knowledge, knowledge that is positioned as
something that they should be both already aware of and already using. Equally significant to
Jonathan’s talk is that by describing these directions as common sense, Jonathan depicts them as
ideas that neither originate with, nor belong just to, him. By constructing these things that
women are told to do and not to do as “common sense,” he positions them as those which
already exist “out there” in the world and therefore as things that he is merely reciting, as
opposed to, for example, espousing. This talk about how women should and should not act is
instead set out as part of a collective (common) awareness (sense) that extends beyond Jonathan
himself. The rhetorical significance of this “common sense” construction is that it can function to
shield Jonathan from negative blowback that might be aimed at him for circumscribing women’s
activity (particularly, as noted earlier, during a time in which such circumscriptions served as
subject of popular social debate). By positioning himself as simply a conduit of the
commonsense ways in which women should and should not act in terms of being aware of and
preventing [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them], Jonathan is simply the
proverbial “messenger” who, if his reporting of common sense is poorly received, should
therefore not be “shot” for simply reporting some preexisting state of affairs.
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Notably, the repressive quality of the sexual assault awareness and prevention advice that
Jonathan constructs for girls differs from the comparatively loose advice that he generates for
guys.19 For example, whereas Jonathan yields five relatively prescriptive “common sense” “dos
and don’ts” for girls to follow (e.g., outlining specifics about what to do/not to do with whom,
where, and when), his advice for guys is much more general. Jonathan’s advice for guys consists
of telling them to “think before you act” and to “think about it.” He elaborates upon this advice,
which he constructs as telling guys that they may be mistaken by what they see in girls’ eyes and
that guys will be “affect[ed]” all their lives and “label[ed]” [for perpetrating sexual assault
against women]. Jonathan punctuates this advice with the rhetorical question, “You guys really
… wanna do this?” suggesting that armed with this understanding, guys’ interest in perpetrating
sexual assault will be diminished, which likewise suggests that guys might normally be without
this understanding. In short, Jonathan sets out sexual assault awareness and prevention for girls
in terms of using “common sense” to limit their activities, and guys in terms of thinking both
before they act and about how it will negatively impact their lives if they sexually assault
someone.
Ethan
The dialogue reproduced below takes up Ethan’s construction of existing sexual assault
campaigns as both condescending towards women while warranted in their continued address of
women.
Ethan
I think some of the, what the campaigns that I’ve seen, are detrimental to women.
Are very condescending to women.
Kiara
In what way?
Ethan
‘Go out in pairs. Know what you drink. Make sure you get home safe.’ Uh,
Kiara
Why? Detrimental,
19

To be quite clear, Jonathan was neither the first nor the last of the research participants to target men with a
hypothetical sexual assault awareness and prevention campaign. It was an analytic decision to include Jonathan’s
talk of this sort that addresses men (and, as will soon be seen, Ethan’s) while not others’ talk. My decision to include
only these speakers’ talk about targeting men, as stated earlier, was based on the usefulness and brevity of these
excerpts in terms of helping illustrate and develop recurrent patterns that I observed throughout the whole sample
(Edwards, 2000, p. 348). Specifically, these segments of Jonathan’s (and Ethan’s) talk – briefly and succinctly –
help illuminate the ways in which speakers construct women and men’s responsibility differently with respect to
preventing sexual assault in ways that other speakers’ talk did not.

85

Chapter 3 – Talk About Sexual Assault Avoidance Messages
Ethan
‘Know who you speak to.’
Kiara
Why condescending?
Ethan
Cause it’s, it’s, it’s an insult to your intelligence! Don’t you know that anyway?
Shouldn’t we be saying, ‘Guys, keep your zipper up? Don’t drink too much.
Behave yourself.’ We don’t tend to take that aspect
Kiara
Arguably, guys should know that too. But,
Ethan
Arguably, you do,
Kiara
I think you’re right though.
Ethan
But we don’t we target the, and maybe we do target the intelligent ones, cause
guys you can’t speak to. Cause once the one-eyed monster wakes up, it’s all out
the window anyway. Um, and maybe the, and maybe that’s, maybe that is the
correct target audience.
Kiara
Do you think that, like it, like that comment, about ‘once the one-eyed monster
wakes up’ – do you think that that’s something that culturally, socially, or
whatever you wanna call it, we’re sort of perpetuating by not targeting, by not
making this message towards men. That there is this sort of common
understanding that once my other head thinks, I, I’m on, I can’t, yeah.
Ethan
It’s all over, my, I can’t think, yah.
Kiara
And do you think that that’s an excuse, or do you think that that’s um, is that a
fact? You know what I mean? Like, uh, ah, ehh, because a lot of the, a lot of the
literature will talk about, you know, the difference, we target women’s morality
and men’s biology, and we say, well, ‘Men can’t help themselves.’ You know?
That’s, that’s what happens.
Ethan
Yes we can.
Kiara
Right.
Ethan
You keep it in your pants.
Kiara
Right. And so we just need to remind,
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Ethan
The boys to keep it in their pants.
Kiara
Right. That message.
Ethan
Ehh, well, it’s, it’s, boys don’t like keeping it in their pants. They like getting it
out there and standing around as much as they can. Because of [inaudible]. And
maybe that is biology. You know, you-the internal clock for women, the guy’s
gotta sow his seeds, blah, blah, blah. Okay, there’s some biology involved. I’ll
give you that. You know, Um, I’m no geneticist or doctor or anything, but, yes, I
know that’s in there. Our clocks are ticking and, and both ways. I have to
propagate as many women as I can and you have to have babies before your clock
dries up, right?
In the first part of the dialogue reproduced above, Ethan describes other campaigns about
sexual assault as “condescending” and “detrimental” to women. He lists a series of womendirected prescriptions as evidence of this condescension that he depicts as problematic because
of the message redundancy. Ethan therefore constructs these messages as entrenched enough to
be offensive in their repetition, given the suggestion that repeating them must mean that women
are not intelligent enough to have already learned to go out in pairs, tend to their drinks, and so
forth. Whereas Ethan sets out women-directed messages as problematic due to their repetition of
already established material, Ethan constructs messages directed at “guys” as something to be
considered and describes his address of men in the same concise and straightforward terms that
he describes his address of women.
Ethan also draws upon competing elements of society’s “condensed wisdom” about
sexual assault that were arguably quite pronounced at the time of the interview. As earlier noted,
SlutWalks were generating a great deal of attention, in part, because of their “radical” approach
to sexual assault-related issues which included tasking men with preventing rape. Accordingly,
by constructing his view of sexual assault awareness and prevention as one that might include
men, Ethan presents himself as a knowledgeable social actor, versed in current social issues
pertinent to his area of employment expertise. By demonstrating consideration of targeting men
instead of women, Ethan positions himself as aware of and open to differing perspectives
(instead of, for example, seeming fixed and staunch by advocating for traditional womendirected approaches to sexual assault prevention and awareness).
Importantly, however, the consideration of men as a target audience that Ethan displays is
relatively superficial. Accordingly, this consideration is thus more likely reflective of an
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orientation to the social science agenda and displaying himself as a socially knowledgeable actor
in his field of work than reflective of his belief that men are an appropriate target audience. I
make this claim for two reasons. First, the only reason that Ethan advances for targeting men is
that doing so is uncommon (“We don’t tend to take that aspect”), as opposed to, for example,
constructing an argument in favour of targeting men and advancing reasons for so doing. Second,
and most importantly, the bulk of Ethan’s rhetorical efforts are concentrated upon portraying
men as an ineffective target audience which he does by drawing upon large-scale cultural
discourses about biology, even as he “shows concession” (Antaki & Wetherell, 1999) to the
disputability of his claim.
Ethan’s construction of men as an ineffective audience for sexual assault prevention
draws upon large-scale cultural discourses of human biology (what “we all know” about
biology), with respect to “men’s sexual drive” and “women’s biological clocks.” Ethan uses a
playful colloquialism to refer to men’s sexual arousal by describing the penis as a “one-eyed
monster” and arousal in terms of its “waking up.” Ethan deploys this “sexual drive” talk by
setting out men’s sexual arousal as singularly all-encompassing such that upon arousal, all else
goes “out the window.” Notably, by describing women as “the intelligent ones, cause guys you
can’t speak to,” Ethan formulates men’s arousal as so powerful as to override their capacity to
retain information such as sexual assault awareness and prevention strategies (like instructions to
“‘keep your zipper up … Behave yourself.’”).
In response to this construction, I ask Ethan if he thinks that this notion of the one-eyed
monster waking up is something that is socially or culturally perpetuated by failing to target men.
I describe this perspective as a stock idea of men as having two “heads” that compete for control
of men’s thinking which Ethan demonstrates an understanding of. I continue by asking if Ethan
thinks this is an excuse or a fact, and then refer to the literature as describing how “we target
women’s morality and men’s biology”20 where we say that “‘[m]en can’t help themselves.’”
20

Enlivening Speer and Potter’s (2000) claim that interviews are not so different from naturalistic data in that the
interviewer’s participation is not privileged and her talk is itself “studiable” (p. 566, footnote seven), I here study my
own talk. In this bit of talk where I inquire about whether or not Ethan thinks the idea of two heads is an excuse or a
fact, I am, in essence, challenging him – a sensitive and delicate social activity, particularly in an interview in which
I do not want to alienate my research participant. Accordingly, by referencing “the literature,” I am constructing
neutrality by presenting my challenge not as one that originates with me, but is instead as one called for by the
literature. Observing that this is a strategy often used by news interviewers, Potter (1996) notes that this kind of shift
in voice (e.g., from speaker to that of “the literature”) is an indication that I, the speaker, am “treating something as
controversial or sensitive” (p. 144). (Here, I always think of Oprah who never positioned herself as asking the hard
questions, but instead as only asking, “what the viewers at home want to know.”) In short, my reference to the
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Ethan responds to my questions by directly contesting the idea that men can’t help
themselves. He states, “Yes we can. … You keep it in your pants.” He then goes on, however, to
describe the reason why “boys don’t like keeping it in their pants. They like getting it out there
and standing around as much as they can” by again drawing upon discourses of biology, which
he names as much (“And maybe that is biology.”). Ethan describes biology in terms of its
governance of both women (the “biological clock” talk) and men (the “sexual drive” talk), again,
while framing these metaphors in explicitly biological terms (“Okay, there’s some biology
involved. I’ll give you that”).
Importantly, by stating, “I’m no geneticist or doctor or anything,” Ethan offers a
disclaimer about his biology-based claims. This disclaimer is “a verbal device employed to ward
off and defeat in advance doubts and negative typifications which may result” from what the
speaker says (Hewitt & Stokes, 1975, p. 3). This “hedging” disclaimer allows Ethan to advance
claims about biology without being accountable for their possible inaccuracy. “‘I’m no expert’ is
a phrase that conveys to others the idea that no expert identity is being claimed” and as such,
“factually faulty statements [are to be seen as] the normal prerogative of people who are not and
do not claim to be expert[s]” (p. 4). In short, Ethan anchors his claims in biology, while implying
that they may be disputable. Subsequent to advancing this disclaimer, Ethan continues by
constructing both the male sexual drive and the biological clock talk as analogous (“Our clocks
are ticking … both ways”) and working himself and me up as examples in his biology-based
claim: “I have to propagate as many women as I can and you have to have babies before your
clock dries up, right?”
In his construction of men as an ineffective target audience for sexual assault awareness
and prevention efforts because of male biology, Ethan “shows concession” (Antaki & Wetherell,
1999) to alternative perspectives, a “rhetorical effect” that can strengthen a speaker’s claim (p.
7). In essence, when a speaker makes a show of her or his concession, she or he displays her or
himself as attending to, but being unswayed by, the disputability of the claim – a show that can
bolster the rhetorical effect of her or his original proposition. More specifically, showing
concession consists of advancing claims in terms of a three-part structure: “(i) saying something
vulnerable to challenge; (ii) conceding something to that challenge; then (iii) qualifying that

literature here allows me to “save face” when asking Ethan a “hard question” that I construct “the literature” as
accountable for, instead of me.
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concession and reasserting what one first said” (p. 8-9). Ethan’s argument follows this kind of
structure when he first, (i) constructs men at the mercy of their biology (“once the one-eyed
monster wakes up, it’s all out the window anyway”); then, (ii) concedes that men are not
controlled by it, and can indeed help themselves (“Yes we can [help ourselves]. You keep it in
your pants”); then, (iii) qualifies his concession in explicit, biology-based terms (“boys don’t like
keeping it in their pants. They like getting it out there and standing around as much as they can.
… And maybe that’s biology”), thereby reasserting that men (and women, he adds) are indeed
governed by biology (“I have to propagate as many women as I can and you have to have babies
before your clock dries up”21). In this case, showing concession “makes a show” of Ethan’s
appreciation of alternative perspectives (e.g., that men can control themselves), which functions
to help him appear more credible by displaying that he “is not wholly blind to others’ positions”
(p. 25). As such, Ethan’s claim appears more credible in that it is advanced by someone (self-)
constructed as aware of, and ostensibly able to weigh, competing arguments.
Ethan further increases the strength of his claim by expanding his biology-based
reassertion from one that takes up just men (and their sexual drive), to one that extends to, and
includes, women as well (in terms of a “reproductive window”). This discursive strategy
contributes to the argument’s strength in that contesting it will require covering double the
discursive ground. To dispute Ethan’s claims about biology’s control over men’s sexual drive
will also require disputing biology’s control over women’s reproductive window – claims that
Ethan has constructed as analogous.
Kristen
In the excerpt of talk reproduced below, Kristen is responding to my question about what
sorts of messages she would want to exclude from and include in her hypothetical sexual assault
awareness and prevention campaign.
Kristen
I think, I mean just further blaming the victim kind of stuff? And messaging
Kiara
What does that look like?

21

Somewhat amusingly, Ethan here appears to blend two popular metaphors about women’s reproduction: women’s
(ticking) biological clocks, and women’s reserve of eggs that “dry up” if unused. Whatever the reason for this
combined metaphor (e.g., a slip of the tongue, intended blending, etc.) it arguably enhances the strength of Ethan’s
biology-based argument by invoking not one, but two biology-oriented metaphors that represent common sense
constructions of women’s reproductive window as small and temporally limited.
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Kristen
Like, ohh, what does that look like? Well, I mean it-it looks like any kind of
messaging that’s like, ‘Make sure you don't walk alone, by yourself at night.
Cause there’s stranger danger!’ And like, ‘Don’t wear your little skirt out!’ And,
you know, like those kind of-th-that type of target that we just-you know, ‘Just so
you know,’ or, that’s drugs, but. You know, ‘No means no.’ Like that type of
traditional campaigns that obviously haven’t done anything. Cause that’s notthat’s not real, right? That’s not the reality of sexual assault? Um,
Kiara
In the sense that it's happening to these...
Kristen
Yeah! I mean it’s-it’s-I think that, what we know is that it’s not strangers. And we
know that it’s not people walking alone at night. And we know that it’s not, um,
you know, the twenty-five-year-old girl wearing the short skirt. That it looks
really different than that? So, I wouldn’t wanna, I guess, re-perpetuate those types
of things. In-in my campaign. And I think that the message I would wanna get out
is that sexual assault is lots of different things. And about what consent means. I
think that’s huge.
Kristen formulates the kinds of messages that she would exclude from her hypothetical
campaign as those which “further blam[e] the victim” – messages that she depicts are those
reflected in “traditional campaigns.” Kristen constructs these women-directed messages as
prescriptive instructions and invokes a popular anti-rape slogan in terms of the sort of messages
that she would exclude from her campaign. Specifically, Kristen describes “no means no” as the
kind of message she would want to keep out of her campaign, and in so doing, she sets out not
just specific, prescriptive messages (e.g., don’t walk alone at night) as problematic, but also
problematizes popular anti-rape messages. She heads off her reasoning for these exclusions by
describing them as messages that contribute to “further blaming the victim.” Significantly, in so
doing, Kristen explicitly identifies such messages as victim-blaming.
Importantly, Kristen orients to her status as a knowledgeable practitioner in her talk about
how these campaigns do not reflect the reality of sexual assault. She repeatedly prefaces each
statement with, “we know that…” and in so doing, Kristen positions herself as a member of a
community of knowers who – unlike, for example, those who have subscribed to ineffective
traditional campaigns – are versed in the reality of sexual assault. Kristen therefore constructs a
“consensus warrant” in her description of sexual assault by constructing this knowledge as “out
there” and shared instead of just hers alone. “Consensus warrants are rhetorical devices that
bolster the facticity of a version by depicting it as one that is agreed upon” by others or as
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something that has “the assent of independent observers” (O’Byrne et al., 2008, footnote, p.
179). Depicting this “description as shared across different producers, rather than being unique to
[just herself]” (Potter, 1996a, p. 150), helps set out her claims as factual rather than opinionbased. As such, she positions herself as part of a consensus of people in the know about the
reality of sexual assault (as opposed to someone who is simply offering an opinion), thereby
displaying herself as a competent practitioner in her field of employment. Kristen therefore
positions herself as someone with authority to identify things like victim-blaming, ineffectual
sexual assault messages, and fallacious representations of sexual assault.
By constructing these prescriptive messages as unreflective of reality, Kristen likewise
sets out grounds for why she would not want to perpetuate messages of this sort. She notes the
message that she would want to “get out” instead as one which communicated that “sexual
assault is lots of different things” as well as “what consent means,” messages that she describes
as important.
Laura
In the dialogue reproduced below, Laura talks about how she and her perceptions about
sexual violence have changed over time.
Kiara
Do you feel like you have changed over time?
Laura
I have to have. Yeah. Because I didn’t think about sexual abuse or sexual assault
much as a kid. Or as an adolescent. Um, it wasn’t, I don’t remember it being in
my head at all. Like I remember once hearing a rumour that a girl got sexually
assaulted at a party, and we uh-we never, none of us blamed her actually, because,
the rumour was, people could hear her.
Kiara
Ahhhhhh.
Laura
This happening to her.
Kiara
Right, so there’s evidence.
Laura
There was evidence! She was crying. And yet, the guy is still one of the most
popular guys around. Like he’s a, now he’s sort of like,
Kiara
Wow.
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Laura
you know, for my peer group back home? So, um, I remember hearing that. None
of us blamed her, but, I, I’m absolutely sure I had all the same myths in my head.
That ‘If you don’t drink too much, if you don’t dress this way, if you don’t screw
around,’
Kiara
If you were more careful.
Laura
‘Then you’ll be okay.’
As is common in talk about sexual assault (as I noted in chapter one), Laura describes the
sexual assault in agentless terms – “a girl got sexually assaulted” – a description in which the
agent who commits, or the perpetrator of, the sexual assault is absent. In Laura’s talk as it is
phrased here, there is no one who commits or perpetrates the sexual assault; instead, it is
constructed as something that simply happened, or that the girl “got” done to her.
Laura formulates not blaming the sexually assaulted girl [for the assault that a guy
perpetrated against her] as something that is relatively unusual. After describing her recollection
of this rumoured assault, Laura states, “none of us blamed her actually,” a statement that orients
to blaming the girl as the normal or expected thing to do. The mere provision of notice that the
girl was not blamed itself serves to signal it as a deviation from the norm. Laura’s use of
“actually” reinforces this, since the adverbial actually can “mark something as true but contrary
to expectations” (Edwards & Fasulo, 2006, p. 344). Laura’s formulation is thus that it is
surprising but true that she and her peers did not blame the sexually assaulted girl [for the sexual
assault that a guy perpetrated against her]. Laura accounts for why she and her peers did not
blame the girl [for the sexual assault that a guy perpetrated against her]: “because, the rumour
was [that] people could hear her.” In short, that Laura and her peers did not blame the girl [for
the sexual assault that a guy perpetrated against her] is signalled as remarkable in three ways:
first, by simply stating that they did not blame her (“none of us blamed her”); second, by
marking this lack of blame as strange but true (“actually”); and, third, by accounting for the
reason why they did not blame her (they could hear it happening to her).
In our talk, Laura and I display a mutual understanding about why she and her peers did
not blame the girl: because there was evidence that she was indeed, sexually assaulted. In so
doing, we likewise demonstrate agreement about other implications in terms of what she is
saying: that evidence of a sexual assault taking place is required before the norm of assigning
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blame to the girl can be dispensed with. Importantly, our displayed agreement further implies
that the norm of blaming a girl for the sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her is
anchored in the perception that a sexual assault did not really take place (she is lying about it, or
the sexualized activity in question was consensual) unless there is evidence to prove otherwise.
Laura’s statement, that “[s]he was crying” may be inferable either as a specification of what
“people could hear her” doing (e.g., crying as the guy was perpetrating the assault against her),
or as corroborating evidence that the assault took place (e.g., she was heard during the assault
and/or seen crying after).
Laura constructs “myths” in three ways: as things that are connected to blame, as
popularly believed, and as prescriptive safety conditions. By contrasting the absence of blame
with the certainty of myth internalization (“None of us blamed her, but I’m absolutely sure that I
had all the same myths in my head”), Laura constructs a link between blaming a sexually
assaulted girl and the cognitive retention of myths. Second, by describing herself as “absolutely
sure” that she had “all these same myths in [her] head,” Laura depicts them as powerful and
popular enough that she too must have internalized them. Finally, Laura constructs these myths
in terms of a “conditional if clause” which scripts women’s safety as a conditional action
sequence (Edwards, 1995, p. 336): if women follow particular precautions, then they will “be
okay.” This action sequence holds that women can avoid [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault
[against them] by following a few simple directions (don’t drink too much, don’t dress this way,
and don’t screw around) – the implication being, of course, that women who do not take these
precautions “get” sexually assaulted. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, by using the word
“myth,” Laura portrays these precautions and what they accomplish as fallacious, if nevertheless
widely believed.22

22

Given Laura’s work in a field specific to sexual assault, I read her use of “myths” here as orienting to specific
terminology reproduced in sexual assault literatures to construct these ideas as commonly held, but erroneous beliefs
about rape. For example, “rape myths” are often described in terms of their original definition, advanced by Burt in
1980, as “prejudicial, stereotyped or false beliefs about rape, rape victims and rapists” (cited in Anderson &
Doherty, 2008, p. 9). Anderson and Doherty elaborate upon this definition by contending that rape myths are
“arguments that tend to attribute responsibility to the victims, exonerate the perpetrators of rape and trivialise the
severity of a rape experience, but which are not supported by empirical evidence” (p. 9). They provide examples of
rape myths including the idea that “victims precipitate rape by their behavior or experience” and that “real rapists
are psychopathic individuals” (p. 9).
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Conclusions
Exposing the Gendered Rules
I contend that speakers’ talk in this chapter, examined as a whole, yields a construction of
sexual assault prevention-oriented messages as an unofficial and inexhaustive list of rules that
circumscribe women’s conduct. I describe the nature of these rules below.
A series of gender-specific directions.
I have described speakers’ construction of sexual assault messages as a series of genderspecific directions because all speakers formulate women-directed messages in terms of multiple,
gendered messages that are oriented toward circumscribing women’s conduct in order to prevent
[men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them]. My reading of speakers’ construction of
sexual assault messages as such is perhaps made most clear when these messages are assembled
together. Therefore, taken from speakers’ talk and reproduced in the form of a list, speakers
constructed the following sexual assault prevention-oriented messages for women:

-

Lock your doors
Stay inside
Go in twos
You need to be in twos
Not dressing provocatively
Don’t go out alone or get separated and drink so much that your judgment is not
proper

- If you are going to [drink so much that your judgment is not proper], make sure that
you have safeguards/your friends with you

-

Don't take a drink from a stranger
Don't let the drink out of your sight
If you think [a] place is kinda sketchy, don't go, or take friends to watch your back
Have somebody stay sober
Don't go to sleep in the same room with [a male], if you don't want to sleep with him
Go out in pairs
Know what you drink
Make sure you get home safe
Know who you speak to
Make sure you don't walk alone, by yourself at night. Cause there's stranger danger
Don't wear your little skirt out
No means no
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- Don’t drink too much
- Don’t dress this way
- Don’t screw around
and for men:

-

Just because you saw it in her eyes doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the truth
This is going to affect you all your life
This is going to label you
Keep your zipper up
Don’t drink too much
Behave yourself

Girls and women: dos and don’ts, guys: think about it.
Again, this handful of speakers construct sexual assault prevention-oriented messages
directed at women in terms of telling them what to do and what not to do. Comparatively, the
messages that Jonathan and Ethan construct to address men consists of telling men that what they
see in women’s eyes might be mistaken, that sexually assaulting women will affect them all of
their lives and will label them, to keep their zippers up, not to drink too much, and to behave
themselves, though Ethan sets out the latter as futile once men become sexually aroused. As I
observed in my analyses of Jonathan and Ethan’s talk, these men-directed rules differ
significantly in character from those prescribed to women, and amount to token mention,
respectively. Accordingly, of greater analytic interest to me is the abundance of talk about
women-directed messages. For this reason, throughout the remainder of this work, my analytic
concern is focused exclusively upon speakers’ talk about women-directed messages.
Formulating women-directed restrictions, limitations, and blame as the norm.
Significantly, in their description of these prescriptive, women-directed sexual assault
prevention-oriented messages, speakers similarly formulate messages of this character as normal
with respect to promoting sexual assault prevention. Speakers’ similar formulations of sexual
assault messages reflect what Edwards refers to as “script formulations” or describing actions
and events as “more or less routine and expectable” (Edwards, 1994, p. 217). Actions and events
are formulated as such when they are constructed as commonplace and predictable enough to
constitute the norm. Speakers’ constructions of directions that tell women how they should and
should not act formulate these messages as the normal (or commonsense or traditional) way of
promoting sexual assault prevention, even as some problematize it (as potentially fault-imposing
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or fallacious). The implication, being – and this cannot be overstated – that the normal
(commonsense or traditional) way of engaging in sexual assault prevention is for women to
adhere to such prescriptions. In short, speakers individually and collectively construct
prescriptive, women-directed sexual assault prevention-oriented messages and women’s expected
compliance with them as routine and commonplace (again, even as some speakers trouble this
expectation).
Significantly, speakers also formulate consequences to women’s breach of these
expectations. For example, consequences are implied in Lucy’s and Sharlene’s talk, where fault
is described as something that would be assigned to sexually assaulted women who did not act in
accordance with these prevention messages. The assignment of fault is therefore implicitly
positioned as a product of women’s breach of these conduct-governing directions. Women’s
compliance is likewise implied in the conditional if clause that Laura constructs: if women
conduct themselves in accordance with these prescriptions (e.g., and they don’t drink too much,
don’t dress this way, and don’t screw around), then they will “be okay.” Again, the implication is
such that women who do not comply with these circumscriptions will be blamed for their
compliance breaches.
I contend that the way that speakers formulate these messages therefore constructs sexual
assault prevention as an inexplicit and inexhaustive set of rules that women are expected to
follow in order to keep from being sexually assaulted [by men]. I contend that speakers do not
set out these women-directed messages as guidelines that women should consider following, but
instead maintain that speakers construct these messages as conduct-regulatory rules that
engender negative consequences when broken or breached. Speakers’ formulation of sexual
assault prevention suggests that women’s breach of these rules results not just in the
“consequence” of [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them], but also of being blamed
or faulted for it.
Avoiding and deterring men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women, not
preventing it.
Finally, I maintain that these rules are oriented toward avoidance rather than prevention.
This is because while they may appear to cohere with the general aim of prevention (which, by
definition, is to keep something from happening), these directives are avoidance-oriented in that
they only describe things that a woman can do to keep sexual assault from happening to her
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(possibly only temporarily), as opposed to happening (to her, or to other women) at all. Lonsway
(1996) has similarly observed that though efforts such as those prescribed in the kind of sexual
assault messages reproduced above (e.g., don’t go out at night alone) are
ostensibly aimed at rape ‘prevention,’ [they] are perhaps better conceptualized as
efforts toward ‘deterrence.’ Because men … rape select potential victims on the
basis of vulnerability … a deterred attempt will only result in the victimization of
another, more vulnerable individual. Rape deterrence strategies can therefore only
protect individual women (albeit with no guarantees), but can never reduce the
vulnerability of women as a group. … Thus … rape prevention strategies for
women fail to function as real prevention, and one of their harmful side effects is
the implicit (and often explicit) assumption that stopping rape is the responsibility
of female victims rather than male perpetrators (p. 232, emphasis in original).
Lonsway cites Schewe and O’Donohue who contend that “[n]o one can be constantly and
perfectly vigilant. Thus, no matter how well trained women become in avoidance, escape, and
physical self-defense, they will be vulnerable to sexual assault to the extent that there are men
who will commit acts of sexual assault” (cited in Lonsway, 1994, p. 232, emphasis in original).
I contend that the notion of rape “avoidance” as opposed to rape “prevention”23 is most
fitting, particularly within the context of neoliberalism. In this framework, sexual assaults are
understood as atomized criminal incidents, as opposed to manifestations of greater sociostructural issues. Accordingly, in a context in which focus upon personal responsibility obscures
social problems, apt is the notion of individual avoidance as opposed to collective efforts to
prevent problems at a social structural level.
I maintain that speakers’ constructions of these individualized rules aimed at avoiding
sexual assault are demonstrative of the degendered and depoliticized orientation to crime control
informed by neoliberalism. As I described in chapter two, within this context, the anticipation
and management of risk is privatized and rendered the responsibility of each individual to
foresee and avoid, and those who fail in these regards have only themselves to blame. As
Stringer (2014) argues, “in the current neoliberal era of privatized social risk … women are
23

To be clear, I should address that speakers’ use of “prevention” in these contexts is likely partially, if not entirely,
in response to my use of it during the research encounters. This is particularly with respect to my phrasing of the
hypothetical sexual assault campaign questions in which I ask participants to imagine launching a sexual assault
awareness and prevention campaign.
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expected to align with an ideal rape-preventing subject” (p. 59), and are therefore expected to
engage in what criminologists refer to as “target hardening,” processes that when applied to
individuals are intended to reduce one’s likelihood of being targeted as a victim of crime. Just as
participants’ talk above reflects, Gotell (2012) observes that these “discourses of risk” instruct
women “to be a tough target of rape by avoiding behaviours such as drinking, leaving drinks
unattended or leaving parties with new acquaintances that are ‘correlated with rape’” and that
these “safety pedagogies … promote new forms of normative sexual subjectivity built upon the
anticipation of sexual risk and the necessity of clear sexual communication” (p. 252). In short,
risk management means forestalling one’s own victimization by, in essence, (hyper)vigilantly –
but preemptively – awaiting its execution.
Within this framework, women’s failure to display themselves as unflinchingly on guard
and attentive to the always looming risk of rape is constructed as reckless or negligent. Anderson
and Doherty (2008) observe that within the context of neoliberalism, “victimisation can be
understood as a case of individuals recklessly ‘choosing’ to expose themselves to the ‘dangers’
of society” (p. 71). They argue that because protecting oneself is constructed as an individualized
endeavour, those who fail to protect themselves “have no one to blame but themselves,” an
argument that they contend is “frequently mobilised when accounting for rape, to construct the
alleged victim as culpable and blameworthy” (p. 71).
Detached from its interstitial location in a web of intersecting social conditions (such as
class, gender, race, and so forth), sexual assault within a neoliberal framework is thus conceived
of as a problem of, all other things held equal, individual women differentiated only by their
observation of and conformity to practices of sexual assault avoidant self-governance. Gotell
(2012) states, “[r]ape prevention, neoliberal style relies upon decontextualization and selfmanagement and divides women on the basis of adherence to elaborate and constraining safety
rules” (p. 258).
Sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules.
In their talk about women-directed sexual assault messages, speakers construct them as
prescriptive, conduct-governing dictates that are met with consequences such as [men’s
perpetration of] sexual assault [against them] as well as being assigned fault or blame when they
are not observed. These breach-oriented constructions are often intricate and indistinct, but
ubiquitous, “subtle and particular categorizations associated with being a woman” that depict
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women “as having breached the normative moral order” (LeCouteur & Oxlad, 2011, p. 5).
Accordingly, I maintain that speakers thus formulate these women-directed sexual assault
messages as rules that women are expected to follow in order to keep [men’s perpetration of]
sexual assault from happening to them. Further, because the substance of these messages take up
individualized conduct (reflecting the accent of neoliberalism), that is women-specific (as
opposed to, for example, addressing men’s conduct), I argue that these rules are avoidance- (as
opposed to prevention-) oriented. Hereinafter, I therefore refer to messages of this nature as
women-directed “sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules.”
Everyday agency.
Revealingly, speakers construct women-directed sexual assault avoidance in terms of
practices that reduce the scope of women’s everyday activity. In effect, these rules limit
women’s everyday agency in the service of helping men not sexually assault them. As speakers’
talk reproduced in the summary list earlier demonstrates, these sorts of women-directed sexual
assault avoidance-oriented rules create parameters around women’s everyday activities such that
women are instructed to curb their decisions to go to whichever public place(s) they choose,
whether alone or with others; to limit the choices that they make about how they dress; to restrict
their alcohol consumption; and, to circumscribe their engagement in consensual sexual activity,
among other impositions. As a result, speakers construct rules that instruct women to accept
diminished exercise of their everyday agency in the (ostensible) service of helping men not
sexually assault them – rules that fail to instead instruct men to help themselves.
I will show how speakers construct women’s exercise of everyday agency (going to
parties, taking public transit, wearing trendy clothes) as breaches of sexual assault avoidanceoriented rules, setting out women’s displays of everyday agency as the cause of, and effectively
punishable by, men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them.24 I hereinafter refer to conduct
of this sort – women going out alone, dressing as they choose, drinking, engaging in consensual
sexual activity, and so forth – as exercises or displays of women’s “everyday agency.”
As part of my explicit politicization of naming practices herein, identifying women’s
conduct as “everyday agency” is intended as an important discursive alternative and a direct
counter to dominant representations of such conduct as foolish and/or inviting of men’s
24

This notion of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women as punishment for women’s breach of these
sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules is particularly fitting when conceiving of punishment as penalties assigned to
those who have engaged in transgressions of moral codes.
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perpetration of sexual assault against them. Describing the things that women do everyday as
active, capable agents as the things that women do everyday as active, capable agents (“women’s
everyday agency”), affirms women’s conduct of this sort as, indeed, everyday in orientation. My
aim is to describe women’s activity as ordinary, nondescript, and unremarkable, a description
that is intended to decouple it from the discursive realm of the risky, at best, or the sexual
assault-precipitating, at worst. This naming practice represents my identification of women’s
conduct like partying, taking transit, dressing as we choose, as the mundane practices of women
who (ostensibly) live in freedom (so that one day we might).25 Perhaps most importantly, it
represents an active insistence upon the derelegation of conduct of this sort from the discursive
realm of victim-blaming instead into discourses of the ordinary and everyday. This naming
practice represents refusal to identify women’s conduct as precursor to men’s perpetration of
sexual assault against them, and thereby also represents its disaffiliation from neoliberal
discourses of risk management and individual responsibility.
Implications
The Reason for the Rules: Men Perpetrate Sexual Assault, But Women Cause it
Several further implications flow from speakers’ constructions of these women-directed
sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules in terms of what is necessarily assumed about sexual
assault and about perpetrators. For example, rules that instruct women not to dress provocatively,
not to wear little skirts, not to sleep in the same room with men, not to screw around in order to
avoid [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them] assumes that sexual assault is
produced by men’s sexual arousal, and that women who do these things engender men’s arousal.
These rules, with the apparent aim of helping women avoid men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against them, thus work in service of minimizing the arousal that ostensibly precedes men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women.
Slogans like “no means no” that inform sexual assault avoidance-oriented talk suggest
that sexual assault is the product of men’s misunderstanding about what women (in the absence
25

I credit my friend, Christine Osgood, and her partner, Elizabeth Cameron, for assigning a name to this idea. I
grappled for some time over how best to discursively represent women’s activity like dressing up, drinking, going
out – so often constructed as the preface to [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] – in a way that
would remove it from these pejorative victim-precipitating confines. After describing to Christine what I was hoping
to communicate, she and Elizabeth ultimately suggested “everyday agency.” I maintain that my struggle to name
this idea even while steeped in feminist, anti-rape literatures, demonstrates how difficult it can be to speak sexual
assault differently. “Everyday agency” therefore represents our collaborative effort to envision different ways out of
these discursive confines.
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of “no”) are communicating to them. Accordingly, axioms like “no means no” place women’s
unequivocal refusal front and centre so that men cannot claim to have misunderstood women’s
interest.
Rules that instruct women to lock their doors, to stay inside, and not to go out alone, and
rules that tell women to watch their drinks, not to drink too much, and not to take drinks from
strangers, all in order to avoid [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them] assume that
sexual assault is generated by men’s abuse of women’s spatial and/or physiological vulnerability.
Accordingly, the ostensible aim of such rules is to work in service of minimizing women’s
vulnerability in relation to men.
Importantly, these constructions posit women’s conduct as the impetus for sexual assault,
whether by virtue of their capacity to sexually arouse men, their unclear refusal of men’s sexual
advances, and/or by virtue of their vulnerability to men. As a result, men might be understood as
the perpetrators of sexual assault, but sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules like these
necessarily assume that women are its cause.
The Assumptions Informing the Rules: Men are Sex-Crazed, Imbecilic, and Abusive
Constructions of sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules thereby position women as
responsible for engendering the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, even as men
themselves carry out perpetration of the sexual assaults. Accordingly, talk about sexual assault
avoidance-oriented rules also evinces assumptions about perpetrators too. Speakers’ talk about
messages concerning women’s avoidance of [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against
them] rest upon the assumption that perpetrators are men who cannot control themselves once
sexually aroused, men who do not understand women’s no-absent refusals, and/or are men who
abuse women’s vulnerability. Messages concerning women’s avoidance of [men’s perpetration
of] sexual assault [against them] rest upon the assumption that perpetrators are men whose
deficits (lack of control, understanding, and/or decency) women must compensate for by limiting
their everyday agency.
Interpretative Repertoires: Saying the Same Thing Over and Over Again…
In my reading of speakers’ talk in the excerpts reproduced throughout this research, I
identify several themes as a series of what discourse analysts refer to as, “interpretative
repertoires.” Considered the building blocks of conversation, Potter (1996) observes that
interpretative repertoires are developed over time and constitute “an important part of the

102

Chapter 3 – Talk About Sexual Assault Avoidance Messages
common sense of a culture” (p. 131). Speakers’ constructions of women as vulnerable to men,
for example, are not constructions that are new, novel, or unique to the speakers who participated
in my study. This repertoire about women’s vulnerability is informed by gender as a large-scale
cultural discourse, and constitutes just one recurrent theme comprised thereof that I read from
speakers’ “commonsense” constructions of sexual assault avoidance-oriented strategies.
Consisting of “recurrently used systems of terms used to characterize and evaluate
actions, events and other phenomena” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 149), interpretative
repertoires in essence, constitute discursive patterns that converge around “cultural themes,
arguments and assumptions” that, when deployed in conversation, “form the ‘common sense’
basis for shared understanding” (Anderson & Doherty, 2008, p. 65). Speakers, for example,
constructed rules concerned with keeping women from going out or ending up alone - common
statements (or systems of terms) that characterize women’s safety as jeopardized when outside of
their homes and/or in the absence of company. These constructions forefront the gender schema
that I identified in chapter one by trafficking in large-scale cultural discourses about gender (or
“what we all know about men and women”) that take for granted, for example, women’s
vulnerability, something (most often implicitly) constructed as the product of women’s
diminished size and strength relative to men. These recurrent constructions depict unescorted
women, particularly when out at night or in particular spaces, as therefore vulnerable to physical
and/or sexualized attacks by men, attacks that, due to women’s presumed comparable weakness,
women are understood as unable to thwart once underway. Also in line with talk about women’s
vulnerability, speakers constructed women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules that
centered upon women’s consumption of alcohol. These constructions also traffic in cultural
discourses that depict intoxicated women, particularly when alone, as therefore doubly
vulnerable (in size, strength, and diminished physiological functioning) to men’s perpetration of
sexual violence against them.
Edley (2001) observes that interpretative repertoires begin to become evident to analysts
when they observe that speakers “seem to be taking similar lines” or “making the same kinds of
arguments as others previously” and where “patterns across different people’s talk” begin to
form (pp. 198-199). Accordingly, I maintain that this convergence of recurrent constructions of
women as vulnerable (constructions that, again, are reproduced in speakers talk represented
throughout this work) constitutes an interpretative repertoire – recurrent patterns of talk across
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speakers that construct women as vulnerable to men when alone, and at particular times (e.g.,
night) and in particular spaces (e.g., unfamiliar or “sketchy” places), and even more so when
they are intoxicated.
As noted above, other recurrent patterns in speakers’ constructions of women-directed
sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules coalesce around a women-as-sexually-provocative
theme. This kind of talk draws upon cultural discourses which hold that men become sexually
aroused by sexually provocative women, and once aroused, have little self-control until they are
sexually satisfied. Romito (2008) offers a succinct summary of these discourses: “Men commit
rape because their sexual instincts are raging, uncontrollable and easily unleashed by seeing a
beautiful girl or provocative clothing. They commit rape because they are hot blooded, because a
man is a man and hormones are hormones” (p. 92). These recurrent constructions depict women
perceived to be sexually provocative as women who risk being sexually attacked by men,
constructions that represent a pattern of talk that I maintain constitute a second interpretative
repertoire.
Finally, Kristen’s talk about “no means no” touches upon a further pattern in speakers’
talk that revolves around the inadequacy of women’s refusals of sexual activity. In talk of this
sort, speakers construct women as passive or unclear in their messaging. These discourses are
best encapsulated in “miscommunication theory,” as I described in chapter two. I argue that talk
of this sort represents a third interpretative repertoire that converges around themes of women as
poor communicators of refusal, and therefore as women who are at risk of being sexually
assaulted by men.
Men Abuse Vulnerability, Men Lack Sexual Self-Control, Men Do Not Understand Refusal
It would make the most mnemonic sense to refer to these repertoires as the “women are
vulnerable,” “women are provocative,” and “women are poor refusers” repertoires (or something
along these lines), respectively, since these references best describe the themes around which
patterns of speakers’ talk revolve. Instead, however, as I have noted throughout this work,
perpetrators often disappear in research that examines men’s perpetration of violence against
women. As a result, in order to keep perpetrators forefront, I refer to these repertoires using
descriptions that instead reference the assumptions about men upon which this talk is necessarily
premised. I do this in order to make pronounced men’s ostensible deficiencies that women, in the
form of sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules, are instructed to compensate for. Consequently,
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I refer to these as the men abuse vulnerability, men lack sexual self-control, and men do not
understand refusal repertoires. These repertoires, and the assumptions that inform them, are
noted in Tables 1 through 3, on pages 105-107).
Table 1. The Men Lack Sexual Self-Control Interpretative Repertoire
Interpretative
Repertoire

MEN LACK SEXUAL SELF-CONTROL

Type of Repertoire Conduct-governing repertoire
Assumptions About This interpretative repertoire is first and foremost premised upon the
Men
assumption that men sexually assault women because they are sexually
aroused and are absent sexual self-control once aroused.
Assumptions About Premised upon the assumption that women’s sexuality is the spark to
Women and Men
perpetrators’ (inextinguishable) sexual flame, this interpretative repertoire
involves talk about sexual assault in which women’s sexuality is implicitly
or explicitly set out as (at least part of) the reason why men sexually assault
them.
Assumptions About Sexually assaulted women whose sexuality has been signalled in talk about
Women Sexually
them are implicitly positioned as having failed to keep perpetrators from
Assaulted by Men
becoming sexually aroused.
Women’s Sexual
Assault AvoidanceOriented Tasks

Because men are (most often implicitly) constructed as absent self-control
once sexually aroused, women are charged with regulating the potentially
assaultive expression of men’s sexuality by regulating expressions
(including perceived expressions) of their own.

Deployment
Signalled in Talk
About…

Deployment of this repertoire is signalled in talk about women’s clothing,
sexual(ized) conduct, in the company they keep, and/or in their interactions
with men.

First Introduced

This interpretative repertoire is first introduced in Chapter 3 – Talk About
Sexual Assault Avoidance Messages (pp. 102-104).

Speakers Who
Deploy This
Repertoire

Lucy (p. 77), Jonathan (p. 83, 149-150), Ethan (p. 85, 146, 196), Kristen (p.
90), Laura (p. 92, 214), Alicia (p. 113-115), Madrid (p. 118), Amy (p. 120),
Alice (p. 123), Sheena (p. 134), Alison (p. 136, 211), Dewar (p. 153),
Jackie (p. 159), Shirley (p. 176), Gail (p. 177), Tim (p. 213).
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Table 2. The Men Abuse Vulnerability Interpretative Repertoire
Interpretative
Repertoire

MEN ABUSE VULNERABILITY

Type of Repertoire Conduct-governing repertoire
Assumptions About This interpretative repertoire is first and foremost premised upon the
Men
assumption that men sexually assault women because they can (because

of women’s relative vulnerability to them) and abuse this vulnerability.
Assumptions About Premised upon the assumption that women’s vulnerability consists of a
Women and Men
series of disadvantages relative to men (manifest in comparatively lesser
size and strength), this interpretative repertoire involves talk about
sexual assault in which women’s vulnerability is implicitly or explicitly
set out as (at least part of) the reason why men sexually assault them.
Assumptions About Sexually assaulted women whose vulnerability has been signalled in
Women Sexually
talk about them are implicitly positioned as having failed to ensure that
Assaulted by Men
their disadvantages relative to men were not furthered.
Women’s Sexual
Assault AvoidanceOriented Tasks

Because men are (most often implicitly) constructed as having physical
advantages over women, women are charged with ensuring that their
disadvantage is not furthered.

Deployment
Signalled in Talk
About…

Deployment of this repertoire is signalled in talk about women’s
vulnerability in terms of their size and/or strength, and/or (as
consolidated) in women’s intoxication and/or isolation from others
(facilitated, in part, by women’s location in time and/or space).

First Introduced

This interpretative repertoire is first introduced in Chapter 3 – Talk About
Sexual Assault Avoidance Messages (pp. 102-104).

Speakers Who
Deploy This
Repertoire

Lucy (p. 77), Sharlene (p. 79), Jonathan (p. 83, 161), Ethan (p. 85, 146,
196), Kristen (p. 90), Laura (p. 92), Nicola and Alicia (p. 114), Madrid (p.
118), Amy (p. 120), Alice (p. 123, 200), Alison (p. 136, 211), Jackie (p.
158, 185), Michele (p. 165), Shirley (p. 176), Gail (p. 177), Rose (p. 180,
188), Sharlene (p. 186), Laura (p. 214).
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Table 3. The Men Do Not Understand Refusal Interpretative Repertoire
Interpretative
Repertoire

MEN DO NOT UNDERSTAND REFUSAL

Type of Repertoire Conduct-governing repertoire
Assumptions About This interpretative repertoire is first and foremost premised upon the
Men
assumption that men sexually assault women because they believe that

women are consenting and they do not understand different expressions
of non-consent.
Assumptions About Premised upon the assumption that women’s communication of nonWomen and Men
consent is ineffective, this interpretative repertoire involves talk about
sexual assault in which women’s ineffective communication of nonconsent is implicitly or explicitly set out as (at least part of) the reason
why men sexually assault them.
Assumptions About Sexually assaulted women whose communication of non-consent has
Women Sexually
been signalled in talk about them are implicitly positioned as having
Assaulted by Men
ineffectively communicated sexual refusal.
Women’s Sexual
Assault AvoidanceOriented Tasks

Because men are (most often implicitly) constructed as unable to
understand women’s communication of non-consent, women are
charged with expressing sexual refusal in clear, direct, and unequivocal
terms.

Deployment
Signalled in Talk
About…

Deployment of this repertoire is signalled in talk about women’s
advancement of conflicting or confused messaging and/or in terms of
women’s insufficient or inadequate expressions of refusal.

First Introduced

This interpretative repertoire is first introduced in Chapter 3 – Talk About
Sexual Assault Avoidance Messages (pp. 102-104).

Speakers Who
Deploy This
Repertoire

Kristen (p. 90), Amy (p. 121), Ethan (p. 146), Jonathan (p. 150), Dewar (p.
153), Jackie (p. 159).
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Since these three repertoires pertain to the substance of women’s prohibited conduct, I
refer to them collectively as “conduct-governing repertoires.” I identify two further conductgoverning repertoires: one in chapter four (he raped her, but she…) and one in chapter five (men
view some women as unrapeable). In their talk about women, speakers deploy at least one, but
often several of these conduct-governing repertoires, which are sometimes coupled with one of
two “morality and/or intellect-adjudicating” repertoires, both of which I introduce and describe
in chapter four (men are genie savants and men are bio-bots). Further discussion of speakers’
deployment of these repertoires in subsequent chapters will evidence these recurrent themes
reproduced in speakers’ talk about sexual assault.
I want to conclude this first analytic chapter by making clear that, contrary to antifeminist constructions of feminists as those who paint dark and unrepresentative pictures of men,
these assumptions about men as abusive, sexually rabid imbeciles are products of patriarchy, not
feminism. It is feminism that holds that men amount to more than these reductive notions, and
because of this, men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is preventable. I maintain
that challenging these reductive notions is done, in part, by exposing and dismantling the
problematic assumptions upon which they are based.
In a widely internet-circulated quote, social justice blogger Chally Kacelnik (2011)
challenges constructions of feminism as an orientation that diminishes men by contending that it
is patriarchy that does so.
It’s patriarchy that says men have animalistic instincts and just can’t stop themselves
from harassing and assaulting. It’s patriarchy that says men can only … have particular
kinds of responses, can only experience the world in narrow ways. Feminism holds that
men are capable of more – are more than that (para. 3).
Like Kacelnik, I maintain that assumptions that men abuse vulnerability, that men lack sexual
self-control, and that men do not understand refusal represent the upshot of patriarchal
constructions of men. I hold that feminist analyses like mine challenge these patriarchal
constructions by naming them and rendering them stark, for men and women alike to challenge.
Feminist studies like O’Byrne et al.’s (2008) (that I described in chapter three) demonstrate that
men indeed understand normative conversational interactions – including the subtlest
expressions of refusal. Their work shows that men display fine-tuned and astute awareness about
how sexual refusals are done, but construct themselves as deficient in front of other men. Other
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research about men talking about sex reinforces these arguments that it is patriarchal – not
feminist – constructions of men that represent men in limited and reductive ways (for particularly
disturbing examples, see Flood, 2008).
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Chapter 4 – Talk About Women: Getting Themselves Raped
In this chapter, consisting of two parts, I look at how speakers talk about women against
whom men perpetrate sexual assault. In the first part, I take up four segments of talk in which
speakers describe society’s perceptions of the women that men sexually assault. More
specifically, speakers set out society’s views of women who “ask for,” “bring on,” and “invite”
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. In this first part of the chapter, I also introduce
a fourth conduct-governing repertoire, he raped her, but she…, my conceptualization of,
“responsibilization” and of “context-based assessments” of sexualized activity, as well as the
first of two morality and/or intellect-adjudicating repertoires, men are genie savants. In the
second part of the chapter, I take up two speakers’ talk about warnings issued to them by their
mothers about rape. Both speakers report their mothers telling them that they would be raped as a
result of certain choices they made. In this part of the chapter, I also introduce the second of the
morality and/or intellect-adjudicating repertoires, men are bio-bots.
Part One: Talk About Society’s Perceptions of Sexually Assaulted Women
Alicia, Nicola, and Zoe
Reproduced below is an excerpt of Alicia, Nicola, and Zoe’s talk in response to my
question about who society would say is “victimized most often by sexual assault.”
Alicia
I think a-especially for the victim piece, often it’s, uh, women that are, asking for
it. Essentially. So, nightclubs. Um, if they’re in the sex trade. A b-any sort of sex
work. Um, university students that are, you know, partying, or, you know, being
naughty or whatever the case, is always the
Nicola
Just drunk!
Alicia
Yeah. Or just drunk, or using drugs. It’s always kinda that piece.
Zoe
They could trace it back to her stupid decision.
Alicia
Yes! Exactly! ‘What was she wearing? What was she doing?’
This excerpted dialogue about who society would say is most often victimized by sexual
assault begins with Alicia stating “often it’s … women that are asking for it.” Alicia’s shift in
tone as she states asking for it sets this phrase apart from the other things that she says, which I
read (or hear) as her marking it off as contentious in some way (e.g., I hear her marking off these
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words much like the physical gesturing of “finger quotes” would do). By setting this expression
apart, I read Alicia as both acknowledging the contentious nature of the phrase while distancing
herself from endorsement of it.
It is, of course, contentious to claim that as victims of sexual assault, women are “asking
for it,” because whether advanced literally or figuratively, it is to claim that women invited, or
did all but invite, men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them, respectively. Before
considering the rest of this dialogue, I want to first spend some time examining the implications
of this “asking for it” phrase that is so idiomatically linked to talk about sexual assault.26
Advanced literally, to claim that someone is asking for it is to claim that she or he is
inviting, soliciting, or requesting something, and when used in the context of sexual assault is, in
effect, to deny that a sexual assault has taken place. This is because sexual assault, by most
(colloquial and formal) definitions, generally consists of the unilateral sexualized imposition of
one party upon another absent her or his consent. Accordingly, since one cannot simultaneously
invite, solicit, or request sexualized activity without also consenting to it, the implication is that
consent has indeed been given – either it has been verbally stated in some way or it is otherwise
somehow inferable by some other means (e.g., in terms of a woman’s conduct). In such cases,
the activity in question would therefore not constitute an assault at all.
Alternatively, the expression “asking for it” can also be used figuratively. One is
sometimes described as “asking for it” when the odds of a negative outcome resulting from
doing something are so great and so obvious that doing it anyway is perceived as tantamount to
inviting the negative outcome to happen. This use of “asking for it” thus connotes that one has
coming, and/or deserves, the negative outcome that she or he experiences for engaging in activity
that was virtually guaranteed to result in it. Figurative use of this expression in the context of
sexual assault is to claim that the odds of a woman being sexually assaulted by a man because of
her conduct are so sizeable and so evident that for her to engage in such conduct nonetheless is
perceived as akin to her inviting the man’s perpetration of sexual assault against her.
In sum, to state that a woman was “asking for it” can be read as advancing any of three
possibilities: it is to deny that a man sexually assaulted her because she consented by literally and
verbally asking for it; it is to deny that a man sexually assaulted her because she consented by

26

The idea that the phrase “asking for it” is idiomatic to talk about sexual assault is made obvious in the title of
Harding’s (2015) book, Asking For It: The Alarming Rise of Rape Culture – and What We Can Do About It.
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engaging in conduct that somehow otherwise communicated that she was literally asking for it;27
and/or, it is to minimize and/or justify a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against her because
she conducted herself in such a way that she might as well have been asking for it.
In the data examined herein, no speaker specifies whether she/he is using this phrase
literally or figuratively. My intent in terms of engaging in this brief spelling-out-of-the-terms of
“asking for it” is to demonstrate that the demoralizing implications for a woman sexually
assaulted by a man are largely the same either way: to describe her as “asking for it” is to
effectively deny or to justify his perpetration of sexual assault against her.
Returning to the data, after Alicia’s shift in tone arguably positions her as someone who
does not endorse this claim, she goes on to describe the women that society would say are
“asking for it”: women who go to “nightclubs” and women “in the sex trade” – a category that
she expands to include women who do “any sort of sex work,” “university students that are …
partying” or “being naughty” or, she continues “whatever the case.” In this talk, I read a few
themes from Alicia’s description of society’s view of “women that are asking for it.”
The women that Alicia describes are women who likely go out at night, who consume
alcohol, and/or who engage in sexualized activity. To locate women that are asking for it in
nightclubs is to locate women in an environment typically frequented by single men and women,
where alcohol is consumed, and where sexualized encounters take place (e.g., flirting, dancing,
kissing, and so forth). To name “university students that are … partying” as women that are
asking for it is also to locate women in places where young people are gathered together, often at
night, while consuming alcohol and engaging in similarly sexualized activity (e.g., at house
parties, sorority/frat parties, bars, clubs, etc.).
Likewise, identifying women that are asking for it as women engaged in sex work of any
sort is, of course, to underscore the sexualized (and sometimes illegal, and, to some, morally
precarious) nature of such activity. Similarly, to describe women that are asking for it as
university students who are “being naughty” is to ascribe wilfully risqué or bawdy properties to
whatever behaviour they are engaged in. Finally, Alicia’s listing of women that are asking for it
ends with “or whatever the case,” a generalized list completer that (as noted in chapter three)
constructs this as an incomplete list. Notably, “or whatever” also positions the listed conduct as
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Importantly, to make a claim that a woman was literally “asking for it” when she says that a man sexually
assaulted her is therefore to also imply that she is a liar.
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“implicitly so trivial that any throwaway list of possibilities would do equally as well” (Antaki &
Wetherell, 1999, p. 21). In short, Alicia’s description constructs society’s view of sexually
assaulted women as women who (literally or figuratively) ask for it by being out at night, by
drinking, by engaging in sexualized activities, or by virtue of any other number of paltry
considerations. Women who ask for men to sexually assault them are women whose displays of
everyday agency are thus in breach of sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules.
Returning to the literal and figurative implications of the expression “asking for it,” I read
several significant implications from Alicia’s construction of society’s perception of victims.
Alicia constructs society’s view of women who are asking for it as women who have not been
sexually assaulted at all because they have consented to the activity in question, either because
they have indeed actually and verbally “asked for it” or because their consent is depicted as
somehow otherwise interpretable from their behaviour (e.g., behaviour such as going to
nightclubs, doing any sort of sex work, partying, and/or being naughty). As previously noted,
literal use of “asking for it” is, therefore, in effect, to deny that a sexual assault has taken place at
all (and further, to position women who disclose men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
them as liars).
Alternatively, Alicia’s construction of society’s view of women’s conduct such as going
to nightclubs, doing any sort of sex work, partying, and/or being naughty as “asking for it” is
inferable as conduct that “everybody knows” renders men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women such a decided outcome of women’s activity of this sort that it is perceived as akin to
inviting men to perpetrate sexual assault against them. As such, women who are asking for it are
women whose exercise of everyday agency constitutes what Stringer (2014) refers to as “victimprecipitating” or “bad” agency. These are women whose conduct renders them “blameworthy
non-victims” (p. 73) for their failure to deploy their agency appropriately. Alicia also constructs
society’s view of [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] as an expected and
foreseeable outcome produced by women’s displays of everyday agency. The upshot of Alicia’s
construction of society’s view of women who are “asking for it” is that women who display
everyday agency are constructed as in some way responsible for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them.
Pointing to women’s sexualized conduct of the sort that Alicia does builds from the men
lack sexual self-control repertoire. As I noted in chapter three, use of this repertoire is signalled
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whenever talk about women’s sexuality (by virtue of their conduct, the company they keep,
and/or their interactions with men) is implicitly or explicitly formulated as (at least part of) the
reason why men sexually assault them. Again, constructions of this sort are premised upon the
assumption that men lack sexual self-control once aroused, and thus that women are tasked with
regulating the potentially assaultive expression of men’s sexuality by regulating expressions of
their own.
Nicola responds to Alicia’s description of social perceptions of women that are asking for
it with an (emphatic) statement of, “Just drunk!” and in so doing, constructs the threshold for a
woman to be described as asking for it as even lower than that set out by Alicia. Nicola’s use of
“just” constructs the criteria for a woman to be described as someone who is asking for it as so
basic that “simply” (just) being drunk would be sufficient grounds to locate her within this
category. Alicia expresses agreement with Nicola’s statement and adds, “or using drugs,”
broadening the category of women that are asking for it to also include women who use drugs.
Alicia then states, “It’s always kinda that piece.” Alicia’s use of “always” represents an “extreme
case formulation” (Potter, 1997, p. 187) that strengthens her claim by suggesting that women in
these situations are not sometimes, but every time, perceived as asking for it.
Constructing women’s consumption of alcohol and drugs as part of the reason why men
sexually assault them is to deploy the men abuse vulnerability repertoire. As I have previously
noted, use of this repertoire is signalled whenever talk about women’s vulnerability (e.g., in
terms of their size and/or strength, location in time and space, and/or intoxication) is implicitly or
explicitly formulated as (at least part of) the reason that men sexually assault them. Premised
upon the assumption that men sexually assault women because they can – because of women’s
vulnerability relative to them – talk of this sort assumes that men, given the opportunity, abuse
this vulnerability. Moreover, as earlier noted, I read from this and other analyses that intoxicated
women are depicted as doubly vulnerable and – because they have induced their own
intoxication – doubly responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.
Because women’s intoxication, particularly in terms of their use of, features heavily in the
analyses to follow, I want to spend a moment filling out its construction in speakers’ talk.
I argue that what can be read as “compounded vulnerability” is perhaps the worst
manifestation of “bad” agency that Stringer (2014) formulates as “victim-precipitating” or as
“blameworthy” agency. Cultural discourses about gender that are reproduced in speakers’ talk
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take for granted that women are vulnerable to men because of their diminished size and strength
– a form of vulnerability that they have no control over. When it comes to the use of alcohol
and/or drugs, women are directed to stay sober or to limit the amount that they consume in order
to take charge of a form of vulnerability that they can control. Women who drink and/or do
drugs are therefore depicted as choosing to surrender the control that they do have, thereby
choosing to become more vulnerable – knowingly, therefore, compounding their vulnerability.
Such women are thus positioned as especially blameworthy and especially condemnable, and
can, as I noted earlier, “be regarded as having actively visited the passivity of victimization upon
themselves” (Stringer, 2014, pp. 73-74). In this segment of talk, speakers like Nicola and Alicia
work up society’s view of women who engage in activities that impair their cognitive and
physiological functioning, again, as women who actively further a form of vulnerability that they
cannot help by choosing to introduce a form of vulnerability that they can, describing such
women as “asking for it.” Readers will observe in the analyses to come that these kinds of
characterizations and evaluations of intoxicated women are common.
Returning to the next part of the dialogue, Zoe weighs in, stating, “They could trace it
back to her stupid decision,” and thereby sets out society’s view of women’s conduct listed by
Alicia and Nicola as choices that women make in the absence of intelligence or by failing to use
common sense. By describing society’s view of going to nightclubs, doing sex work, partying,
being naughty, just being drunk as “stupid decision[s],” Zoe implicitly constructs avoiding
nightclubs, not doing sex work, not partying, not being naughty, and not being drunk as the
normal or “smart” decisions to make in terms of managing risk and avoiding men’s perpetration
of sexual assault against women. Readers will observe how consistent this construction is with
the rules generated by speakers in chapter three.
Alicia demonstrates unequivocal support for Zoe’s expressed assessment and then
advances rhetorical questions that formulate other aspects of a woman’s conduct as indicative of
her stupid decisions and of her as asking for it. For example, by stating, “‘What was she
wearing?’” Alicia depicts a woman’s apparel (more of the men lack sexual self-control
repertoire), as well as her generic activity, “‘What was she doing?’” as demonstrative of her
perceived stupidity and therefore, of how she is asking for it.
Alicia’s construction of some unspecified activity undertaken by a woman as
precipitating the sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her leads to my description of the
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fourth of five conduct-governing interpretative repertoires that I identify in this work. Generic or
generalized references to women’s conduct that are implicitly or explicitly set out as (at least part
of) the reason why men sexually assault them forms part of what I call the he raped her, but
she… repertoire. I contend that talk like this is signalled in unspecific references to women’s
conduct in talk about sexual assault (e.g., in rhetorical questions like, “What was she doing?”
that Alicia constructs above, or in other general unspecified, responsibility-attributing
constructions of women’s conduct) as precipitative of the assaults that men perpetrate against
them. This interpretative repertoire is first and foremost premised upon the assumption that men
sexually assault women because women, in some (not always specified) ways, lead them to do it
(see Table 4, below).
Table 4. The He Raped Her, But She… Interpretative Repertoire
Interpretative
Repertoire

HE RAPED HER, BUT SHE…

Type of Repertoire Conduct-governing repertoire
Assumptions About This interpretative repertoire is first and foremost premised upon the
Men
assumption that men sexually assault women because women lead them

to perpetrate it.
Assumptions About Premised upon the assumption that women somehow lead men to
Women and Men
sexually assault them, this interpretative repertoire involves talk about
sexual assault in which women’s generalized conduct is implicitly or
explicitly set out as (at least part of) the reason why men sexually
assault them.
Assumptions About Sexually assaulted women whose conduct has been signalled in talk
Women Sexually
about them are implicitly positioned as having failed to keep
Assaulted by Men
perpetrators from sexually assaulting them.
Women’s Sexual
Assault AvoidanceOriented Tasks

Because men are (most often implicitly) constructed as merely
responding to the “prompts” to sexually assault women ostensibly
generated by women’s conduct, women are charged with circumscribing
their conduct.

Deployment
Signalled in Talk
About…

Deployment of this repertoire is signalled in generalized or ambiguous
talk about women’s conduct that is constructed as precipitative of the
sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.

First Introduced

This interpretative repertoire is first introduced in Chapter 4 – Talk About
Women: Getting Themselves Raped (p. 115).

Speakers Who
Deploy This
Repertoire

Alicia (p. 116), Darren (p. 167), Jonathan (p. 203).
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Madrid
In the excerpt reproduced below, Madrid is responding to my question, “Who do you think
society would say sexual assault and/or rape happens to?”
Madrid
Women. Because women are usually defenseless and weak. Or, on the other side,
bring it upon themselves by dressing provocatively or, making themselves
available or having a conversation. It’s pretty much, for women especially, you’re
damned if you do, you’re damned if you don’t. Right? So.
Kiara
So, any kind of woman in there? You said, “weak and defenseless” or sort of,
“women that bring it on themselves.” So, society envisions-who is the raped
woman?
Madrid
I think, in my head, I dunno, that’s a-that’s a tough question. Um,
Kiara
It doesn’t-I mean you don’t have to go further. If you say “women” and that’s sort
of it,
Madrid
Yeah, but-I feel like there-there’s different-like, there’s different avenues that we
can go from there. Like I mean, it could-it could be, you know, a young girl
leaving the club at night. You know? Um, dressed in, whatever, like people wear
when they’re going to clubs. You know like you just-she kind brought it on
herself because she didn’t take a cab. She decided to walk. And she knew-she
knew, like, the way she was dressed, kind of thing. And she’s a hundred and five
pounds. You know. So she couldn’t fight it off. But, on the same-kind of on the
other side, you can have, you know, a business woman, you know, strong and
powerful in her professional career, walking to her car, you know, after a hardafter a hard day’s work, and still be attacked. So. And, but it still comes down to,
‘Was she-was she dressing provocatively?’ ‘No.’ But then, how-how is she asking
for it? You know, so. Women in general. But still there’s different-I think there’s
different like, mediums when it comes to that, yeah.
Madrid responds to my first question by stating that society perceives that sexual assault
or rape happens to women because women are unable to protect themselves, or because women
engage in activity that meets a series of relatively vague and very basic conditions which lead
them to “bring it on themselves.” Women bring men’s perpetration of sexual assault upon
themselves by dressing provocatively, acting in some unspecified way by “making themselves
available” to men to perpetrate sexual assault against them, or by simply “having a
conversation.” She summarizes her answer with a cliché, “It’s pretty much, for women
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especially, you’re damned if you do, you’re damned if you don’t” – a cliché that depicts women
as condemned to be sexually assaulted by men no matter what they do.
When I seek Madrid’s elaboration upon who the raped woman is, Madrid constructs her
response in terms of “different avenues” that could be taken. She describes the raped woman as
someone who could be “a young girl leaving the club at night” who is “dressed in, whatever like,
people wear when they’re going to clubs” (emphasis added). Importantly, Madrid’s description is
notable in that she describes the girl’s clothes in normative terms – the girl’s attire is constructed
as that which would be expected of, or normal for someone to wear when club-going. This
description differs from constructions of women’s clothing as provocative and therefore as
breaches of norms or of sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules. When women’s clothing is
constructed in rule-breaching ways, women who have been sexually assaulted by men face
reproach for deviating from social norms and violating sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules
that prescribe how women should dress in order to keep themselves safe. Talk like Madrid’s
conversely escapes the confines of this blame-oriented talk by working up her clothing in a
normalized context: wearing club wear to the club. Importantly, however, the “blame resistant”
potential that I argue that talk like this can accomplish is eclipsed if it elides with other blameoriented talk as does Madrid’s in this segment.
Madrid describes the raped woman as someone who “brought it on herself because she
didn’t take a cab” and “decided to walk” and “she knew … the way she was dressed,” adding
“and she’s a hundred and five pounds … So she couldn’t fight it off.” As such, Madrid reiterates
both of the reasons that she earlier described in terms of why society would say that sexual
assault and/or rape happens to women: because women are defenseless and weak (“she couldn’t
fight it off”), and because women “bring it upon themselves” by deciding to walk even though
this woman “knew … the way she was dressed.” Madrid’s talk therefore evinces the men abuse
vulnerability and the men lack sexual self-control repertoires by virtue of her references to
defenselessness and being out at night alone, as well as how she was dressed, respectively.
Madrid also describes another “avenue,” stating “But … on the other side, you can have
… a businesswoman” who is “strong and powerful in her professional career” who is “walking
to her car … after a hard day’s work, and still be attacked.” She states, “but it still comes down
to” questioning the woman: “‘was she dressing provocatively?’ ‘No.’ But then … how is she
asking for it?” I read Madrid’s talk here as reflective of a discursive struggle in terms of
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establishing the grounds that society will use to blame a woman for the sexual assault that a man
perpetrates against her if she has not displayed these described forms of what has been
constructed as “victim-precipitating” conduct or “bad” agency. Importantly, in so doing, Madrid
constructs women raped by men as assumed to have been “asking for it,” and whose conduct
must and will therefore somehow be fit into these terms – if not because of her provocative
apparel, then by some other means.
Madrid therefore describes sexually assaulted women as “damned” no matter what they
do because they will inevitably be scrutinized in terms of the ways in which they have somehow
“asked for it.” She constructs this scrutiny as persistent and as something that will be assigned to
the club-going young girl and to the professional businesswoman alike, women that she positions
as dissimilar exemplars at different ends of a spectrum. Madrid talks about the club-goer as a
young girl who has “brought it on herself” by exercising her everyday agency: walking alone, at
night, in club wear. Madrid constructs this conduct in terms of what discourse analysts refer to as
a “breach formulation:” something that contrasts with, or deviates from some expected way of
doing things (Edwards, 1994). Madrid’s description therefore also implicitly formulates young
girls not walking alone at night in club-going apparel as the expected thing to do to not “ask for
it” and to avoid men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them (again consistent with the
sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules outlined by speakers in chapter three). She underscores
the young girl’s pre-assault decision-making (she “decided to walk” at night), knowingly, while
in particular attire (“she knew, like, the way she was dressed”), therefore constructing her
decision-making and her awareness as significant. Taken together, Madrid depicts a young, clubgoing girl who has not only breached social norms or sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules, but
has decided to do so knowingly. Much like the woman whose intoxication is self-induced and
who therefore not only fails to manage the consequent risks posed to her safety but whose
flouting of sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules is tantamount to inviting it, the girl who
decides to walk while knowing how she is dressed too displays the kind of victim-precipitating
agency that is demonstrated by “bad” agents (Stringer, 2014).
Madrid’s construction of the raped woman involves a depiction of two people: one is a
“young girl,” the other a “business woman”; the former is leaving a nightclub, the latter leaving
work; one deciding to walk when she knew how she was dressed, the other merely walking to her
car after a hard day’s work. As such, Madrid creates a contrast between a defenseless, risk-taking
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young girl, and a strong and powerful, professional businesswoman, describing them both as the
objects of scrutiny. As such, Madrid constructs this “damnation” as an extensive and
indiscriminate scrutiny that is assigned to raped women ranging from the defenseless and
willfully risky club-goer to the strong and powerful businesswoman alike.
Amy
In the talk reproduced below, Amy is responding to my question about what the public would
say are the circumstances surrounding sexual assault, in terms of how, when, and why it
happens.
Amy
I guess my perception of what it is is, you know, the girl is somehow at fault.
She's a tease, or she is not sufficiently assertive, or in some way she invites this
by-or it could be the situation she's in, the location, you know, the time of night,
the way she's dressed. But, you rarely hear that it's something to do with the
circumstances of the man. It’s more, you know, 'He's a bad person.’
In this excerpt of talk, Amy draws first from the men lack sexual self-control
interpretative repertoire. She does this in her description of the girl who is “somehow at fault”
because “[s]he’s a tease” and by pointing to “the way [that the girl] is dressed” in terms of how
she invites [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault against her. As such, Amy constructs public
perceptions of the girl as blameworthy because of her ostensibly sexually misleading conduct
and apparel.
Amy also describes the girl who “somehow invites” [men’s perpetration of] sexual
assault [against her] because of her “location” and “the time of night.” In so doing, she deploys
the men abuse vulnerability repertoire, by setting out the girl’s spatial and physical vulnerability
as precipitating factors in men’s perpetration of sexual assault against her. Lea and Auburn
(2001) describe talk of this sort as transferring blame “from the perpetrator to the victim for
having placed herself in a position of vulnerability” and point to researchers Walby, Hay, and
Soothill, who, in terms of a woman’s location in space, “have coined the term ‘spatial
provocation’ to refer to the idea that the victim provoked her own attack because of where she
was” (p. 18). That a term was coined to fit this description of women as vulnerable to rape in
space points to how frequently this idea is deployed in talk about sexual assault.
Amy sets out public perceptions of the circumstances surrounding sexual assault as those
that will “somehow” or “in some way” position the girl as “at fault” for, or as having “invited”
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against her. As such, Amy constructs society’s view of
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circumstances surrounding sexual assault as those that will be invoked in some way to fault a
woman for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against her, or to establish her as inviting of it.
Amy therefore portrays men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women as something that
women will, by some means, be made responsible for.
Importantly, Amy constructs society’s perceptions of the circumstances surrounding
sexual assault as somehow faulting a girl if “she is not sufficiently assertive” – a description that
takes up sexual assault avoidance in terms of women’s discursive resistance. This perspective is
idiomatically represented by the popular anti-rape slogan, “no means no” that Kristen touched
upon in her talk represented in chapter three (and that Kitzinger and Frith [1999] troubled, as I
described in chapter two). I contend that Amy’s description of society’s perceptions of a girl
sexually assaulted by a man as somehow at fault for being insufficiently assertive evinces an
orientation to this kind of sexual refusal talk. In essence, Amy constructs society’s view of the
girl as someone who is at fault for being sexually assaulted by a man because she has failed to be
assertive enough to make her no mean no to her assailant by virtue of her inadequate
demonstration of refusal. In this talk, Amy therefore deploys the men do not understand refusal
repertoire. As I noted, this repertoire is signalled in talk about sexual assault in which women are
constructed as ineffectively communicating non-consent and this is implicitly or explicitly
formulated as (at least part of) the reason why men sexually assault them. Constructions of this
sort necessarily rest upon the assumption that men who perpetrate sexual assault against women
do so because they are unable to understand women’s communication of non-consent unless
expressed in clear, direct, and unequivocal terms. As such, the girl that Amy depicts is positioned
as responsible for the sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her because she has failed to
help him better understand her refusal.
This argument could be read as an interesting extension of the kind of “good” (resistant)
agency that Stringer (2014) discusses in her theorizations about agency as a measure of
victimization that I outlined in chapter one. As Amy describes it here, sufficient verbal
assertiveness too, might be inferable as an exercise of good, resistant agency. Notably, however,
a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against a woman is taken as indication that this “good”
agency was not good enough, and is then transformed into something that can be used against a
woman for her failure to make her no really mean no (as Amy here suggests it will be).
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Significant also is Amy’s construction of a contrast between accounting for sexual assault
in terms of what a woman does, versus who a man is. More specifically, Amy describes it as
“rare” that “something to do with the circumstances of the man” is noted, stating that it is “more
… ‘He’s a bad person.’” She describes society’s perceptions of sexually assaulted girls and
perpetrator men as follows: while a girl is at fault for, or invites, a man’s perpetration of sexual
assault against her by being a tease, being insufficiently assertive, by virtue of her
situation/location, the time of night, and/or by her apparel, a man perpetrates sexual assault
because “he’s a bad person.” Notably, Amy’s construction of social perceptions of the girl and
the man differ not just in terms of the quantity of responsibility-attributing characteristics
assigned to each, but also in terms of the control or agency implicitly ascribed to each.
Amy first sets out public perceptions of the circumstances surrounding sexual assault
with respect to a girl’s displays of everyday agency in forms of conduct that she has some degree
of control over. Conversely, Amy states that the man’s conduct is more often described in terms
of temperament: he’s a bad person – an explanation that portrays his conduct as something that is
beyond his control. Amy describes social perceptions of the circumstances surrounding sexual
assault such that a girl will somehow or in some way be seen as at fault for, or inviting of, a
man’s perpetration of sexual assault against her for any of a listed number of things that she does
– and has control over doing – whereas talk about the man consists instead of an account in
which he is described as a bad person – a dispositional description that formulates what he does
as outside of his control.
Alice
The talk below reproduces Alice’s response to my question about what she thinks society
would say are the circumstances surrounding sexual assault and why it happens.
Alice
I think they would say vulnerability. And they would put it on the victim. Right?
Like, 'Where were you? Who were you with? How much were you drinking?
What were you wearing?' That kind of thing.
Kiara
Yeah. And the cause of sexual assault, is
Alice
But does it-is it really distinctive from that? Like, I mean, I guess, you could say
that maybe
Kiara
No! That's a great point.
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Alice
like, I mean I guess you could say that maybe she was flirting, er, something like
that. But I would s-I would say that, again, they would just say it was situational
and there isn't really one cause. And I bet people would say, you know, 'Well,
maybe she was wearing a short skirt. Maybe she was flirting with that guy. Maybe
she had past sexual conduct.' Right, like
Kiara
Heaven forbid!
Alice
I knowwww! Um, yeah.
Kiara
So, okay. So, in the sense that the cause of sexual assault is women's behaviour?
Alice
Gawd, yes!
Kiara
Right! [laughs] [inaudible]
Alice
We already talked about this! Men can't [laughs] control themselves!
Notably, Alice begins her description of the circumstances that society would say
surround sexual assault by explicitly naming “vulnerability” as something that “they would put
… on the victim.” Alice therefore constructs society’s view of the circumstances surrounding
[men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] in terms of a state of vulnerability that a
victim creates for herself. Alice describes how a woman creates this in terms of where she
chooses to go, the company she chooses to keep, how much she chooses to drink, and what she
chooses to wear. Choice is central to this construction, since it is what underpins the rhetorical
questions that Alice lists, questions that ultimately construct responsibility as something that can
be “put … on the victim.” Alice sets out society’s view of the circumstances surrounding sexual
assault in terms of a victim’s self-induced state of vulnerability: but for the choices that she
made, she would not have been vulnerable to a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against her.
Alice describes society’s perceptions of the circumstances surrounding sexual assault as
victim-precipitated with respect to a woman’s whereabouts, her alcohol consumption, her
apparel, and her engagement in sexualized conduct. She deploys the men abuse vulnerability
repertoire when she states that society would “put it on the victim … Like, ‘Where were you?’”
and when she formulates alcohol consumption as something that society would take issue with
(“‘How much were you drinking?’”). Alice also reproduces the men lack sexual self-control
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repertoire by constructing women’s apparel as a circumstance related to social perceptions about
why men sexually assault women (“‘What were you wearing?’”) and by constructing social
perceptions of a woman’s sexualized conduct as precipitating men’s perpetration of sexual
assault against women: “‘Maybe she was flirting with that guy. Maybe she had past sexual
conduct.’”
Alice orients to a formulation of women’s rule breaches as “bad” agency (Stringer,
2014). Particularly because women’s rule-breaching is constructed in terms of decisions about
things over which they have control, women’s decisions about these matters are deployed as
evidence of why fault for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is “put on the
victim.” Displays of “good” agency would instead involve a more “responsible” circumscription
of women’s conduct in order to help men not sexually assault them.
Alice explicitly names women’s conduct as the socially perceived cause of sexual assault
and then unequivocally connects women’s conduct to men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against them: women make men lose control over themselves. When I ask Alice, “So … the
cause of sexual assault is women’s behaviour?,” Alice demonstrates emphatic agreement,
“Gawd, yes!” and follows this up by stating, “Men can’t control themselves!” Significantly,
previous speakers have formulated men’s perpetration of sexual assault against a woman as a
virtually self-facilitated incident that a woman “asks for”, has “brought on herself”, or has
“invited” via her conduct. Alice instead both names men as perpetrators and articulates why
women are constructed as responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them:
men cannot control themselves and women’s conduct sets this lack of control in motion.
Conclusions
Responsibilization: “Tasking Women with” and “Making Women Accountable for”
The talk that I have examined in this chapter so far demonstrates that women’s displays
of everyday agency are constructed as “breach formulations,” women’s breach of the sexual
assault avoidance-oriented rules of the sort identified in chapter three renders them what Stringer
(2014) refers to as “blameworthy non-victims.” Tasked with avoiding men’s perpetration of rape
against them, women are held accountable for the “consequences” that ensue as a product of
their failure to do so.
In the remainder of this work, I speak about the responsibilization of women to mean “to
be made responsible for,” a conceptualization that I deploy in terms of two meanings of
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responsibility that applies to talk about women and sexual assault as they have been reproduced
herein: “to be tasked with” and “to be held accountable for.” Accordingly, most basically and
most literally, I argue that women are assigned two kinds of responsibility with respect to men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them. First, women are made responsible for, or tasked
with, avoiding men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. Second, women are made
responsible or held accountable for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them when
women’s conduct is formulated as (at least part of) the reason why men sexually assault them.
My use of “responsibilization” as a term also represents a nod to its use in neoliberal literatures,
wherein the notion of responsibilization conveys, among other things, an emphasis on personal
responsibility and the management of risk (see, for example, Muncie, 2013; O’Malley, 2009).
Choosing to Exercise Everyday Agency is Constructed as Choosing to Be Raped
Speakers’ talk in this part of the chapter indeed affirms Stringer’s (2014) assertions that
“bad” demonstrations of women’s everyday agency are used to construct women’s “actions and
behaviours … as directly precipitous, irresponsibly negligent or insufficiently resistant” (p. 73).
Women’s agency, which I read from speakers’ talk as constructed particularly in terms of choice,
is represented as a measure of women’s responsibilization for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them.
More specifically, speakers construct sexually assaulted women as women who choose to
engage in activities that (are depicted as those which) precipitate men’s perpetration of sexual
assault against them. I contend that women’s agency is set out in speakers’ talk as a virtual
barometer of the degree to which women are responsibilized for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them. The more agency (formulated in terms of choice) that women are
constructed as demonstrating, the more responsible speakers depict social perceptions of women
to be for the assaults that men perpetrate against them. The further that women choose to deviate
from sexual assault avoidance-oriented practices (e.g., the more drunk, the more “provocative”
they choose to be), the more responsibilized they are for men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against them. The same holds in terms of the number of rules that women are constructed as
breaching. The more “rules” that women choose to breach (e.g., rules about going out alone,
drinking, how they dress, how they interact with others), the more responsibilized they are for
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them.
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I argue that women’s choice of activities is perhaps even more significant. The majority
of the activities that speakers’ limit or prohibit women from engaging in are “elective” activities
(e.g., drinking, dressing “provocatively,” sexualized activity and so forth), not activities of the
daily living variety like those which used to be the focus of sexual assault awareness in the 1980s
and 1990s. Whereas dominant sexual assault avoidance-oriented “strategies” in the past were
focused upon women’s safety as they went about their daily affairs (e.g., in transit to and from
various destinations),28 the bulk of sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules today take up forms of
women’s conduct that are optional or voluntary.29 I argue that it is the elective nature of
women’s displays of everyday agency of this sort – particularly those that exacerbate women’s
vulnerability – that renders women particularly condemnable for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them. I think that the general question is, if women do not have to get drunk
[or …substitute any other elective manifestation of women’s everyday agency here], given the
risks they face in so doing, why do they still do it?
The lesser of two evils.
Constructing limitations to women’s freedom to do as they choose as “sexual assault
avoidance” implicitly positions these limitations as the lesser of two evils (see Yoffe [2013] for
arguments of this sort). Framed within the context of helping women avoid being sexually
assaulted by men, avoidance rules often remain critically unexamined since limitations to
28

For example, the overwhelming majority of sexual assault avoidance “strategies” espoused during the 1980s and
1990s instructed women to be vigilant while going about their daily activities. This was in order to help women
avoid being sexually assaulted by men implicitly positioned in these strategies as stranger rapists. Advice of this sort
was focused upon minimizing women’s physical and spatial vulnerability. In order to mitigate their physical
vulnerability to men, women were prescribed strategies about how to fashion weaponry out of everyday instruments
(interlacing car keys between their knuckles in a closed fist), how to avoid being grabbed (not wearing their hair in
ponytails), how to avoid being restrained (wearing clothing suitable for escape and fleeing – not wearing heels or
pencil skirts), how to generate attention if attacked (blowing a rape whistle; yelling, “Fire!” because nobody cares
about/listens to/believes women who yell “Rape!”), and how best to fight back if attacked (Eyes! Knees! Groin!).
Women were instructed to avoid spatial vulnerability by, for example, not walking or jogging alone, especially at
night (and especially while wearing earphones); by taking different routes when driving to and from regular
destinations; by not parking near vans and not parking in isolated or dimly lit areas like alleys, parkades, and parking
garages; and, by checking the back seat before entering their cars, and upon entering, immediately locking the doors.
See Appendix L for an example of this kind of advice circulated in an email, and see Harding (2015) for her take on
(and debunking of) precisely this email (pp. 28-29).
29
Today’s sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules principally concern women avoiding sexual assaults perpetrated
by the (implied) non-stranger rapist. This non-stranger rapist might be anyone from an acquaintance or a date to a
fellow partygoer or someone who shares the dance floor with a woman at a club. He might actually be a stranger to
the woman he sexually assaults, but he is just not the stereotypical masked and armed stranger lurking in the bushes
alongside a dimly lit path or in the shadows of a relatively empty parking garage that forms the substance of the
stranger rapist stereotype (see Estrich, 1987). These implicit perpetrator constructions demonstrate that while social
awareness about perpetrators has been changing, those who are tasked with stopping it have not.
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women’s drinking, for example, appear comparatively minor “rights” to “infringe upon” when
juxtaposed against the ostensible “consequences” faced by women who do not limit their alcohol
consumption and are “therefore” sexually assaulted. (I contend that limitations of this sort have
become so commonsense that, generally speaking, they do not even register as an “evil” at all.)
Phrased differently, these sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules are prima facie, low
cost/high reward: telling women not to drink so much (or not to drink at all, or not to engage in
any of the other prescribed circumscriptions like telling women not to go out alone, not to dress
provocatively, not to go strange places) appear to be a small price to pay for women to avoid
being sexually assaulted by men. The problem with these kinds of rules, of course, boils down to
these rules being another manifestation of asking women to compensate for men’s apparent
deficits. But the problem with regulating and restricting a woman’s alcohol consumption, or her
apparel, or her whereabouts, for example, is overshadowed and suppressed by the gravity of
ostensibly keeping sexual assault from happening to her (by tasking her with trying to keep men
from perpetrating it).
In all of this, eclipsed from view are perpetrators, men who benefit from the reification of
risk constructed in terms of women’s intoxication, provocative apparel, sexualized activity, and
so forth. This eclipsing facilitates constructions of risky women that serve as a virtual homing
device that discursively signals to men which women are best to sexually assault, because
everybody knows – especially perpetrators – that those (drunk, provocative) women (not said
perpetrators) will be responsibilized for it.
My analysis suggests that our responsibilizing social lens has shifted its focus. No longer
trained exclusively upon policing women for conduct that women generally cannot help but
engage in (e.g., women need to drive places and park places and strangers lurking in parking lots
or unchecked back seats are not the only men who rape women), it is now focused upon policing
women’s conduct that they can help if they simply do not engage in it at all. In essence, these
constructions boil down to this kind of statement: We all know that drunk, sexually provocative
girls “get raped,” and we all know that women do not have to get drunk and they do not have to
be sexually provocative. Therefore, women who choose to get drunk and choose to be sexually
provocative, in effect, choose to get raped … or, in the least, are asking for, inviting, or bringing
it on.
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As I earlier noted, I read from these constructions a distinctly neoliberal assessment of
these agentic (e.g., drinking, sexually expressive) women whom men have sexually assaulted. I
contend that said women are positioned as those who have not only failed to manage and
mitigate pre-existing risks (e.g. ostensibly posed by women’s lesser size and strength when
compared to men), but who have knowingly and actively both created and intensified these risks
by engaging in activity (e.g., drinking, flirting, etc.) that exacerbate them. As a result, women are
positioned as having only themselves to blame for the “consequences” produced by what is
implicitly constructed as women’s concomitant flouting and compounding of risk.
Implications
Context-Based Assessments: Everybody (Except Her) Gets to Decide What Happened
I argue that these women-responsibilizing formulations are the product of examining
sexualized activity in light of what I refer to as “context-based assessments of sexual assault.”
Assessments of this sort do not rest upon considerations of a woman’s consent to sexualized
activity. Context-based assessments about men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women
rest upon outsiders’ assessments of the contexts in which the incidents in question take place.
This notion of context-based assessments of sexual assault is adapted from Dragiewicz’s (2000)
description of “context-based definitions of rape” in her discussion of various ways in which
sexualized violence against women is “erased.”
As opposed to consent-based assessments wherein a sexual assault is understood as and
defined by sexualized activity perpetrated against a woman in the absence of her consent,
context-based assessments render “the victim’s nonconsent a nonissue” (Dragiewicz, 2000, p.
201). Assessments of this sort are operating when the contexts in which the man’s perpetration of
the activity in question occurred – rather than a victim’s non-consent – are privileged as
evaluative criteria when assessing sexualized activity between men and women. In terms of
speakers’ talk, I maintain that contexts of the sort that inform these assessments are constructed
in talk about women’s everyday agency: contexts such as drinking, going out alone, dressing in
clothing perceived as provocative, engagement in sexualized conduct, and so forth.30 In cases in
which context-based assessments of sexual assault are rendered, it matters not whether a woman
30

Importantly, the context that I am speaking about consists of women’s pre-assault activities, as opposed to (also)
considering women’s post-assault activities. Other research, for example, speaks to how women’s post-assault
conduct (e.g., their visible emotional state or affect, the duration of time between the assault occurring and their
disclosure to others, whether or not they report to police, and so forth) impacts others’ assessments of the veracity of
their allegations (see, for example, DuMont, Miller, & Myhr, 2003; Ehrlich, 2001; Estrich, 1987).
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consents to sexualized activity with a man; what is privileged instead are any and everybody
else’s readings of contexts in which the events transpired.
Accordingly, context-based assessments of sexualized activity result in one of two
outcomes: denial that a sexual assault occurred because a woman’s conduct communicated that
she was asking for, inviting, and/or wanting what a man subsequently did to her, or, concession
that a man did perpetrate sexual assault against her, but it is one that is minimized or justified
because the contexts surrounding the assault suggest that the woman should have known what
her conduct was communicating for her (e.g., she might as well have been asking for or inviting
it). Notably, these assessments are, in effect, the same, since either way, women are positioned as
responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. The only difference is
whether or not the (minimized or justified) assault is (barely) recognized as such. Readers will
note how context-based assessments do the same blame work as do constructions of women as
“asking for it.”
Again, significantly, context-based assessments dispense with the need for, and indeed,
supplant, a woman’s consent. Therefore, to point to anything other than a woman’s consent
when rendering an assessment about whether or not a sexual assault happened is to render a
context-based assessment. This is, I argue, precisely what the speakers in this first part of the
chapter are describing that society, on the whole, does when assessing men’s perpetration of
sexual assault against women.
Men Are Genie Savants
I maintain that talk about women “asking for it,” “inviting it,” “bringing it upon
themselves,” and various other analogous claims evince a discursive repository of terms, phrases,
and arguments – a repertoire – that, as I have argued, positions women as literally or figuratively
seeking men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. I contend that claims of this sort
thereby implicitly position perpetrators as men who merely provide women with what they are
ostensibly seeking by fulfilling women’s wishes – “granting” them what it is that they are seen as
“asking for.” Accordingly, I refer to talk of this sort as the men are genie savants repertoire since
talk like this constructs women’s interests as “objectively” inferable (by perpetrators and
everybody else) as opposed to subjectively determined (by women). Escaping fault that is
apparently entirely reserved for women whose conduct is in breach of sexual assault avoidanceoriented rules, perpetrators in these cases are thus implicitly constructed as mere vehicles for the
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assaults that women have themselves “brought on.” In this repertoire, the fifth of seven that I
describe in this work, men are depicted as proverbial genies who, in essence, emerge out of
nowhere, appearing just when prompted by a woman’s displays of “inviting” conduct. Men are
implicitly formulated as virtual metaphysical and omniscient savants who, better than she
herself, can read what a woman wants, and who, when perpetrating sexual assault against her,
have merely and only compulsorily responded to a calling inferred as put out by the woman
herself. As has been the case with respect to all concepts introduced herein, naming of this
repertoire is again meant to call attention to the (continued) discursive absence of perpetrators in
speakers’ talk about sexual assault – a crime that despite its discursive representation, cannot
take place without them. I have summarized the men are genie savants repertoire in Table 5, on
page 132.
Accordingly, I contend that the men are genie savants repertoire centres upon the moral
and/or intellectual adjudication of women in terms of their displays of everyday agency,
positioning women as engaging in sexual assault-precipitating conduct either foolishly – what I
term “daftly,” or intentionally – what I refer to as “deliberately.” The former constructs men’s
perpetration of sexual assault as something engendered by half-witted or simpleton women who
were naively reckless, instead of by men who decided to rape them. The latter constructs men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women as something brought about by wayward vamps
who wanted or all but wanted for men to violate them, instead of an act made possible by the
decisions of men to impose themselves upon non-consenting women. This morality and/or
intellect-adjudicating repertoire is the first of two repertoires of this kind that I introduce in this
work. (The other, men are bio-bots, I describe in the second part of this chapter.)
Importantly, the consensual air of the language that signals its deployment (e.g., women
as asking for it, wanting it, inviting it, bringing it upon themselves, etc.) points to the way in
which deployment of this repertoire facilitates the denial of sexual assault by discursively
transforming men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women into something “consensual”
(or “virtually consensual”) that women “wanted” (or might as well have wanted) and/or by
justifying it as something that women “deserved.” This repertoire differs from the conductgoverning repertoires introduced so far (the men abuse vulnerability, men lack sexual selfcontrol, men do not understand refusal, and the he raped her, but she… repertoires), in that
deployment of the conduct-governing repertoires pertains strictly to the substance of women’s
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prohibited conduct (setting out no additional adjudication of women’s engagement in it). This is
why I collectively refer to them as “conduct-governing repertoires.” As I have earlier
demonstrated, when speakers responsibilize women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate
against them, they deploy at least one, but often several of these conduct-governing repertoires,
discursive themes that are only sometimes coupled with morality and/or intellect-adjudicating
repertoires. Deployment of conduct-governing repertoires alone yields women-responsibilizing
constructions of women’s everyday agency as breaches of sexual assault avoidance-oriented
rules, whereas the additional deployment of one or both of these further (men are genie savants
and/or men are bio-bots) repertoires also introduces moral and/or intellectual adjudication of the
women who engage in such conduct. I will take this up further in subsequent analyses that will
help illuminate the function that each repertoire serves in the responsibilization of women for the
sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.
I now turn to the second part of this chapter. In what follows, I take up two speakers’ talk
about rape warnings issued to them by their mothers. The speakers construct their mothers’
warnings as ineffective and fallacious, respectively, positioning the warnings as misguided
approaches in the promotion of sexual assault avoidance.
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Table 5. The Men are Genie Savants Interpretative Repertoire
Interpretative
Repertoire

MEN ARE GENIE SAVANTS

Type of Repertoire Morality and/or intellect-adjudicating repertoire
Assumptions About This interpretative repertoire is first and foremost premised upon the
Men
assumption that men merely “grant” women the “wishes” that their

conduct ostensibly communicates for them.
Assumptions About Premised upon the assumption that men (and others) – better than
Women and Men
women themselves – know what women’s sexual desires are, this
interpretative repertoire involves talk about sexual assault in which
women’s conduct is explicitly set out as reflective of women’s sexual
interests.
Assumptions About Sexually assaulted women, whose ostensibly inviting conduct is
Women Sexually
signalled in talk about them are implicitly constructed as having literally
Assaulted by Men
or figuratively asked for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
Women’s Sexual
Assault AvoidanceOriented Tasks

them.
Because men are (most often implicitly) constructed as merely
responding to women’s sexualized leads, women are charged with
ensuring that they do not engage in conduct that is constructed as
misleading.

Deployment
Signalled in Talk
About…

Deployment of this repertoire is signalled in talk about sexual assault in
which women are explicitly described as coveting men’s perpetration of
sexual assault against them. For example, where women are described
as “asking for it,” “inviting it,” “wanting it,” where the “it” referenced is
(most often) unarticulated.

First Introduced

This interpretative repertoire is first introduced in Chapter 4 – Talk About
Women: Getting Themselves Raped (pp. 129-132).

Speakers Who
Deploy This
Repertoire

Alicia (p. 110), Madrid (p. 117), Amy (p. 120), Alice (p. 122), Jonathan (p.
150, 164), Dewar (p. 153), Michele (p. 165), Alison (p. 211).
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Part Two: Talk About Mothers’ Warnings About Rape
Sheena
The dialogue below reproduces Sheena’s response to my question about what informs her
understanding about sexual assault and rape.
Sheena
Mmm, well my, like, I remember being, probably, I don’t know, grade seven,
grade eight or something, and like, you know, like, you dress like with the trends
and whatever. So it’s-it was like the lower cut tops and stuff and like, I like grew
boobs like [laughing] way before like my friends did and stuff! So, like, I washowed more. And, so, my Mom was like, ‘Why do you dress like that?’ Like,
‘You're going to get raped.’ Like, it was like it’s not a question. It’s like, ‘You
will get raped at some point.’ And
Kiara
Oh, fascinating.
Sheena
for me, it was just kind of like,
Kiara
‘What?’ [laughs]
Sheena
I just felt – yeah – so at that point, I was just like, ‘Well, if I’m gonna get raped
anyways, like whatever.’
[some laughter]
Sheena
Like, obviously it’s gonna happen anyways. So, like, just kinda didn’t even care
about it. Cause it’s like, ‘Well, it’s gonna happen.’
Significant in this segment of talk is Sheena’s description of her mother’s assertion that [a
man’s perpetration of] rape [against her] would be the unquestionable outcome of the way that
Sheena dressed. She describes her mother as advancing a rhetorical question (“‘Why do you
dress like that?’”), a discursive device that is generally used to produce effect and reflection as
opposed to an answer. Subsequent to advancing the question, Sheena describes her mother
stating, “‘You’re going to get raped.’” By constructing her mother as following up the rhetorical
question with the certain claim that Sheena would be raped, in this reported talk of her mother,
Sheena constructs a link between her apparel and rape. Notably, the rhetorical question
interrogates why Sheena “dress[es] like that.” Accordingly, when Sheena’s reason for dressing
“like that” is linked to “get[ting] raped,” what is taken for granted or assumed in this talk is that
there is indeed some connection between dressing like that and getting raped, that this
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connection is common knowledge, and that Sheena shares in this knowledge too. What is
implied by the paired statements, “‘Why do you dress like that? … You’re going to get raped’” is
that everybody knows that dressing like that will “get” a woman raped, as does or should,
Sheena, and that Sheena’s morality and/or intellect are therefore questionable for so doing.
Anderson and Doherty (2008) contend that when connections like these are formulated as known
“risks” and acquire “the status of knowledge in the public domain,” a woman who takes such
“risks” is “thus positioned as deliberately ‘reckless’ or recklessly naïve in failing to avoid rape”
(p. 80).
Accordingly, Sheena is implicitly constructed either as daft (too foolish to realize that
dressing like that will “get” her raped) or as deliberate (dressing in a way that she knows will
“get” her raped, positioning her, in effect, as someone who wants, or is actually “asking for” or
“inviting” men’s perpetration of sexual assault against her). In either regard, Sheena’s mother is
depicted as condemningly asserting both caution and consequence: she warns Sheena that
dressing “like that” will “get” her raped.
The point that I want to make here is that the situation that Sheena describes is only
comprehensible within a cultural framework in which sexual assault is intelligible as something
that a woman can bring about herself, and furthermore, that this idea is common knowledge.
Sheena’s description of her mother’s talk traffics in the cultural intelligibility of making women
responsible for [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them], in this case, because of how
they choose to dress. Sheena’s description of her mother’s rhetorical question about her apparel
followed by statements expressing the certainty of Sheena’s rape positions the latter as an
obvious and expected outcome of the former, a move that formulates this connection as common
social knowledge.
Describing her mother’s talk in this way, Sheena deploys the men lack sexual self-control
repertoire. Sheena’s “lower cut tops” containing breasts more sizeable than her peers are
formulated as manifestations of Sheena’s sexuality that will lead her to “get raped.” Accordingly,
Sheena’s deployment of this repertoire involves constructing her mother as, in essence, shaming
the junior-high-school-aged Sheena for failing to govern herself in accordance with the idea that
her apparel and changing body are marked as fuel generative of men’s potentially violent sexual
fire.
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Several significant implications flow from Sheena’s construction of her mother as the
source of this “information” about rape. First, Sheena constructs her acquisition of this social
knowledge as derived from someone who could be seen as a central figure in her life. Ultimately,
constructing her mother as the author of this information that connects apparel to rape ostensibly
lends it more authority than it might have if advanced by a peer or an acquaintance, for example,
which might render such information more dismissible. Because Sheena reports hearing this
connection between her apparel and rape from her mother, the information is accorded a level of
legitimacy (and thus believability) that it might not achieve if advanced by other sources.31
Second, that Sheena describes her mother as the one who advanced this information
makes it inferable that claims of this sort were made with the benevolent aim of protecting her
daughter from men’s perpetration of sexual violence against her. Sheena, however, describes
achievement of the opposite effect. She constructs her mother’s sexual assault avoidanceoriented claims as giving rise to apathy instead of self-protection, engendering impassive
surrender to the inevitability of being sexually assaulted [by a man] – instead of inspiring
vigilance.
Alison
Alison’s talk reproduced below occurs in the context of an in-between-the-questions
discussion about the idea that women can prevent [men from perpetrating] sexual assault [against
us]. In the excerpt that follows, Alison is responding to my assertion that it is difficult to let go of
the idea that women can prevent [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against us].
Alison
But there’s this perception that you can. That, my mom’s a very big, ‘Well, I
don’t like you traking-taking the train home at night alone. Because you’re gonna
get raped. And, that’ll be your fault. Why would you walk home from the train
station?’ This, this, this. Like, ‘Are you sure you’re gonna go out wearing that?’
It’s like, ‘Yeah, I am.’
Alison’s talk is rhetorically organized around enlivening the perception that women can
prevent [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them], which she does by describing her
mother’s talk. She constructs her mother as someone who holds women responsible for [men’s
31

The opposite, of course, is also possible, that things said by one’s mother – particularly during adolescence – are
instead more dismissible than things said by one’s peers, simply because they are advanced by one’s mother.
However, Sheena describes herself in a manner that positions her as believing her mother: she constructs herself as
apathetic in light of the idea that she was “going to get raped,” which thereby works up her mother’s contentions as
ideas that Sheena internalized. As such, I contend that Sheena constructs this message as one made more substantial
because her mother advanced it.
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perpetration of] sexual assault [against them] for doing things like being out at night alone and
dressing a certain way, conduct that is formulated as that which results in [men’s perpetration of]
rape [against women]. By setting out her mother’s talk as evidence of the perception that women
can prevent [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them], much like Sheena did, Alison
ascribes her mother’s responsibilizing assertions a preventative aim.
Alison describes her mother as stating that she does not like Alison taking the train while
she is alone at night because she will get raped and it will be her fault. As such, Alison constructs
her mother’s perception of rape as something that Alison’s lone use of transit at night will bring
about, and therefore as something that Alison would be culpable for making happen. By
describing her mother’s talk as that which points to her spatial and temporal vulnerability, Alison
deploys the men abuse vulnerability repertoire. She also deploys the men lack sexual selfcontrol repertoire in her description of her mother’s rhetorical questioning of her apparel.
Like Sheena’s construction of her mother, Alison constructs her mother too as advancing
notion that she will precipitate her own assault by arousing men who then rape her. This sort of
women-responsibilizing talk is only intelligible within a cultural context in which women’s
responsibility for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them is assumed. Alison’s talk
rests upon the assumption that it is common knowledge that women, by virtue of how they act
and how they dress, precipitate men’s perpetration of rape against them. Again, such
assumptions formulate women who display everyday agency (e.g., who take the train alone at
night, who dress as they choose) as daft for, or deliberate in, so doing.
The neoliberal undertones of Alison’s (reporting of her mother’s) talk are clear. Alison’s
mother makes explicit that if Alison fails to manage the known risks of [men’s perpetration of]
sexual assault [against women] by engaging in conduct that precipitates it, she will have only
herself to blame: “And that’ll be your fault.” Alison’s flouting of risk, whether daft or deliberate,
again, positions her as a “blameworthy non-victim” (Stringer, 2014) who will have engendered
the harm that “happens to” her.
This formulation is constructed in the rhetorical questions that Alison describes her
mother advancing. To rhetorically inquire about why a woman would walk home from the train
station immediately subsequent to stating that taking the train alone at night will result in rape,
an event for which she will be at fault for producing, is to position the motivation of she who
would do so in question. Alison depicts this rhetorical question as a scrutinization of her motive
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to engage in conduct constructed as that which unquestionably results in [men’s perpetration of]
rape [against her/women]. Likewise, a further rhetorical question about the way that Alison has
decided to dress – one that trades in similar rape-precipitating assumptions – again, formulates
Alison’s reason(s) for doing so as questionable. Moreover, Alison’s statement of “This, this,
this” in between the rhetorical questions suggests that the questions are but few of many similar
motive-interrogating questions that might be asked of her.
Importantly, Alison frames the reporting of her mother’s talk as prevention-oriented by
beginning her description of it by stating, “But there’s this perception that you can” (as a woman,
prevent men’s perpetration of sexual assault against you). In so doing, Alison’s talk implies both
that this prevention-oriented32 perception that her mother’s talk gives voice to exists in the world,
and also, that this perception is false. Accordingly, despite the harsh tone that Alison ascribes her
mother (e.g., an explicit assertion of fault, an implicit scrutinization of motive), she sets it out as
motivated by a desire to prevent Alison from being sexually assaulted [by men]. Alison also
positions this prevention-oriented perception as false, signalled most clearly by the statement that
Alison constructs in response to the second rhetorical question: “It’s like, ‘Yeah, I am” (sure that
she is going to go out wearing whatever she is wearing). Though she does not herein describe
why she views this perception as false, Alison’s stated willingness to engage in what her mother
constructs as rape-precipitating conduct suggests that Alison disagrees and does not view it as
such. In short, Alison formulates her conduct as unproblematic, and her mother’s rapeprecipitating perception of it as false.
Conclusions
Sexual Assault Happens: Women Getting Themselves Raped
The speakers in this part of the chapter formulate men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against women as inevitable but foreseeable, constructions that, again, point to sexual assault as
avoidable (but not preventable). Rape will “happen” [men will perpetrate it], but when it
“happens” it is because it is foreseeably “precipitated” by women’s displays of everyday agency.
As such, rape is also constructed as avoidable if women’s exercise of everyday agency is also
32

Although speakers’ talk in this section reflects use of words like “prevention” and “prevent,” as noted in chapter
three, I maintain that their talk as a whole more accurately reflects an orientation to sexual assault avoidance (e.g.,
deferring individual instances of men’s perpetration of sexual assault from one woman to the next) as opposed to
sexual assault prevention in which efforts are made to keep men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women from
happening at all. Again, too, I acknowledge that this talk about prevention is likely a product, at least in part, of my
own use of this term throughout the research encounters.
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avoided. Speakers construct [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] as inevitable
and beyond men’s control, but women’s capacity to avoid it as something that is well within
women’s control. What are therefore constructed as reasonably variable are women’s displays of
agency, not men’s; women can modify their conduct to help men not sexually assault them –
men, it is implicitly assumed, cannot. As a result, women are responsibilized for men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them.
Implications
If You’re Not Careful, You’re Gonna Catch a Rape…
Notably, mention of men is not even undertaken in the talk featured in this section. By
both focusing upon women’s conduct as precipitative of men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against them while also failing to mention men at all, men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women is concomitantly and effectively effaced. Indeed, responsibilizing women for men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them is often facilitated and ensured simply by failing to
mention the men who perpetrate it. It is actually quite remarkable how often talk about sexual
assault is absent mention of a perpetrator, where sexual assault is instead represented as an
agentless incident or occurrence. Sexual assault is instead presented “in terms of an ‘event that
happened’ rather than an action that [a rapist] performed” (Pomerantz, 1978, p. 117). As I
touched upon in the first chapter, perpetrators and their responsibility for the sexual assaults that
they perpetrate against women are obfuscated in talk about sexual assault that makes no mention
of either. Sheena and Alison construct their mothers asserting, “You are going to get raped,” talk
that constructs sexual assault as something that women “get done” to them, as opposed to an
agentive act that men perpetrate against them. In these perpetrator-absent constructions, sexual
assault is described as something that happens to a woman (“she got raped”) – as something that
a woman contracts (like an illness: “she got sick”) – rather than something that a man actively
perpetrates against her (“he raped her”). Hall (1994) has similarly argued that when the focus is
upon women instead of perpetrators, women become our concern and perpetrators effectively
disappear, positioning rape as an acquirable condition as opposed to an act perpetrated by one
person against another.
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We address the problem through the bodies of women … instead of addressing potential
victimizers. … As we circle around her wounded body to discuss “violence against
women,” she becomes the highly visible, prototypical victim and the rapist fades into thin
air. … The utter absence of the rapist and his actions … makes rape seem like something
a woman might catch if she is not careful (p. 8).
These perpetrator-absent constructions of sexual assault represent sexual assault in a
manner akin to preventable disease: unfortunate and agentless, but preventable with diligence.
Akin to the kind of preventable disease that is acquired through negligence or recklessness with
respect to one’s health, sexual assault is constructed as the foreseeable result of the carelessness
of she whose body it is “manifest” upon. Continuing with the disease analogy, but for a woman’s
failed responsibilities in terms of safeguarding her health (safety), she would not have “become”
diseased (sexually assaulted). Equally, like disease, perpetrators of sexual assault are thus
implicitly constructed as bad, but absent accountability. Preventable disease has no agency, it
merely strikes and spreads within she whose risky conduct has created a fertile environment for
it to take hold. Responsibilized instead are those women whose ostensible negligence or
recklessness is portrayed as having precipitated and facilitated its perpetuation.
Randall (2010) makes similar claims and argues that agentless constructions of this sort
are pervasive in talk about men’s perpetration of violence against women.
The stripping away of gendered human agency behind men’s violence against women,
and girls, is stunningly evident in popular discourse about the issue. … The language …
make[s] it appear as if the violence … were its own entity, a formless, genderless, nonhuman thing silently creeping upon female victims and randomly attacking them. Within
such a construction, violence against women is represented as an abstracted force existing
in its own right, independent of human agency, stripped of any intentionality – a free
floating entity that is like some kind of airborne disease threatening women the world
over (pp. 423-424).
Within these agentless discursive constructions, women “get raped” for displaying their
everyday agency akin to the way that people “get lung cancer” from smoking. Implicit in both
constructions is the notion that the “outcome” incurred (rape and lung cancer, respectively) is the
predictable “result” of irresponsible conduct (daft or deliberate non-preventative risk-taking) that
everybody knows “generates” these negative consequences. As such, akin to lung cancers that
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are caused by smoking, sexual assault is constructed as the unfortunate but foreseeable outcome
produced by she who dresses as she pleases or traverses the public sphere, alone, at night.
Likewise, akin to the agentless cancer cells that invade the lungs of those who smoke,
unacknowledged perpetrators – agentless vehicles of sexual assault activated into assaultive
action by women’s displays of everyday agency – invade the bodies of women who go about
their lives “as if they were free” (Griffin, 1971, p. 35).33 Just as the growth of cancer cells is not
yielded by the cells’ agency but occurs instead in response to tobacco intake, sexual assault is
similarly constructed in a manner akin to biological reaction – not as the product of perpetrators’
agency – but as a “natural(ized)” reaction to women’s apparel or whereabouts in time and/or
space.
It’s Not Just Semantics
Importantly, research indicates that in talk about violence in which agents are
unrepresented or absent, people perceive these unmentioned criminal agents (e.g., perpetrators of
sexual assault) as less responsible for the violence that they commit, and impute less harm and
“greater agent-like characteristics” to victims (Ehrlich, 2001, p. 40). In talk about violence in
which perpetrators are absent, victims are accorded more agency for the violence that is done and
are perceived to have experienced less harm as a result of it (p. 40; see also Parker & Mahlstedt,
2010, p. 149). The absence of the perpetrator in talk about sexual violence is not dismissible as
one that is “merely” grammatical or semantic in nature. Instead, as comparable discourse
analytic research shows, this kind of linguistic omission accomplishes something: positioning
women as (more or less) guilty of crimes that they did not commit (Mardorossian, 2014, p. 52).
Constructions of this sort are significant because, as Wowk (1984) notes, in terms of any
wrongdoing, “there is only a fixed amount of blame to be distributed. Therefore, the degree to
which one person is guilty or blameworthy, is the degree to which the other person(s) concerned
is (are) not guilty or blameworthy” (p. 78). Accordingly, the discursive imputation of some (or
all) blame to women who are sexually assaulted by men results in a lesser imputation of blame to
(or the impunity of) the men who perpetrate it against them.

33

Susan Griffin (1971) asserts that it is indeed “women who cause rape by being unchaste or in the wrong place at
the wrong time – in essence by behaving as if they were free” (p. 35).
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We Find Him Guilty (But Not Responsible)
Anderson and Doherty (2008) observe that talk of this sort about rape implicitly
constructs rape as wrong, and the rapist as guilty, “but, unlike the victim, not as responsible – he
appears as a subhuman figure, without agency, control and the power to reflect” (p. 82, emphasis
added). In this kind of agentless talk, perpetrators are implicitly constructed as mere vehicles of
the delivery of wrongs that women instead are responsible for engendering, because it is women
who have daftly or deliberately incited them. This idea of perpetrators as “guilty but not
responsible” cannot be overstated, since it is one that I will (continue to) demonstrate is
pervasive in talk about sexual assault (importantly, even in talk in which perpetrators are
featured).
Men are Bio-Bots
I contend that talk of this sort (where women are depicted as daftly or deliberately
engendering [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them]) constitutes the second of the
two morality and/or intellect-adjudicating interpretative repertoire that I identify in this work. It
also represents the sixth of the seven repertoires that I read from speakers talk. I refer to this
“lexicon or register of terms and metaphors drawn upon to characterize and evaluate actions and
events” (Edley, 2001, p. 198) as the men are bio-bots repertoire. This title stems from my
contention that talk of this sort implies that men are, in essence, robotic conduits of sexual
violence that are mechanistically prompted into assaultive action by virtue of women’s conduct.
This repertoire is necessarily premised upon the assumption that men are hardwired to sexually
assault women and triggered into action by women’s (perceived) expressions of sexuality and/or
vulnerability, and that only women (not men) have control over this process. So it goes, women
(not men) must therefore modify their conduct in order to avoid becoming victims of men’s
automatically – indeed autonomically – assaultive response. Deployment of this repertoire is
signalled in talk about sexual assault in which it is constructed as something that women
precipitate by engaging in conduct represented as that which they knew (deliberately) or should
have known (daftly) would result in [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them]. For a
summary of the men are bio-bots repertoire, see Table 6 on page 142.
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Table 6. The Men are Bio-Bots Interpretative Repertoire
Interpretative
Repertoire

MEN ARE BIO-BOTS

Type of Repertoire Morality and/or intellect-adjudicating repertoire
Assumptions About This interpretative repertoire is first and foremost premised upon the
Men
assumption that men who perpetrate sexual assault against women are

operating mechanistically as mere conduits for the sexual assaults that
women’s conduct calls forth.
Assumptions About Premised upon the assumption that, by virtue of their conduct, women
Women and Men
lead men to sexually assault them, this interpretative repertoire involves
talk about sexual assault in which women’s conduct is implicitly set out
as engendering men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them.
Assumptions About Sexually assaulted women, whose ostensibly sexual assaultWomen Sexually
precipitating conduct is signalled in talk about them are implicitly
Assaulted by Men
constructed as engaging in conduct that they knew or should have

known would lead men to perpetrate sexual assault against them.
Women’s Sexual
Assault AvoidanceOriented Tasks

Because men are (most often implicitly) constructed as merely doing
what everybody knows “gets done to” women who engage in certain
conduct, women are charged with ensuring that they do not engage in
said conduct.

Deployment
Signalled in Talk
About…

Deployment of this repertoire is signalled in talk about sexual assault in
which women’s morality and/or intellect are implicitly rendered
questionable. For example, where a woman is described as having
“brought it upon herself,” or where sexual assault is described as a
“crime of opportunity” or a “situation” that a woman “puts herself” in.

First Introduced

This interpretative repertoire is first introduced in Chapter 4 – Talk About
Women: Getting Themselves Raped (pp. 140-143).

Speakers Who
Deploy This
Repertoire

Sheena (p. 133), Alison (p. 135), Jackie (p. 158, 186), Darren (p. 166),
Shirley (p. 176), Gail (p. 177), Rose (p. 181, 188), Sharlene (p. 187),
Alison (p. 211).
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Again, while conduct-governing repertoires (men lack sexual self-control, men do not
understand refusal, men abuse vulnerability, and he raped her, but she…) encompass the types
or specific displays of women’s everyday agency that are described as precipitative of men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them, the men are bio-bots (and the men are genie savants)
repertoire(s), when combined with these conduct-governing repertoires, contribute a discursive
layer of implicit or explicit moral and/or intellectual adjudication of women who display
everyday agency and are (or “will be”) sexually assaulted.
Importantly, talk reflected in this men are bio-bots repertoire frames sexual assault as the
commonsense product of women’s exercise of everyday agency, and thereby emphasizes the
questionability of women’s morality and/or intellect in displaying it. Unlike the men are genie
savants repertoire, however, in which women’s conduct is explicitly adjudicated (e.g., as an
invitation of sexual violence signalled by speakers’ phrasing such as “she was asking for it”), this
repertoire is signalled by talk about sexual assault that more often than not implicitly positions
women’s intellect or/and or motives as questionable. In this part of the chapter for example, the
reported talk of Sheena and Alison’s mothers espousing of rhetorical questions such as, “Why do
you dress like that?” and “Why would you walk home from the train station?” accomplish just
this. These rhetorical devices implicitly, but effectively, put into question Sheena’s and Alison’s
intellect and/or motive for dressing a certain way and for walking alone at night, respectively,
suggesting that they did so deliberately (to “get themselves raped”) and/or daftly (foolishly
failing to recognize what everybody else knows: that doing so will “get them raped”).
These rhetorical questions operate in much the same way that deployment of the idiom
“asking for it” does. The implication that a woman deliberately engages in conduct known to
“precipitate” [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against her] is comparable to the implication
that a woman was literally (read: deliberately) “asking for it.” Likewise, the implication that a
woman daftly engages in conduct that everybody else knows “precipitates” [men’s perpetration
of] sexual assault [against her] is comparable to the implication that, by engaging in conduct
known to “precipitate” [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against her], a woman might as
well have been, or was figuratively “asking for it.” Importantly, however, deployment of the men
are bio-bots repertoire involves talk in which these moral/intellectual implications are unstated
and implied (e.g., “What did she expect would happen?”), whereas deployment of the men are
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genie savants repertoire involves talk in which these moral/intellectual implications are expressly
stated (e.g.,“she brought it on herself”).
In sum, responsibilizing women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them
holds women accountable for their conduct as well as for men’s, and therefore allows men to
sexually assault women with impunity. Constructing sexual assault as the inevitable “product” of
women’s exercise of everyday agency not only asks women to avoid men’s perpetration of
sexual assault by circumscribing their freedoms, but also ensures that our conduct, as opposed to
men’s, remains the focus of evaluative critique. A focus that interrogates and responsibilizes
women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against us facilitates the obfuscation of
perpetrators and their responsibility for the sexualized assaults that they perpetrate thereby
allowing them to discursively and effectively, disappear. In short, I contend that in talk about
sexual assault, any talk about women’s conduct in which responsibility is being assigned is too
much, since it needlessly detracts from the necessary focus upon the exclusive and solely causal
agents of sexual violence: those who perpetrate it.
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Chapter 5 – Talk About Men: Guilty, But Not Responsible
In this chapter, I examine how speakers construct perpetrators (or not) in their talk. This
chapter consists of two parts. In the first part, I take up two speakers’ descriptions of sexual
assault. More specifically, one participant describes how he would better represent sexual assault
if he were advising entertainment media producers, and the other describes a sexual assault that
he became privy to while on a ride along with police. In the second part of the chapter, I examine
four participants’ talk about how perpetrators might see themselves and the sexual assaults that
they perpetrate. All construct perpetrators as minimizing, justifying, or denying the sexual
assaults that they perpetrate against women. I take up further examples of talk from secondary
data to demonstrate that participants, rapists, and criminal court judges all appear to draw from
the same discursive resources when responsibilizing women for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them. It is in the second part of this chapter that I introduce the seventh and
final interpretative repertoire that I read in participants’ talk, the conduct-governing repertoire,
men view some women as unrapeable.
Part One: Talk About Sexual Assault
Ethan
Given his work in a field that responds specifically to sexual assault, I asked Ethan to
imagine serving as an expert consultant about sexual assault for entertainment media producers.
In the talk reproduced below, Ethan is responding to my question about what he would tell
producers with respect to how “to better handle how sexual assault is represented.”
Ethan
Make it more mundane. Make it more real life. Take it to the, to the bars. Take it
to the low level stuff. Um, put Joe Normal in there. And Joe Normal gets drunk.
And Joe Normal gets horny. And then you put Mary Jane in there who’s normal,
educated, intelligent younger girl. Gets drunk. Maybe gets a little horny and
maybe doesn’t say no strong enough, or doesn’t give the right messaging, or the
messaging is confused, or doesn’t leave with a friend.
Ethan sets out this more mundane representation at the bar as one involving two “normal”
people whose normalcy he signals both indirectly and directly (Joe Normal, and “Mary Jane …
who’s normal,” respectively). Ethan depicts the intoxication and arousal of both the perpetrator
and the victim of the sexual assault, and significantly, neither party’s intoxication and/or arousal
is set out to responsibilize the victim (as speakers’ talk in earlier analyses does) and/or to excuse
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the perpetrator for the sexual assault that he perpetrates.34 Importantly, Ethan (at first) depicts the
victim, Mary Jane, in positive terms, by describing her as smart, if young. These are terms that
differentiate this representation of the woman whom the man sexually assaults, from, for
example, earlier ones in which women are constructed as “asking for it” or as foolish for
displaying similar forms of everyday agency that “everyone knows” will “result” in men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them. Though Ethan’s description of Mary Jane is initially
positive, the majority of the discursive space in his construction of this “more real life”
representation of sexual assault is nevertheless occupied by his description of Mary Jane’s
failings, a description that, in toto, responsibilizes her for the sexual assault that Joe perpetrates
against her.
Ethan constructs Mary Jane as offering a weak no, or giving wrong or unclear messaging,
or failing to leave with a friend, a construction that implies that had Mary Jane offered a strong
(enough) no, or offered “right” or clear(er) messaging, or had she left with a friend, Joe would
not have sexually assaulted her. According to Ethan’s construction of sexual assault, but for a
number of things that Mary Jane could have done better or differently, Joe Normal would not
have sexually assaulted her. In short, in the more mundane, low level, realistic depiction of
sexual assault that Ethan formulates here, Joe’s perpetration of sexual assault against Mary Jane
was brought about by her conduct, not his.
In his construction of Mary Jane’s failure to leave with a friend, Ethan deploys the men
abuse vulnerability repertoire, where Mary Jane’s vulnerability (without the company of a friend,
lacking “strength in numbers”) is set out as (at least part of) the reason why Joe Normal sexually
assaults her. Ethan also describes Mary Jane as possibly not giving “the right messaging” or as
offering messaging that “is confused,” talk that is readable as a description of “mixed
messaging” and/or as a formulation of unclear communication. Ethan’s constructions therefore
evince the men lack sexual self-control and men do not understand refusal repertoires. By
troubling Mary Jane’s messaging as sexually misleading and/or as wrong or confused, Ethan
constructs Mary Jane’s communication as the problem and/or catalyst for Joe’s perpetration of

34

Studies repeatedly show that intoxicated women are attributed more responsibility for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them than are sober women, while intoxicated men who sexually assault women are attributed less
responsibility than are their sober counterparts (see Norris [2011, p. 369] and Randall [2010, p. 413], for example,
for discussion about alcohol, attributions of responsibility, and gender with respect to sexual assault).
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sexual assault against her. This is, for example, as opposed to what Ethan could have said, but
did not.
Ethan could have troubled Joe’s conduct, for example, by constructing an account of
sexual assault that responsibilizes Joe for failing to “keep his zipper and his pants up”
(something that Ethan describes men as capable of doing earlier in the interview and as noted in
chapter four), and/or for failing to check in with Mary Jane in terms of the messages that he
thought she was sending (e.g., in which he affirmed her consent). These are the legal standards
for consent under Canadian criminal law that Ethan, given his expertise, should be familiar with
and might have drawn upon (for more on these standards, see Gotell, 2009 and 2010). Ethan
might have described a more realistic depiction of sexual assault as one that interrogated Joe’s
putative inability to understand Mary Jane’s “no” (even if she only weakly asserted it), how Joe’s
trouble comprehending Mary Jane’s less than equivocal messaging could be so extensive and
enduring as to result in his perpetration of sexual assault against her, and/or how Joe Normal was
able to contain his drunken arousal only until Mary Jane’s friend left. Ethan could have said
these things, but did not.
Turning to his construction of Mary Jane’s failings, Ethan makes at least two
assumptions apparent. First, Ethan’s description of Mary Jane’s ineffectual refusal rests upon the
assumption that there exists a “no” strong enough for Joe to have heard and respected, but that
Mary Jane simply did not assert it. Likewise, Ethan’s description of Mary Jane’s wrong or
confused messaging trades in the assumption that there is indeed a right or less confused way to
have communicated with Joe that he would have recognized and responded to, communication
that Mary Jane simply did not engage in. This kind of assumption makes clear that a focus on
Mary Jane’s failings retains the focus on how she, not he, could have done differently, and
presumes that it was therefore her fault, and not Joe’s, that he perpetrated a sexual assault against
her.
The second assumption flows from the first: Ethan’s description of this more mundane,
more real-life representation of sexual assault is intelligible only because of a cultural climate in
which sexual assault is formulated as the individualized responsibility of “young girl[s]” like
Mary Jane to keep from happening. In the absence of these assumptions, of course, Ethan’s
description of Mary Jane’s failings and Joe Normal’s “consequential” perpetration of sexual
assault against her would make little sense. Instead, however, Ethan’s description is intelligible
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because it is built upon the culturally supported notion that men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against women is women’s responsibility to keep from happening, and that when men do
perpetrate sexual assault against women, it is because women have failed to fulfil these
responsibilities. The neoliberal undertones of these assumptions are obvious, and notably, serve
as the foundation of Ethan’s construction of how sexual assault should more realistically be
represented.
Significantly, it is in talk such as Ethan’s that perpetrators of sexual assault effectively
“disappear” (Randall, 2010). While Ethan’s account begins with a similar focus upon both Joe
Normal and Mary Jane, the discursive focus soon shifts to become one exclusively concerned
with Mary Jane and her failings. With this focus upon Mary Jane and her conduct, “disappeared”
or obscured from consideration is Joe Normal and his conduct: his perpetration of sexual assault
against Mary Jane. As opposed to talk about her, for example, what Ethan could have but did not
describe was Joe’s unwillingness to hear Mary Jane’s refusal, or Joe’s failure to seek or clarify
the degree and nature of Mary Jane’s interest in him, or Joe’s isolation of Mary Jane from others
or the acts that he perpetrated against her once she was alone in his company. In short, Joe
Normal’s disappearance is facilitated not just by a focus upon Mary Jane and her activity, but
also by failing to account for and problematize his.
Jonathan
In the talk reproduced below, Jonathan describes what he earlier refers to as an “incident”
that he became privy to as part of a ride along that he did with the local police service during the
summer before our interview took place.
Jonathan
More or less, uh, a girl got in, a girl got raped. And she was like, it was at-she was
at a party. And she was like-they were drunk and asleep in the same bed together.
And uh, she,
Kiara
And you're furrowing your brows, how come?
Jonathan
Well, I mean, ha-you're gonna be dumb enough to sleep in the same bed with this
guy, when he's made moves at you before?
Kiara
Right. So that's what's-that's what happened. Was that he had
Jonathan
I mean, I feel sorry for her. Yeah. Pretty much.
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Kiara
he had put moves.
Jonathan
And she told her-him, 'Cut it. Quit it out. Go, get lost.' Anyway. Didn't. Then she
fell asleep, and whatever.
In his description of the sexual assault, the person whose conduct Jonathan depicts as
objectionable is not the “guy” who perpetrated the sexual assault, but the girl against whom he
perpetrated it, since it is her behaviour, not his, that Jonathan formulates as problematic.
Significantly, while Jonathan describes both the girl and the guy as intoxicated, unconscious, and
simultaneously occupying a bed, Jonathan sets out the latter as foolish only on the part of the girl
ostensibly because “he’s made moves at [her] before.” Accordingly, it is the girl, because of
where she slept and because of the guy’s previous conduct towards her, and not the guy, whom
Jonathan depicts as questionable.
Jonathan’s construction of the girl as “dumb enough” to have occupied a bed with
someone who would later rape her, as I have likewise stated earlier, is only intelligible within a
cultural context in which women are positioned as responsible both for avoiding men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them and for being sexually assaulted by men if they failed
in this avoidance. Jonathan’s responsibilization of the girl is facilitated by his deployment of the
men lack sexual self-control repertoire, which is signalled by his talk about the girl being “dumb
enough to sleep in the same bed with this guy” who had previously “made moves” on her before.
As I have noted earlier, this repertoire is premised upon the assumption that perceived
expressions of women’s sexuality (e.g., being in the same bed with a man, even after expressing
clear refusal and then sleeping) are the sparks to perpetrators’ inextinguishable sexual flame.
This repertoire is premised upon the assumption that men are absent self-control once sexually
aroused, and thus, that women must regulate the potentially assaultive expression of men’s
sexuality by regulating expressions of their own. This discursive framework helps establish the
comprehensibility of an account like Jonathan’s in which the victim of a sexual assault is
maligned, as opposed to, for example, the guy who perpetrates it against her.
Importantly, this responsibilization of the girl for the sexual assault that the guy
perpetrates against her rests upon at least three related, tacit assumptions. First, it must be
assumed that the girls whom guys perceive have sexually aroused and misled them (e.g., by
sleeping in the same bed as them without wanting to have sex with them) will be raped by them
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(especially if these guys have made moves on them before). Second, it must be assumed that
girls know or should know that guys who perceive that they have been misled will rape girls
whom they think have misled them. Third, and specific to the scenario that Jonathan describes, it
must be assumed that the girl knew that falling asleep in a bed at some point also occupied by a
guy to whom she had explicitly and repeatedly expressed her refusal is perceived as sexually
misleading, that she knew that doing so would lead him to rape her, and that knowing this, she
nevertheless chose to mislead him.
I wish to make clear that by systematically setting out these implicit assumptions, I am
trying to render stark the cultural framework that supports Jonathan’s construction as one that,
prima facie, seems to makes “sense.” It is a framework in which responsibilizing women for
men’s perpetration of rape against them is so commonplace that the problematic series of
assumptions that inform it become inapparent and are thus taken for granted. One of my aims is
that my analyses will help make obvious the checklist of ridiculous suppositions that supports the
responsibilization of women in these ways so that these assumptions might be more often
interrogated, challenged, and ultimately dismantled.
On the whole, I contend that Jonathan’s talk therefore involves a fascinating deployment
of the men are genie savants, men lack sexual self-control, and the men do not understand
refusal repertoires in his account of this sexual assault. He deploys the men are genie savants
repertoire in his construction of an image of a male (perpetrator) who, despite the woman’s
explicit expressions of refusal, inferred from her a sexual “green light” by virtue of where she
slept (e.g., Jonathan positions the perpetrator as knowing better than the girl herself what she
wanted). By pointing to where she slept, Jonathan also draws from the men lack sexual selfcontrol repertoire in that he sexualizes the woman’s location in the bed to construct her as
sexually misleading, which he formulates as at least part of the reason why the guy sexually
assaulted her. Finally, Jonathan also deploys the men do not understand refusal repertoire in that
he sets out the girl’s conduct as conflicting, suggesting that the man had trouble understanding
her clear and direct expressions of refusal because of where she slept. Although he describes a
[guy’s perpetration of] sexual assault that took place (“a girl got raped”), and even expresses pity
for the girl whom a guy raped (“I mean, I feel sorry for her”), Jonathan minimizes it by
positioning the guy as understandably, and thus, justifiably misreading the situation that led him
to perpetrate it.
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It also is important to highlight that Jonathan could have constructed a number of
alternative versions of the events, but he did not.35 Jonathan might have constructed an account
in which the person whose behaviour is set out as problematic is that of a guy who persists with
sexualized conduct despite a girl’s disinterest in the “moves” that he has made on/at her before
and despite her clearly expressed non-consent to (still) further sexualized conduct. His
description of the sexual assault might have taken up the guy’s decision to get into a bed with an
intoxicated, maybe unconscious girl who has repeatedly demonstrated no interest in him.
Likewise, his talk might have focused instead upon describing the sexual assault as the product
of the guy’s persistent pursuit of an uninterested girl, his repeated disregard of her wishes, and
his predatory assault of her while she was intoxicated, and possibly unconscious.
Instead, Jonathan’s discursive focus upon the activities of the girl that he describes
facilitates both her responsibilization for the sexual assault that the guy perpetrates against her as
well as the perpetrator’s disappearance in several ways. First, Jonathan describes the sexual
assault that the guy perpetrates against her in agentless terms: “a girl got raped.” As I described
in chapter four, the agent who perpetrates the sexual assault is neither referenced nor named.
Instead, Jonathan only passively describes the perpetrator (e.g., “they were drunk and asleep,”
“in the same bed with this guy,” emphasis added), if he alludes to the perpetrator at all (e.g., “a
girl got raped,” “Anyway. Didn’t.”).
Second, Jonathan’s talk facilitates the perpetrator’s disappearance by virtue of his
problematization of the girl’s conduct rather than the perpetrator’s. Jonathan’s construction
positions the girl’s conduct as far more problematic than the perpetrator’s, since Jonathan
describes her negatively (as “dumb”), while failing to describe the perpetrator and/or his
behaviour at all. Jonathan’s talk about sexual assault is entirely absent problematization of the
perpetrator’s active disregard of the girl’s clearly stated non-consent and his perpetration of
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Again, this idea resonates with the notion of “construction” that is integral to discourse analysis, the way in which
the “metaphor of construction highlights the notions of assembly and manufacture, emphasising that any description
of events, activities or people could have been otherwise” (Anderson & Doherty, 2008, p. 56). Anderson and
Doherty (2008) cite Potter who contends that nothing is pre-scripted, but is instead “constituted, brought into being,
in one way or another as people talk it, write it, argue it” (cited in Anderson & Doherty, 2008, p. 56). In short,
discursive constructions of sexual assault are not predetermined. While the versions of sexual assault constructed by
speakers tend to involve deployment of the same discursive resources (e.g., the interpretative repertoires that I have
identified throughout this work), I contend that formulating these sorts of non-dominant versions – those which
could have been said, but were not – represents an integral part of challenging rape culture.
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sexualized violence against her nevertheless. Jonathan’s talk facilitates the disappearance of the
perpetrator not just by focusing upon the victim’s conduct, but also by failing to scrutinize his.
Jonathan’s construction of events facilitates the disappearance of a perpetrator in a third
way. By failing to specify and name rape in talk relating to the perpetrator, he thereby creates
further discursive distance between the perpetrator and the rape that he perpetrated. Jonathan
names sexual violence “rape” when constructed in relation to “the girl”: he states that “a girl got
raped”; but, he does not call this “rape” a “rape” or a “sexual assault,” nor does he name it sexual
violence at all, when described in relation to the perpetrator. Instead, Jonathan only passively
describes the guy’s perpetration of sexual assault in terms of his failure to listen to the girl’s
refusals: “And she told him, ‘Cut it. Quit it out. Go, get lost.’ Anyway. Didn’t.” (emphasis
added). Jonathan describes a girl who “gets” raped, but not a perpetrator who perpetrates the
rape; in Jonathan’s account, the guy’s perpetration of sexual assault is only barely described.
Importantly, “Anyway. Didn’t.” yields a much more modulated construction of sexual assault
and of he who perpetrates it than might a description such as, “But he raped her anyway” – a
description in which both the perpetrator (“he”) and the assault (“rape”) are named.
Conclusions
Context-Based Assessments: Lessening Victims’ Innocence and Perpetrators’ Guilt
Ethan and Jonathan’s talk makes clear that whenever women’s non-consent is rendered a
non-issue, context-based assessments of sexual assault that scrutinize women’s everyday agency
obfuscate the obvious – “the fact that a victim cannot be more or less innocent of a crime she did
not commit” (Mardorossian, 2014, p. 52). In both of these situations – scenarios that each
speaker himself describes as a sexual assault – the wrongness of the assault is discursively
tempered by indeed constructing the victim as less innocent of this crime that she did not
commit.
These kinds of victim-focused, perpetrator-obscured accounts of events acknowledged as
sexual assaults are not unique to speakers like Ethan and Jonathan. The February 2011
sentencing of a rapist in Manitoba involved a judge advancing similar victim-focused
justifications of a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against a woman. During sentencing,
“Justice” Robert Dewar described the victim as braless, in a tube top and high heels, wearing
plenty of makeup, who “made it publicly known that [she] wanted to party” and the perpetrator
as “a clumsy Don Juan” (Griffiths, 2015; Judge’s sex-assault comments wrong, 2011; McIntyre,
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2011; Ryan, 2011). Dewar stated that “I’m sure whatever signals were sent that sex was in the air
were unintentional” (McIntyre, 2011, para. 15), reporting that this case was “different … than
one where there is no perceived invitation” (para. 14). Dewar stated that the rapist, Kenneth
Rhodes, was not armed and did not threaten the woman, and was instead “simply ‘insensitive to
the fact (she) was not a willing participant’”36 (para. 18), declaring the case one of
“misunderstood signals and inconsiderate behaviour” (para. 14).37 Evident in the judge’s talk is a
similar focus upon scrutinizing the woman’s conduct and a failure to scrutinize Rhodes’s – an
observable focus upon the woman’s display of “bad” agency that is actually and instead set out
to legitimate an assaultive display of Rhodes’s.
Like Jonathan, Dewar too deploys the men are genie savants, men lack sexual selfcontrol and men do not understand refusal repertoires. By framing the woman’s attire and
activity as a “perceived invitation,” Dewar positions the rapist as a genie savant knowledgeable
about women’s extension of sexual invitation, thereby able to grant her the wish that her clothing
and conduct ostensibly welcomed him to perpetrate.38 Dewar deploys the men lack sexual selfcontrol repertoire in his sexualization of the woman’s attire and activity, which he sets out as (at
least part of) the reason why the rapist sexually assaulted her. He does this by constructing the
woman as naively (or “unintentionally”) filling the air with sex, something that he formulates as
grounds for what Dewar implies was the stumbling romanticism displayed by the “clumsy Don
Juan.” But for the woman’s (unintentional) oozing of sex, Rhodes would not have bumbled his
way into raping her. Finally, in his description of “Juan’s” perpetration of the assault as the
product of “misunderstood signals” and Rhodes as “insensitive” to the woman’s unwilling
participation in her rape, Dewar draws upon the men do not understand refusal repertoire, where
Rhodes’ unilateral imposition of his sexualized will against a woman is reframed as an
indifferent misinterpretation.

36

Rhodes was sentenced to a two-year term to be served in the community, and was ordered to write the woman a
letter of apology, which Ryan (2011) sardonically notes is just “like how your dad made you write an apology letter
to your grandma when you accidentally broke her window with an errant baseball” (para. 7).
37
After a complaint was filed with the Canadian Judicial Council, Dewar was required to meet with a gender
equality expert. He faced no further sanctions, and has “resumed his judicial duties, including presiding over cases
involving sexual assault” (Griffiths, 2015, p. 51).
38
About Dewar’s comments, Polizzi (2013) caustically observes, “[o]bviously she wanted it otherwise why leave
the house in anything but sweatpants and sneakers, right?” (para. 5). For the other genie savants and genie savant
apologists, Law professor Karen Busby clarifies, “Every Friday and Saturday nights, there are lots of women who
will dress to go out and to party and they’re going to have alcohol, but when they do that they’re not saying, ‘oh, and
please rape me’” (Judge’s sex assault comments wrong, 2011, para. 15).
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Bad Agency, Neoliberal Style
As I observed earlier, the diminishment of each victim’s innocence is made possible by a
neoliberal cultural framework in which women are responsibilized both for avoiding and for
failing to avoid men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. This discursive
responsibilization process is represented in speakers’ talk about exercises of what Stringer (2014)
referred to as “bad” or victim-precipitating agency, and what I refer to as displays of women’s
everyday agency. For example, Ethan’s talk about Mary Jane positions her everyday agency as a
risk-laden flouting of sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules that ultimately precipitates the
sexual assault that Joe Normal perpetrates against her. Mary Jane’s not-strong-enough “no” or
her wrong or confused messaging violates rules dictating that women be clear and direct (“no
means no!”) in their verbal and non-verbal messaging to men. Her failure to leave with a friend
breaches sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules prescribing that women do not go out alone or
find themselves alone, particularly when drinking, in sum, to manage the foreseeable risks that
men will sexually assault them if they do. Likewise, the girl in Jonathan’s telling is “dumb
enough” to precipitate the assault that the guy perpetrates against her by being unconscious in the
same bed with him after explicitly refusing his advances. Within this neoliberal context – a
context that saturates39 both speakers’ accounts – Ethan’s hypothetical Mary Jane and the rape
victim in Jonathan’s account are positioned as having only themselves to blame for the assaults
that men perpetrate against them.
Implications
No Means No…Except When It’s a Weak No, or She Falls Asleep
I want to draw particular attention to the noted expressions of women’s refusal in both
speakers’ accounts. Recall that women have been counselled to more clearly and unequivocally
express their refusal to men in order to help men not sexually assault them, based upon the
assumption that men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is the product of men’s
misunderstanding and misreading of women’s otherwise unclear messaging (Kitzinger & Frith,
1999; O’Byrne et al., 2006, 2008). Notably, the women that both speakers construct have
expressed their refusal: Ethan describes Mary Jane's (weak) “no,” and Jonathan describes a girl
who has told the guy to cut it out, quit it, and to get lost. Significantly, however, both speakers’
talk suggests that even when a woman plainly expresses non-consent – even when her “no means
39

I borrow this phrasing of neoliberalism “saturating” the accounts of speakers from Anderson and Doherty (2008).
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no” – she can still be responsibilized for the sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her if
her no can be described as weak or if her unequivocal assertions to cut it out, to quit it, and to get
lost are apparently muted or eclipsed by where she sleeps.
Context-Based Assessments Transform Negatives into Affirmatives
Accordingly, I contend that both Ethan’s account about how to better handle
representations of sexual assault and Jonathan’s description of the sexual assault that he became
privy to on his ride along constitute context-based assessments of sexual assault. Both speakers’
descriptions not only render women’s non-consent a non-issue, but both actively discount it. In
so doing, I maintain that Jonathan’s talk, in particular, demonstrates patterns akin to what Ehrlich
(2001) notes constitutes the discursive transformation of women’s “direct negatives” into
“indirect affirmatives.” Here, by virtue of a context-based assessment of the sexual assault that
he tells me about, Jonathan assesses the event not in terms of the woman’s (explicitly expressed)
non-consent, but instead in terms of contexts such as where she slept. With this kind of context
as the discursive focus, the woman’s clear and explicit refusals (direct negatives) are virtually
converted into what Jonathan essentially works up as passive consent (an indirect affirmative),
something that she is “dumb enough” to ostensibly communicate by falling asleep in a bed where
someone whose advances she has explicitly refused later rapes her. In short, while both Ethan
and Jonathan name the sexual assaults in question as assaults, both speakers do so by depicting
the perpetrators as guilty, but not responsible for them.
In the second half of this chapter, I demonstrate how speakers use context-based
assessments to facilitate a similar “disappearance act” of perpetrators – even when perpetrators
themselves are the topic under discussion. I show how, in the assembly of context-based
assessments, deployment of interpretative repertoires are key to the exoneration of men and the
incrimination of women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.
Part Two: Talk About How Perpetrators Might See Themselves
Jackie
In the dialogue reproduced below, Jackie is responding to my question about whether or
not she thinks that “20-year-old college boys” that perpetrate sexual assault would consider
themselves “predators.”
Jackie
I don’t think a lot of them do.
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Kiara
No.
Jackie
To be honest. I mean your real sorta organized Ted Bundy serial killer almost
prides himself. That sociopath, that they know what they’re doing and they pride
themselves on it. But again, that’s a small minority. Whereas a 20-year-old
college guy, and I’ve seen that at interviews with guys in that age range, are guys
in general out with some 14-year-old girl who met them online, who said she
wanted to go for drinks, who agreed to go to a hotel room. And just kinda like
‘Ehh.’
Kiara
So are they sh-surprised?
Jackie
You know, ‘She’s a dirty girl, she deserved what she got.’ Basically. It’s like,
‘Ooo!’
Kiara
So do you, do they do they know what they did was wrong but they’re surprised
to be called out on it?
Jackie
I think so. I think they know. Yeah. I think they know it’s wrong, and yet they
justify it. You know.
Kiara
So would never call themselves ‘rapists.’
Jackie
No. It’s ‘Well, she got what she was looking for. What did she expect?’ That kind
of mentality. Which, I mean most of us, I can’t understand as a mother or a, a
woman right? It’s like well, no means no. I don’t care if she did five lines of coke
with you,
Kiara
Absolutely.
Jackie
if she said ‘No’ she, she wanted to do
Kiara
Yeah, and she went all the way but here.
Jackie
she wanted to do the coke, but she didn’t, she wanted to kiss you, but she didn’t
want to do that. I think as a woman you understand that.
Kiara
Yeah. That you’re buck naked,
Jackie
What it is.
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Kiara
and you’ve said yes to all of this. But, no right here means no!
Jackie
But then you’ve changed your mind! Exactly! And I understand that. And at the
same time, I’m, I’m not saying I understand or I condone their thoughts, but that’s
very, I think, still quite entrenched in our society. That, well, if you’re really
drunk, and you’re dressed a certain way, and you agree to come to a hotel room,
Kiara
Then you mean ‘yes’ all the way through.
Jackie
Ehh-yeah you’re kinda, ‘yes, yes.’ Everything’s saying to the guy even though
they’re not literally saying yes. In their mind they’re reading that as ‘yes, yes,
yes.’
In the talk reproduced above, Jackie describes why she does not think that “a lot of” the
perpetrators that I have asked about would consider themselves predators. She constructs a
contrast between a “serial killer … sociopath” and the “20-year-old college guy.” Jackie invokes
a notorious rapist and serial killer to exemplify the former, stating that “sociopath[s]” of this sort
“know what they’re doing and they pride themselves on it.” Jackie qualifies, however, that they
constitute “a small minority.” Conversely, she points to her experience in terms of what she next
says and sets out the 20-year-old college guys in very different and – when juxtaposed with a
serial murderer and rapist – comparably benign terms. Jackie describes these perpetrators of
sexual assault as “guys in general out with ‘some 14-year-old girl who met them online, who
said she wanted to go for drinks, who agreed to go to a hotel room.’”
Jackie’s talk about 20-year-old college guys and how they would describe their victims
is noteworthy in that it undermines cultural narratives about the dangers faced by pre/teen girls
exploring cyberspace and reverses traditional gender patterns with respect to sexual pursuit. The
ostensible dangers of cyberspace traffic in anecdotes about impressionable young girls (and
boys) naively navigating their way through online spaces that are, unbeknownst to them,
populated in part by child predators lurking in wait for the most vulnerable among them.
Significantly, this man-as-predator and girl-as-prey cultural narrative is undermined when the
14-year-old girl is positioned as the initiator, as is the case in Jackie’s talk about how these
college guys describe their victims. In Jackie’s account, they describe the girl as the one who
(presumably selects and then) meets them online, and she is the one “who said she wanted to go
for drinks.” This description positions the girl as having pursued the guys, and constructs her as
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the instigator of both meeting up and of going for drinks – activities that reverse traditional
gender patterns with respect to (sexualized) pursuit. This construction gets at the notion that
sexually provocative women (or girls) who do not observe the dictates of “socially required
femininity” are dangerous (Anderson & Doherty, 2008) vamps who provoke men with immodest
sexuality (Benedict, 1992, p. 18). By describing the girl as “agree[ing] to go to a hotel room,”
Jackie constructs the hotel room as the guys’ idea, albeit an idea that the girl is described as in
agreement with.
Significantly, this girl-as-initiator description locates the girl in the proverbial driver’s
seat and depicts the guys as mere passengers along for the ride, guys who have simply responded
to the let’s-meet-and-let’s-drink lead of the (14-year-old) girl. Even the described progression
from meeting, to socializing/drinking, to hotel room helps formulate the guys’ invitation to go to
a hotel room as one that is inspired by the meeting and drinking events that precede it (again,
events initiated by the girl). Jackie describes these guys as thinking that their (14-year-old)
victim is “‘a dirty girl’” who “‘deserved what she got.’” This reported construction of the 14year-old victim as a drinking and sexually provocative “dirty girl” represents deployment of the
men abuse vulnerability and the men lack sexual-self control repertoires. In short, Jackie
describes these college guys as perpetrators who construct their young victims as the initiators of
sexual pursuit, and in so doing, set out the young women that they sexually assault as only
getting what they deserve. This is a construction that, in effect, justifies their perpetration of
sexual assault against her.
In response to my question about whether or not she thinks that these guys know what
they did was wrong, Jackie says that she thinks they do, “and yet they justify it” in terms of a
“‘she got what she was looking for’” and “‘[w]hat did she expect?’ … kind of mentality.’” Here,
Jackie’s use of the rhetorical question, “what did she expect?” signals deployment of the men are
bio-bots repertoire, an, as noted, recurrent theme in speakers’ talk in which men’s perpetration of
sexual assault against women is constructed as an obvious and expected consequence produced
by women’s exercise of everyday agency. Since everybody knows that girls who drink and go to
hotel rooms with men “get” sexually assaulted [by them], men are positioned as mere vehicles of
the sexual assault outcome that is automatically, and foreseeably, produced by women’s conduct.
The rhetorical question, “[w]hat did she expect?” accomplishes more. The notion that
girls who drink and go to hotel rooms with men will obviously “get” sexually assaulted [by
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them] implicitly constructs girls who do this as doing so either deliberately or daftly. This
construction calls into question girls’ character (their morality and/or intelligence are rendered
dubious), as opposed to the character of the men who choose to assault them. As a whole,
deployment of these three repertoires concomitantly depict guys as guilty but not responsible for
the sexual assaults that they perpetrate against a 14-year-old girl, and position her instead as
responsible for engendering what is constructed as the foreseeable and inevitable sexual assault
“outcome” of her conduct, not theirs.
Significantly, Jackie constructs her understanding of these matters in gendered terms.
Jackie states that “she can’t understand as a mother, or a, a woman” the “kind of mentality” that
holds that an alcohol-consuming (14-year-old) girl who goes to a hotel room with a guy who
sexually assaults her, “got what she was looking for.” In so doing, she anchors her inability to
understand this kind of mentality in her femaleness. She likewise constructs sexual refusal in
gendered terms as well. Jackie states, “‘No means no. I don’t care if she did five lines of coke
with you … she wanted to do the coke … she wanted to kiss you, but she didn’t want to do that.’
I think as a woman you understand that.” Here, Jackie positions the withdrawal of consent after
engaging in consensual activity as something that as women, we understand.
Importantly, this ostensibly female understanding differs from the (mis)understanding of
“the guy” who reads a woman’s pre-assault engagement in consensual activity as “‘yes, yes,
yes,’” an understanding that Jackie likens to thinking that is socially entrenched: “I think [it’s]
still quite entrenched in our society … [t]hat, well, ‘If you’re really drunk, and you’re dressed a
certain way, and you agree to come to a hotel room … [i]n their mind they’re reading that as,
‘yes, yes, yes.’” Jackie constructs context-based assessments of sexualized activity as those that
are held by both perpetrators and society, and the withdrawal of consent as something
understood (only?) by women.
In her talk about socially entrenched thinking, Jackie deploys the men lack sexual selfcontrol and men do not understand refusal repertoires. The context-based assessment that Jackie
describes positions consensual, pre-assault interaction and activity (kissing, dressing “a certain
way,” agreeing to go to a hotel room) between a man and a girl as (at least part of) the reason
why he sexually assaults her. Likewise, Jackie deploys the men do not understand refusal
repertoire. Notably, Jackie constructs women as capable of understanding refusal (“No means no
… as a woman you understand that”), which suggests that men, however, do not. Importantly, by
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advancing this anti-rape slogan, Jackie constructs women’s expressed sexual refusal in clear and
direct terms (e.g., using the word “no”). Jackie sets out a woman’s communication of nonconsent – even when advanced explicitly and directly (phrased as a “no”) – as something that
men (and society) are unable to understand. Instead, she constructs society, and perpetrators, as
those who assess the permissibility of sexualized activity (only) in terms of its context. She
constructs perpetrators and society both as, in effect, inferring consent from women’s conduct, or
justifying men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them because of it – notwithstanding
women’s clear and direct statements of non-consent. Again, as I noted in my analysis of
Jonathan’s talk, as Ehrlich (2001) has observed, in scenarios like these, context-based
assessments work to transform a woman’s “direct negative” (her stated “no”) into an “indirect
positive” (passive consent, an inferred “yes, yes, yes”).
Jonathan
In the talk reproduced below, Jonathan responds to my question about whether or not, in
the scenario that I outline for him, a guy would think that what he is doing is wrong.
Kiara
Do you think that some of these guys, like you’re talking about at a house party,
with a girl who’s provocatively dressed, whatever that means to him. But he sees
her as provocatively dressed. She’s drunk, and we know she has a sexual history.
Do you think that that guy thinks what he’s doing is wrong? Let’s say she’s
totally passed out.
Jonathan
Um, [pause] how do I put this? [sighs] I think in that kinda case, what you’re
looking at right there, is a case where a guy’s like, ‘I can get away with this. I can
do this. I can get away with it. She’s gonna-sh-if-even if she remembers, nobody’s
gonna believe her. She’s not gonna tell anybody. It’s not that really big a deal,
because she has this huge history anyway. She’ll just add it on-another notch on
the belt, or whatever.’ [laughs] Sorry.
Jonathan’s response to my question is rhetorically organized around describing the
hypothetical perpetrator’s minimization and justification of the sexual assault that he perpetrates
against an intoxicated, passed out, girl with a “sexual history.”40 At first, Jonathan displays
contemplation about how to answer the question that I’ve posed to him which positions him as
40

This idea of “sexual history” references talk between Jonathan and me earlier in the interview in which we used
these specific words. I nevertheless retain the quotation marks to acknowledge here again, the relative and subjective
definitions that inform conceptualizations like “sexual history.” The relativity and subjectivity of this idea is
particularly pronounced in the interview. As I observe in-text, Jonathan upgrades my (intentionally vague) mention
of “sexual history” to what he refers to as a “huge history.” He works this up as promiscuity, signalled by his use of
the cliché “another notch on the belt.”
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struggling to articulate his response. Subsequent to demonstrating difficulty setting out his
answer, Jonathan formulates the described scenario as a “case” in which a guy will perceive that
he can get away with perpetrating sexual assault against a girl. By describing the scenario as a
“case,” Jonathan establishes that other cases like it exist – that situations in which guys think
they can sexually assault girls and get away with it occur with enough frequency that they can be
identified as, and made “cases,” of.
Jonathan begins by describing the guy’s perception that he can do this and get away with
it by orienting to the girl’s incapacitation. This orientation is observable in his talk about her
memory (“even if she remembers”) which he connects to her believability and disclosing the
assault to others (“nobody’s gonna believe her. She’s not gonna tell anybody”). Jonathan’s use of
the phrase “even if” constructs (part of) a guy’s thinking that he can get away with sexually
assaulting a girl in this scenario as something anchored in the possibility that she might not
remember him perpetrating it against her in the first place. Moreover, by describing the guy as
thinking that he could nevertheless get away with assaulting a girl who does remember because
“‘nobody’s gonna believe her’” and “‘[s]he’s not gonna tell anybody,’” Jonathan constructs the
credibility of a girl in the described situation as tenuous enough to potentially keep her from
disclosing at all. By following up the claim, “nobody’s gonna believe her” with the statement,
“[s]he’s not gonna tell anybody,” the latter is inferable as a product of the former, suggesting that
a girl will not disclose a [man’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against her] if she will not be
believed when so doing. Importantly, though Jonathan is talking about what the hypothetical guy
thinks, he also implicitly constructs a description of the girl.
In his implicit depiction of the girl, Jonathan deploys the men abuse vulnerability
repertoire. Importantly, in my formulation of the question to Jonathan, I construct the girl as
vulnerable in two ways: she is extremely intoxicated and she is unconscious. In his response,
Jonathan constructs the girl as vulnerable in still another way: in terms of her potentially
compromised memory, something that he sets out as also compromising her credibility. As a
result, Jonathan orients to the girl’s incapacitation to describe the guy’s perception of sexual
assault against her as something that he can get away with because it produces at least one of
three possible outcomes: she will not remember the assault [that he perpetrates against her]; but
even if she does, she will not be believed if she discloses it; and/or she will not disclose it at all.
Thus, in addition to the cognitive and physical vulnerabilities that alcohol facilitates (which
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compound women’s size and strength vulnerabilities relative to men), Jonathan also constructs a
woman’s memory and credibility as rendered vulnerable by alcohol.
Notably, Jonathan’s account then shifts from one in which he describes the girl as an
ideal victim because of her incapacitation and tenuous credibility, to one which in which she
might not be considered a victim at all. Jonathan constructs the perpetrator as minimizing the
sexual assault (“it’s not that really big a deal”) by invoking the girl’s sexual history (“because
she has this huge history anyway”) as grounds for her to consider it simply another conquest or
something equally as insignificant (“She’ll just ad it on-another notch on the belt, or whatever”).
In short, Jonathan positions the guy as downplaying what he does to her, because it will be
something that she will simply fold into her ostensibly expansive history of sexual experience.
In so doing, Jonathan deploys the seventh and final interpretative repertoire that I read in
speakers’ talk, the men view some women as unrapeable repertoire. I contend that this conductgoverning repertoire is premised upon the assumption that men are entitled to unlimited access to
the bodies of women who are constructed as always consenting, and are thus also constructed as
inviolable. This notion that some women are unrapeable is arguably most pronounced in talk
about sex workers. Mardorossian (2014) observes that the rape of a sex worker “is seen by the
dominant discourse as a contradiction in terms,” (p. 35), and Randall (2010) indicates that sex
workers have been traditionally “perceived to be ‘unrapeable’ by virtue of their work – since
they exist to be sexually accessible to men, how could they claim to have been sexually
assaulted?” (p. 409).41 Deployment of this repertoire is signalled in talk about women perceived
or known to consensually engage in what is constructed as considerable sexual activity, and
involves talk about sexual assault in which the notion of women’s ongoing consent is implicitly
or explicitly set out as (at least part of) the reason why men [deny that they have] perpetrate[d]
sexual assault against them.42 This repertoire is summarized in Table 7 on page 163.

41

Alternatively, in recent comments about the women who have disclosed that Bill Cosby raped them, comedian
Damon Wayans describes some of the women as unrapeable because of how they look: “And some of them, really,
is unrapeable. When look, I look at them and go, ‘No, he don’t want that. Get outta here!’” (cited in Owen, 2015).
Wayans thus constructs some women as so unattractive as to be inviolable, thereby implicitly constructing rape as
the upshot of sexual desire.
42
As subsequent analyses will demonstrate, this repertoire – along with the he raped her, but she… repertoire, are
the two least frequently deployed repertoires in the analyses that I carry out in this work. I include them still,
because I maintain that they are nevertheless commonly deployed in the talk about men’s perpetration of sexual
assault against women that formed part of my larger dataset.
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Table 7. The Men View Some Women as Unrapeable Interpretative Repertoire
Interpretative
Repertoire

MEN VIEW SOME WOMEN AS UNRAPEABLE

Type of Repertoire Conduct-governing repertoire
Assumptions About This interpretative repertoire is first and foremost premised upon the
Men
assumption that men will not concern themselves with consent when

deciding to engage in sexual(ized) conduct with some women.
Assumptions About Premised upon the assumption that some women are always consenting
Women and Men
and that men therefore need not concern themselves with it, this
interpretative repertoire involves talk about sexual assault in which the
notion of ongoing consent is implicitly or explicitly set out as (at least
part of) the reason why men sexually assault them.
Assumptions About Sexually assaulted women whose ostensible ongoing consent is
Women Sexually
signalled in talk about them are implicitly positioned as “unrapeable.”
Assaulted by Men
Women’s Sexual
Assault AvoidanceOriented Tasks
Deployment
Signalled in Talk
About…

Because men are (most often implicitly) constructed as entitled to
unlimited access to certain women’s bodies once access has been
previously established, women are charged with, in essence, ensuring
that they do not become known as these women.
Deployment of this repertoire is signalled in talk about women who are
perceived or known to have consensually engaged in what is
constructed as considerable sexual activity (whether personally or
professionally).

First Introduced

This interpretative repertoire is first introduced in Chapter 5 – Talk About
Men: Guilty, But Not Responsible (p. 161).

Speakers Who
Deploy This
Repertoire

Jonathan (p. 161).
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In addition to the men view some women as unrapeable repertoire, Jonathan evinces the
men are genie savants repertoire – discursive themes that are complementary in their
deployment. He does this in his talk about the guy knowing how the girl will “really” feel: that
[sexually assaulting her] will not be a big deal because of her huge history, and as a result
“[s]he’ll just add …another notch on the belt.” Such talk positions her as someone whose consent
to sexual activity is perpetual, and therefore any sexualized activity perpetrated against her is
reconstituted instead as but one of many consensual acts that she is always desiring. In short,
according to Jonathan’s description, the perpetrator guy’s perception of her “huge history”
allows him to know better than the woman herself how she will perceive a sexualized act
perpetrated against her while she is unconscious.
Significantly, Jonathan’s description of this “case” is necessarily informed by a cultural
context in which men perpetrate sexual assault against incapacitated women with impunity, that
this is something that is widely known, and in which women with “sexual histories” are
perceived as sexually undiscerning. His description is therefore socially intelligible because of a
culture in which incapacitated women are signified as unrapeable and in which disclosures
advanced by unrapeable women are not believed or are known to simply not be advanced at all.
Michele
In the talk reproduced below, Michele talks about how she would describe perpetrators’
views of what they have done.
Michele
I think if you had a conversation with, with, um, a lot of the rapists in the cases
that we see, they wouldn’t consider what they did was rape. They ‘hooked up.’
Right? ‘And you know what? That’s not my problem if she had too much to
drink. She wanted it. And you know, it was evident. And you know, yeah, she
may have passed out, but,’ you know, and I don’t think that they, I think there’s
that, um, ehh-ehh there’s that pervasive, ehh for men it’s like that, that entitlement
piece. And again, because women are the gatekeepers, ‘You know what? If she
drops the gate and you know, passes out, well you know what? That was her fault,
right, and, and um, it’s that um, consent by omission.’
Michele states that the rapists in the cases that she sees would not consider what they did
rape; instead, they would consider it a “hookup” thereby denying that what took place was a rape
by (re)formulating the activity instead as consensual. Her depiction of rapists’ use of “hookup” is
significant. In so doing, Michele constructs rapists’ descriptions of the rapes that they perpetrate
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as casual, consensual, sexual encounters.43 Because hookups often occur between people who do
not know each other well, if at all, referring to a sexualized encounter as a hookup constructs a
foundation upon which misunderstandings about a new “partner’s” sexual interactions and
sexual proclivities can be staked. In short, this (re)formulation from rape to hookup helps
reframe it as a casual but consensual encounter in which “disagreements” about what
“happened” can be couched in the ambiguities and uncertainties that might arise between two
people who are sexually unfamiliar with one another.
Michele constructs rapists as men who deny perpetrating rape by claiming that women
“wanted it” and that women’s desire was clear, regardless of whether they are awake or not. She
describes women as sexual gatekeepers, who, when consenting, drop the gate – a gate that rapists
(as a product of men’s entitlement) perceive remains open, whether the woman is conscious or
not. In her construction of what rapists would say and of how they perceive intoxicated,
unconscious women, Michele therefore deploys the men are genie savants repertoire, by
describing rapists as claiming to know what women want – even while these women are passed
out. Accordingly, Michele describes rapists as men who claim that consent is inferable from
women’s behaviour, and then treat it as continuous in spite of women’s unconsciousness.
Michele formulates rapists’ justifications for perpetrating sexualized acts upon
unconscious women by pointing to women’s responsibility for becoming drunk. This implicitly
translates to women being made responsible for becoming intoxicated, but also for whatever men
do to them while they are intoxicated. She sets out rapists as highlighting women’s self-induced
intoxication: “‘That’s not my problem if she had too much to drink’” which implies that “the
problem” of having too much to drink, including her resulting incapacitation, and any
“problems” that arise from it, are the woman’s to deal with, because she is the one who chose to
drink too much. Michele’s constructions of rapists’ justifications therefore also involve
deployment of the men abuse vulnerability repertoire.
As I have also indicated, a women is constructed as responsible for the sexual assault that
a man perpetrates against her proportionate to the degree to which she flouts the sexual assault
avoidance-oriented rule(s) that she breaches. Because the women that Michele argues that rapists
justify raping have not just drunk to intoxication but have drunk to the point of passing out, they
43

Definitions – colloquial and academic alike – abound in terms of just what it means to “hookup” (Bogle, 2008).
Most definitions, however, appear to have in common some sort of consensual, non-committal sexualized
engagement between people who can but are not necessarily familiar with one another.
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have not just breached rules associated with limiting women’s alcohol consumption, but have
flouted them entirely by drinking to unconsciousness. Accordingly, in the same way that their
alcohol consumption exponentially increases the vulnerability that sexual assault avoidanceoriented rules are ostensibly meant to protect, so too increases the responsibility they are
attributed for their rule-breaching. Women’s responsibility for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them increases proportionate to the degree of irresponsibility that she is
constructed as demonstrating in her exercise of everyday agency.
Darren
In the excerpt below, Darren is responding to my question about why he thinks that
sexual assault happens, talk that has evolved into Darren describing why men perpetrate it.
Darren
Or, maybe they think it's like, entitlement. Maybe they think they deserve it.
Kiara
So making a decision to do these things because
Darren
Yeah. Are-are-are all the-are all the reasons why society would say that girls in
that situation, they would say, ‘Well, that's her fault. She put herself in th-in the sin the situation.’
Kiara
So those guys make those decisions to justify it.
Darren
Yeah. And it-so perhaps maybe society also, in a way, is enabling that. Because
they, that's all they-we say, ‘Oh, well that girl did da da da da da.’ And yet, ‘No.
But it's not her fault.’ ‘But she still…’ - you know? So, maybe guys just say,
‘Okay, well, yeah. That is how it is.’
Darren constructs perpetrators’ justification for the assaults that they perpetrate against
women as rooted in a sense of entitlement, enabled by society’s concern with girls’ conduct. The
excerpt begins with Darren stating that “maybe … it’s entitlement” which he anchors in a sense
of deservedness. He talks about how society would say that it’s the girl’s fault, because “She put
herself in … the situation.” By describing perpetrators’ and society’s perceptions of women as
fault-worthy for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, Darren deploys the men are
bio-bots repertoire. Use of this repertoire is signalled in Darren’s construction of perpetrators’
and of society’s perception of sexual assault as something that, in effect, a girl does to herself by
having “put herself” in a “situation” that she knew, or should have known, would “result” in [a
man’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against her]. Again, this construction positions the
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perpetrator as a man who is merely a conduit of the sexual assault that a woman essentially
brings upon herself, and the woman as morally and/or intellectually questionable for so doing.
Notably, by describing society’s view of girls as at fault for putting themselves in
situations in which men would sexually assault them, Darren is able to sidestep the use of his
own voice to advance reasons why perpetrators might feel entitled to sexually assault women. By
animating “society’s” reasons instead of his own, Darren manages to avoid positioning himself
as someone who is able to articulate why guys feel deserving of non-consensual access to
women’s bodies. Darren’s elaboration of reasons why men feel entitled to rape women from
society’s vantage point (as opposed to his own) demonstrates attendance to concerns about selfpresentation within the interview context. I contend that this displays his attentiveness to the
social science agenda (Speer and Potter, 2000), but also to the kind of man he is separating
himself from being identified as, too. I read from this a general awareness on Darren’s part of
how gendered sexual violence is, and a more specific awareness that by virtue of being a man, he
fits the most basic criterion demonstrated by most perpetrators, hence his attentiveness to
representing himself as a man different from them.
Darren demonstrates postulation that “perhaps maybe” society enables these perceptions
about women [raped by men], by virtue of focusing on the conduct of the girl whom a man has
sexually assaulted: “Because … that’s all they-we say, ‘Oh, well, that girl did da da da da da.’”
Importantly, in this bit of talk, Darren self-corrects in terms of where he locates himself in
relation to society: “perhaps maybe society also, in a way, is enabling that. Because they, that’s
all they-we say, ‘Oh, well that girl did da da da da da.’” Whereas he first formulates what society
says as something that they (others) do, he reformulates what is said as something that he – as
part of society (we) – says. This is a subtle discursive shift, but is again, demonstrative of
Darren’s attentiveness to self-presentation. Importantly, in this instance, he locates himself as
part of this perpetrator-enabling social problem – a discursive move in which he depicts himself
as critically self-aware by making himself vulnerable to challenge about the social problems that
he is acknowledging participating in.
The unspecified conduct that Darren constructs represents deployment of the he raped
her, but she… repertoire. As I described earlier, deployment of this repertoire is evidenced in talk
in which women’s generalized conduct is implicitly or explicitly set out as (at least part of) the
reason why men sexually assault them. Accordingly, Darren’s description of society’s contention
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that “that girl did” something (“da da da da da”) to make a man’s perpetration of sexual assault
against her something that is now her fault, reifies the general assumption that women somehow
lead men to sexually assault them. It also perpetuates the idea that men who sexually assault
women only do so when prompted by women’s conduct.
Darren constructs this focus upon women’s conduct as problematic by portraying an
exchange of opposing perspectives: “And yet, ‘No. But it’s not her fault’” followed by, “‘But she
still…’” In this display of conflicting positions, Darren constructs the direct contention that “it’s
not her fault” as something that is nevertheless met with a dogged focus upon the girl (“‘But she
still…’”), thereby constructing this concern with the girls’ conduct as unyielding, even when met
with challenge. As such, Darren constructs perpetrators as finding validation in it: “So, maybe
guys just say, ‘Okay, well, yeah. That is how it is.’”
Importantly, Darren portrays perpetrators’ perceptions as (at least in part) informed by
“all the reasons society would say” that girls are at fault for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them. In so doing, Darren constructs perpetrators’ justifications for sexually
assaulting women as informed by society’s views of raped women. Therefore, like Jackie,
Darren too draws a connection between society’s perceptions of sexually assaulted women and
perpetrators’ perceptions of them. Importantly, however, while Jackie’s construction of this
connection functions to normalize perpetrators’ thinking, Darren’s depiction of this connection
formulates it as problematic. By describing this connection between perpetrators’ and society’s
thinking about women’s conduct, Jackie constructs men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women as understandable, given that said perspectives are “still quite entrenched in our society.”
Conversely, Darren formulates this commonality as problematic in that he constructs society’s
fault-assigning views of women as supportive (or enabling) of perpetrators.’
Conclusions
Vocabularies of Motive: Defending and Denying Men’s Perpetration of Sexual Assault
Against Women
Speakers set out perpetrators as men who are able to avoid identifying themselves as
rapists and their acts as rape by constructing events in ways that served to “diminish [their]
responsibility and … negotiate a non-deviant identity” (Scully & Marolla, 1984, p. 530).
Speakers formulate hypothetical or typical perpetrators’ justifications, minimizations, and/or
denials in terms of “culturally defined vocabularies of motive” (p. 530) that responsibilize

168

Chapter 5 – Talk About Men: Guilty, But Not Responsible
women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. What these vocabularies consist
of are linguistic moves used by perpetrators to “reinterpret their actions” and “present the act in
terms that are both culturally appropriate and accessible” (p. 530).
As I have previously described, one of the ways to discursively responsibilize women for
the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them is to talk about sexual assault absent mention
or acknowledgment of perpetrators. In such talk, speakers construct sexual assault in passive,
agentless terms (e.g., “she got raped”) – as something that “happens” to women, as opposed to
assaults that men actively perpetrate against them. The talk in this part of the chapter, however,
differs in that perpetrators (with respect to how they might describe themselves) are squarely in
focus, and as such, are not obscured or effaced. As my analysis reveals, however, even when
perpetrators are the topic of discussion, constructing these men as responsible for their
perpetration of sexual assault against women is indeed another matter. Speakers construct
perpetrators as men who position themselves as perhaps guilty of carrying out the perpetration of
sexual assaults against women, but not as responsible for bringing them about. Speakers set out
perpetrators’ perceptions of themselves as men who give “deserving” women “what [they are]
looking for,” as men giving women what they “wanted,” as those helping women add “another
notch on [their] belt[s],” and, as men who cannot be held responsible for the outcome of
situations that women “put themselves in.”
Implications
Participants, Rapists, Judges: They All Say the Same Things
Significantly, participants’ constructions of perpetrators’ minimizations and denials of,
and their justifications for, perpetrating sexual assault against women echo, and indeed, bear
striking resemblance to the “vocabularies of motive” (Scully & Marolla, 2004) advanced by
convicted rapists. Just as participants construct perpetrators as defending or denying their
perpetration of sexual assault against women by responsibilizing them for women’s displays of
“bad” agency, research demonstrates that convicted rapists advance similar defenses and/or
denials.
The parallels between rapists’ talk and the talk constructed by participants are notable.
For example, akin to the perpetrator that Jackie describes who calls his victim a “dirty girl” that
“deserved what she got,” Scully and Marolla (1984) contend that several of the convicted rapists
that they interviewed claimed that their victims “got what [they] deserved,” one referring
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repeatedly to his victims as “dirty sluts” (p. 537). Another rapist they studied argued, “To be
honest, [I] knew she was a damn whore and whether she screwed one or 50 guys didn’t matter”
(p. 536). This is talk that echoes the denial that Jonathan’s constructed perpetrator advances: “It’s
not that really big a deal, because she has this huge history anyway. She’ll just add it on-another
notch on the belt.” In short, both convicted rapists and those constructed by participants set out
sexual assault as justifiable when it is perpetrated against women who are (positioned as)
sexually promiscuous.
Likewise, akin to Darren’s construction of perpetrators’ perceived entitlement due to the
notion that a victim is at fault for the sexual assault he perpetrates against her for having “put
herself” in that situation, interviews with incarcerated rapists conducted by Polaschek and
Gannon (2004) yielded similar claims. One rapist stated, “I don’t believe in date rape. If she puts
herself in that position” (p. 307).
The similarities between the talk of convicted rapists and the talk of participantconstructed perpetrators demonstrates that both traffic in “vocabularies of motive” not uniquely
accessible to, or advanced by, rapists. The way in which convicted rapists defend and/or deny the
assaults that they commit is not markedly different from the way in which the participants that I
spoke with assert that perpetrators might explain themselves and the assaults that they perpetrate.
This semblance therefore demonstrates that rapists and those who participated in my research
draw upon the same interpretive repertoires – the same social lexicon – when providing reasons
for their/men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women. Troublingly, so too do agents of the
criminal justice system tasked with serving, protecting, and upholding justice.44
You Don’t Have to Be a Convict to Know How to Speak Rapist, You Just Have to Know
How to Speak
The significance of these similarities is that men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women is talked about in terms that are common to everyone – using a socially intelligible,
cultural lexicon of justifications, minimizations, and denials not specific to a particular and
“deviant” population subset. The way that rapists talk is not limited to some subcultural
discursive repository of excuses advanced and understood only by rapists. Rapists draw upon the
44

Here, I have in mind things said by constable Sanguinetti (the police officer whose comment served as the
impetus for SlutWalk, and by judges Dewar (whose talk I described earlier in this chapter) and McClung (whose talk
I took up in chapter three). All three responsibilized women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them
by deploying various interpretative repertoires that I have identified in this work.
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same talk and use the same discursive manoeuvres and strategies that participants (students and
practitioners alike), and that (other) criminal justice personnel do. These manoeuvres and
strategies, I contend, are made possible by popular circumscriptions of women’s conduct –
sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules – that when “breached” by women exercising everyday
agency, in effect, provide the discursive groundwork for blaming women for the sexual assaults
that men perpetrate against them. These commonalities demonstrate that when deploying these
repertoires, rapists, participants, and criminal justice system personnel alike construct a particular
category of women against whom the perpetration of sexual assault is constructed as defensible
and/or deniable.
As discussed in chapter three, women-directed, sexual assault avoidance-oriented dictates
prescribe that women can keep [men from perpetrating] sexual assault [against them] by
adhering to an inexhaustive list of conduct circumscribing “rules.” What this analysis
demonstrates is that while these rules are directed at women (perceived to be prospective
victims), they are not just hearable by those that they are apparently and presumably
benevolently directed at. These rules are also hearable by others, including perpetrators and
prospective perpetrators alike, as well as by members of the criminal justice system who are
sworn to serve, protect, and uphold justice. Troublingly, these rules serve as a discursive
blueprint for the minimization, justification, and/or denial of men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against an inferable category of women (pre)constructed as beyond the pale – indeed, as rapeable
for their failure to abide by these unofficial, gendered rules.
Talk that facilitates assumptions about men’s lack of sexual self-control, men’s abuse of
vulnerability, and men’s inability to understand refusal function not just to box women into
traditional gender role expectations. Talk that reifies these assumptions about men, at best, helps
men to be seen as guilty but not responsible for perpetrating sexual assault against women, and at
worst, helps men perpetrate it with impunity. Repertoires like these work in service of
positioning [a man’s perpetration of] rape as a loss of control,45 as something that is expected to

45

In a July 2014 case of sexual assault in the UK city of Hull, Judge Michael Mettyear expressed his regret in
having to sentence the rapist, “a man of generally good character” to a 5-year term (Shoesmith, 2014; Sinha, 2014).
This was especially since, as he said to the rapist,
you are not the type who goes searching for a woman to rape. This was a case where you just lost control of
normal restraint. She was a pretty girl who you fancied. You simply could not resist. You had sex with her
(cited in Derysh, 2014, para. 3).

171

Chapter 5 – Talk About Men: Guilty, But Not Responsible
“happen to” girls and women whose vulnerability is self-induced,46 and as the unfortunate
product of miscommunication.47 It is from talk of this sort, indeed, “from such discourses that
rapists are able to extract motivational accounts to legitimate and facilitate their actions, and by
which the police and courts are able to justify limiting the legal recognition of rape to a very few
instances” (Walby, Hay, & Soothill, 1983, p. 87).
Interpretative Repertoires: Whom to Rape and What to Say About It
These conduct-governing repertoires provide men both with delineated categories of
women to target and sexually assault (lone women who are drunk and provocatively dressed, for
example), ready-made sexual assault defenses and denials for rapists to advance subsequent to
raping them, and a lingua franca by which to be understood by rape-supportive justice system
personnel.
Moreover, if deployment of these conduct-governing repertoires is not enough to achieve
them impunity, men also have available to them a thematic repository of discursive moves and
strategies that communicate a moral and/or intellectual adjudication of women as (impossibly)
deliberately looking to be sexually assaulted, or as engaging in conduct so risky or stupid that
they might as well have been. Echoing Ehrlich (2001), I argue that it is the “pervasiveness and
dominance” of sexual assault excusing or justifying discourses that license their use (p. 148). She
cites Lees who argues that “rapists do not invent their rationalizations; they draw for their
vocabulary on social myths reflecting ideas they have every reason to believe others will find
acceptable” (p. 148). The curious observer might argue that the obvious counter to these
arguments is, of course, that I have cited convicted rapists, and as such, that these discourses
have not been “found acceptable” and that the police and courts have not therefore limited “the
legal recognition of rape to a very few instances,” as I argue above. I advance two arguments in
response.
First, I contend that these discourses are so pervasive, so dominant, and so longstanding
that they are often, as research shows, reified by raped women themselves, and as such, the
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On an episode of Fox News, defense attorney Joseph DiBenedetto said of Daisy Coleman, a 14-year-old girl raped
by a 17-year-old boy, “She is leaving her home at 1am in the morning [sic] and nobody forced her to drink…what
did she expect to happen at 1am in the morning [sic] after sneaking out?” (Ohlheiser, 2013).
47
A recent study (Survey Results, 2014) “exploring and understanding how sexual assault affects the MIT
community” (p. 1) found that 20% of the female undergraduate respondents and 25% of the male undergraduate
respondents surveyed at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology “agree or strongly agree with the statement
‘When someone is raped or sexually assaulted, it’s often because the way they said ‘no’ was unclear or there was
some miscommunication’” (p. 3).
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sexual assaults that men have perpetrated against them never come to the attention of the police
and the courts. For example, Randall (2010) demonstrates that “the general social rationales that
tend to minimize sexual violence or deny its significance and exonerate perpetrators negatively
affect a victim’s ability to make sense of her own experiences” and as a result, “women
sometimes internalize self-blame for their experiences of sexual violation and thereby minimize
offender responsibility” (p. 433). Women often do not report sexual assaults of this sort because
they have found these rationales acceptable. I wish to be very clear by stating that I do not
contend that raped women’s acceptance of these rationales is evidence of their veracity, but that
it instead serves as evidence of the power of their dominance, prevalence, and cultural
circulation. Importantly, Stringer (2014) notes that self-blame can also facilitate a sense of
control for women after being sexually assaulted by men and can help women regain a sense of
agency and autonomy. She also observes, however, that women’s experience of self-blame is
also reflective of a culture that encourages women to blame themselves for the sexual assaults
that men perpetrate against them (pp. 78-79).
Secondly, and importantly, I maintain that talk that defends and/or denies men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against everyday agentic women does not always and need not take
such direct, obvious, and/or unequivocal form. Speakers need not state explicitly, for example,
that sexually assaulted women “got what they deserved” or that they “asked for it” in order to
position men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women as defensible. Talk that excuses
and/or denies men’s perpetration of sexual assault by responsibilizing sexually assaulted women
is often manifest in much more inexplicit constructions. For example, participants in my study
often spoke of [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] as something that occurs
as a result of “situations” that women “put themselves in” (akin to Darren’s construction
observed above), and as a “crime of opportunity.” As my analyses in chapter six demonstrate,
such talk responsibilizes women by positioning them as knowingly creating situations that will
result in [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them], and by constructing sexual assault
as something that women’s conduct occasions otherwise non-offending men to do. In chapter
six, I will show how both discursive constructions again position men as guilty but not
responsible for the sexual assaults that they perpetrate against women. As a result, I argue that
these discourses are indeed found acceptable and are myriad in form – assailing multiple (but
focused upon several key) aspects of women’s conduct – and are both explicitly and implicitly
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reproduced in all sorts of talk about sexual assault. It is their more implicit reproduction that I
examine in the next chapter.
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Chapter 6 – Talk about Sexual Assault: Situations and Opportunities
In earlier data chapters, I looked at how speakers described issues and people in their talk
about sexual assault; more specifically, I examined speakers’ constructions of sexual assault
prevention-oriented messages, and of women whom men sexually assault and of perpetrators of
sexual assault, respectively. In this chapter, I shift my analytic focus to examine speakers’ talk
about sexual assault itself. Moreover, whereas in previous data chapters I highlighted recurrent
discursive themes or repertoires that speakers deploy in the responsibilization of women for the
sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, in this chapter, I identify and describe two
specific phrases that I argue operate as discursive shortcuts to accomplish the same ends. In
particular, I take up constructions of sexual assault in which speakers describe it as a “situation”
that women “put themselves in” and as a “crime of opportunity.” I maintain that speakers use
these turns of phrase in talk about sexual assault as euphemisms to indirectly fault everyday
agentic women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.
Part One: Talk About Women Putting Themselves in Situations
Shirley
The talk below represents part of Shirley’s response to my question about what society’s
understanding of sexual assault is.
Shirley
That it’s, you know, and that the uh, victimization is due to the fact someone’s put
themselves in a high-risk situation. Uh, be it, you know, drinking, or in the bar,
and you wear, what you’re wearing, and ‘whaddya, whaddya think that happened?
Whaddya think is gonna happen?’ Not that they deserve it!
Kiara
That somehow they’ve contributed to it.
Shirley
That’s right. Not that they deserve it, but what did they expect. You know? And
you hear that. Uh, you hear that a lot.
In her talk about society’s understanding of sexual assault, Shirley constructs
“victimization” as the result of a “high-risk” situation” that “someone’s put themselves in.”
Shirley formulates social perceptions of a “high-risk situation” as something that consists of
alcohol consumption or being at a bar, and how a woman is dressed. The high-risk situation is
therefore constructed as the product of women’s own choosing and doing (they “put themselves
in a high-risk situation”). Shirley describes social perceptions of women in this situation not as
deserving of [the] sexual assaults [that men perpetrate against them], but as foolish for failing to
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expect it. I read Shirley as being clear to advance an intellectual – but not moral – adjudication of
women in high-risk situations, where the former is arguably more acceptable than the latter (e.g.,
it is better to suggest that women are foolish for failing to foresee the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against them than to describe women as deserving of it).
By constructing drinking or being in the bar while wearing certain clothing as a “highrisk situation,” Shirley deploys both the men abuse vulnerability and the men lack sexual selfcontrol repertoires, respectively. Shirley depicts this “high-risk situation” as shared social
knowledge, reinforced by her use of rhetorical questions, discursive devices that, as I noted
earlier, are often deployed to make a statement as opposed to an inquiry. Akin to other speakers’
use of rhetorical questions, Shirley’s use of them also constructs [men’s perpetration of] sexual
assault [against women] in these “high-risk situation[s]” as something that everybody knows, or
should know, “happens” to women who “put themselves” in them. Women are positioned as
sharing in this knowledge, and therefore engaging in sexual assault-precipitating conduct either
deliberately or daftly.
In her construction of [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault as an obvious “outcome” of
women’s deliberate or daft conduct, Shirley deploys the men are bio-bots repertoire. This
morality and/or intellect-adjudicating interpretative repertoire is signalled by Shirley’s
advancement of the rhetorical questions that also work in service of formulating men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women in these high-risk situations as a foregone
conclusion. The kinds of talk emblematic of this repertoire are those that facilitate constructions
of sexual assault as something that, in essence, women do to themselves, and that men,
positioned as conduits of these assaults, merely deliver.
Significantly, Shirley constructs women as choosing to position themselves in a high-risk
situation that they themselves have effectuated – a construction that underscores women’s
agency – their choosing to engage in this conduct, thus underscoring their responsibility for the
sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. Women have not been compelled to enter this
“high-risk situation” – women have instead “put themselves” there.
Gail
The excerpt below reproduces Gail’s response to my question about what she and Laura
think “people generally understand sexual assault to be.”
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Gail
People who ‘put themselves’ in situations, where like, you were just saying,
Laura, drinking too much, or, or wearing short skirts, or ‘You went with him’ –
it’s, generally I think people think male/female. It will be the offender – female
being the vic-uh, the victim and that she somehow contributed to it, without ever,
sometimes they don’t realize that they’re thinking, ‘she contributed to it,’ but then
they make comments. Like um, ‘Why did you go with him? What did you think
would happen?’ um, ‘You’ll know not to drink that much again next time,’ or,
‘You’re – y’s should be watching your drinks.’
Gail, constructs social perceptions of sexual assault as “situations” that women “put
themselves” in by drinking too much, wearing short skirts, or by going off with a man before he
assaults her. Accordingly, Gail formulates people’s understanding of sexual assault as the
product of situations that women willingly create for themselves. These described situations are
built from the men abuse vulnerability and men lack sexual self-control repertoires.
Gail’s reporting of the rhetorical questions, “‘Why did you go with him? [and] What did
you think would happen?’” depict men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women as the
expected and obvious outcome of women’s conduct of this sort. These questions also formulate
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women in these “situations” as common knowledge,
and thus as something that the woman knew, or should have known, would “happen” to her too.
These questions, which construct women’s morality and/or intellect as questionable, also signal
Gail’s deployment of the men are bio-bots repertoire.
Gail describes an admonishment (“‘You’ll know not to drink that much again next
time’”) that also constructs social perceptions of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women who drink too much as foreseeable, while concomitantly formulating sexual assault as a
pedagogic instrument with respect to women’s alcohol consumption. Gail’s depiction of social
perceptions of sexual assault in didactic terms treats men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women as a “lesson” in which women “learn” about the “consequences” of drinking too much.
This constructed admonishment also implies that like future conduct will result in like future
outcomes, reinforcing the notion that men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is a
“outcome” produced by women who drink too much, and not by men who choose to rape them.
The final comment that Gail describes that people make about women whom men have sexually
assaulted – “‘You … should be watching your drinks’” – further constructs social perceptions of
women whom men have drugged and sexually assaulted as nevertheless (at least partially)
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responsible [for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them] for failing to vigilantly
attend to their drinks.
Rose
The talk represented below is part of a larger discussion in which Rose describes the
doubt that people express about the experiences of drinking women who are sexually assaulted
[by men]. The excerpt that follows reproduces Rose’s response to my question about why people
point to alcohol as a factor to be considered in talk about sexual assault.
Rose
Alcohol immediately detracts from your ability to have a sense of control over a
situation. Like for example, I rarely drink. I don't-I'm very Type A. I'm OCD, I
like order, and structure, and stability, and I like having control of a situation. And
I can have one Bellini when I go out for dinner. But I-if I have more than that, I
start to feel like I'm not in control of the situation anymore. And I feel that
sometimes when people say, ‘Oh,’ you know, ‘You had a lot to drink’ or alcohol
becomes a factor, ‘You didn't have control of that situation when you should
have.’ It's an automatic character flaw.
Kiara
Right. So they're using it to paint an alleged victim, as responsible?
Rose
Yeah. You-you chose-no one-I-I mean in the case of, like, maybe you were date
raped. You had one or two drinks, which is perfectly socially acceptable. And
you had something slipped in your drink. Which actually has happened to me.
You know, I understand how it could be different. But I think that when-with that
ab-with that aspect absent, I think that people will automatically see it as
something that you did to put yourself in that situation. So, if you go to a party
and you're sober and you're playing Scrabble, and somebody rapes you, it's gonna
look a lot different than if you went to that party to socialize. You had six beers,
and then something happened. Because, I think people will look at it as you
contributed to that situation.
In her talk about why people point out alcohol as a factor in talk about sexual assault,
Rose describes it as something that inhibits one’s “control over a situation.” She uses herself as
an example, depicting herself as someone whose personality type and psychological disposition
favours control, and who therefore does not drink often or much. She states that people will say
that if “[y]ou had a lot to drink” then “‘you didn’t have control of that situation when you should
have,’” which constitutes “an automatic character flaw.” Speer and Potter (2000) note that the
use of “you” serves to “generalize the speakers’ opinion to others, thereby implicating everyone
in the speakers’ typical or common place observation” (p. 555). Rose’s use of “you” sets out her
argument as one shared by all people: everybody thinks that those who drink a lot lack control
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that they should have had. This is a discursive strategy that therefore gives Rose’s claim an air of
common sense. When I ask Rose if people are therefore using this construction to paint an
alleged victim48 as responsible, she initially offers an affirmative response and then stammers:
“Yeah. You-you chose-no one-I-I mean…”
I read Rose’s stammers as a marker of the trouble that she is experiencing in terms of
trying to reconcile a woman’s choice to drink and therefore her apparent choice to give up
control over a situation, in terms of further reconciling a woman’s responsibility for the sexual
assault that a man perpetrates against her. She initially demonstrates agreement with my
description of people’s use of alcohol as something “to paint an alleged victim … as responsible”
(“Yeah. You-you chose-no one-I-I mean,” emphasis added). The next bit of her stammering,
however, I read as demonstrative of her struggle with then claiming that a person therefore
chooses to be sexually assaulted by someone, something that I read her beginning to argue
against, (“Yeah. You-you chose-no one-I-I mean,” emphasis added) as in no one chooses to be
sexually assaulted. I read the analogy that Rose next constructs using three scenarios, however,
as an effectual assertion of this claim that women who choose to drink indeed effectively choose
to be sexually assaulted [by men]. I maintain that as opposed to directly stating this, by working
up what amounts to the same argument through analogy instead, Rose is able to more inexplicitly
responsibilize women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.
After stammering, Rose reorients her talk and constructs a series of sexual assault victim
hypotheticals. In the first hypothetical, Rose constructs a person who was possibly date raped
after consuming a “perfectly socially acceptable” number of (“one or two”) drinks and was
drugged, something that she describes “actually has happened to [her].” In the absence of this,
however, Rose states, “people will automatically see it as something that you did to put yourself
in that situation.” She continues, using two further sexual assault hypotheticals. In the first, the
person goes to a party, is sober, plays Scrabble, and “somebody rapes you.” In the second
scenario, which “look[s] a lot different” from the first, the person goes to the party “to socialize,”
consumes “six beers,” and “then something happened.”

48

My use of “alleged” when speaking of a victim of sexual assault is here echoing Rose’s use of similar terminology
earlier in the interview. (Previously, Rose had stated, “So, Pitt Meadows, recently, there was-about this rave. And
this uh, rave or a party or some kind of social gathering with teenagers, and this girl alleges – because that’s what
you have to say when you don’t know, right? She alleges that she had been sexually assaulted or raped.”)

179

Chapter 6 – Talk About Sexual Assault: Situations and Opportunities
Significantly, Rose constructs the woman who is sexually assaulted [by a man] after she
has consumed six beers and gone to a party to socialize as perceived differently by people from
both a “date rape” victim who “has something slipped in [her] drink” [by her rapist], and from a
woman who is sober, attending a party, and playing Scrabble and then is raped by a man. Rose
portrays the woman who consumes six beers as the only of the three whom “people will
automatically see [as having done] something … to put [herself] in that situation” and whom
“people will look at” as having “contributed to that situation.”49 As such, Rose formulates the
woman’s consumption of six beers while socializing at a party as the “situation” she has “put
[herself]” in (or chosen to bring about), and that is expected to result in [a man perpetrating]
sexual assault [against her]. Implicit in Rose’s construction is that everybody knows that [men’s
perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] happens to women who drink (more than one or
two drinks).
Control features heavily in Rose’s construction of why people point out alcohol as a
factor in sexual assault. Rose repeatedly states that alcohol disables a person’s control over a
situation. She describes herself as an example of someone who feels that she does not have
control over a situation if she has more than one drink, and reports “people” as saying that
“‘[y]ou didn’t have control of that situation when you should have’” when “alcohol becomes a
factor” in [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against women]. Accordingly, inferable in
Rose’s construction of the third hypothetical victim of sexual assault is the victim’s
responsibilization for the sexual assault [that a man perpetrates against her] because of her sixbeer-induced failure to control a situation that she should have had control over.
Rose’s talk about alcohol and control represents deployment of the men abuse
vulnerability repertoire, since women’s vulnerability (via their intoxication), or what Rose
describes as a reduced “sense of control over a situation” is set out as (at least part of) the reason
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Constructions of a woman as having “contributed” to the sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her is a
fascinating discursive move in its own right. It is a construction that I wish to spend a moment on, since this kind of
phrasing also appeared earlier, in Gail’s talk. To “contribute” to something is to help cause or bring about something
– not alone, but in part – and therefore also renders one, not alone, but in part, responsible for the outcome.
Accordingly, to contend that a woman “contributes” to the sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her is both
to assign her some responsibility for helping cause [him to perpetrate] it and for his perpetration of the sexual assault
against her itself, while stopping short of assigning her all of the responsibility for causing it and for his perpetration
of the assault itself. I argue that men’s implicit “contributions” in these kinds of discursive constructions are akin to
those assumed in the men are bio-bots repertoire, where men are implicitly constructed as the conduits of the sexual
assaults that women are responsible for bringing about, and as such, they are again, constructed as guilty, but not
(that) responsible for them.
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why men sexually assault them. As I have earlier noted, women who choose to become
intoxicated are constructed as doubly condemnable. Moreover, because such women have
chosen to drink and have thereby compounded their vulnerability, they are also implicitly
constructed as having chosen the obvious and foreseeable “outcome” that everybody knows
“happens” to women who have more than a perfectly socially acceptable number of drinks,
representing deployment of the men are bio-bots repertoire.
Importantly, I contend that there are therefore two key differences between the women in
the three scenarios that Rose constructs, and these differences concern whether or not the woman
is intoxicated as well as who is responsible for inducing her intoxication. I maintain that two of
the women that Rose sets out echo Stringer’s (2014) construction of “good” and “bad” agents,
respectively. The sober woman is the “good” agent, “seen to have enacted [her] agency
appropriately … through adequate guarding of her personal safety” (by choosing not to drink),
whereas the woman who consumes a six-pack has “failed on that count” and is the “bad” agent
who has engaged in the “apparent neglect of personal safety” by choosing to become intoxicated
(pp. 73-74). According to Stringer’s conceptualization, the former would be seen as a victim,
whereas the latter would be “seen instead as [a] blameworthy agent of the victimization [that
she] claims to have experienced” (p. 74).
Notably, whereas Stringer appears to consider the woman in Rose’s second scenario a
bad agent – Stringer writes that a woman “who failed to guard her drink may be construed not as
a victim of rape but as the causative agent of what is now regarded as non-victimization” (p. 73)
– Rose, it seems, would not. Gail’s talk in the excerpt previous (“You’ll know not to drink that
much again next time,’ or, ‘[You] should be watching your drinks’”) echoes Stringer’s (2014)
reading of both the intoxicated woman and the drugged woman as bad agents. Alternatively,
Rose constructs this woman as a “good” agent, someone who consumes “one or two” drinks and
has “something slipped in [them]” – a drugging situation that “actually has happened to
[Rose].”50 According to Rose, this woman has properly enacted her agency by consuming a
“perfectly socially acceptable” number of drinks and is nevertheless drugged and assaulted.
Fundamental to Rose’s construction of the way in which people assign responsibility to women
50

Importantly, by describing herself as someone who has “had something slipped in [her] drink” Rose displays stake
in the construction of a drugged woman as someone who would not be responsible for the harm that someone does
to her subsequent to being drugged. To construct a drugged woman as responsible for what another person does to
her after being drugged would be to implicate herself as responsible for anything that might have happened to her,
too.

181

Chapter 6 – Talk About Sexual Assault: Situations and Opportunities
for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, then, is how much intoxicant a woman
consumes and who is responsible for inducing her intoxication.
This difference between Stringer (2014) and Rose’s conceptualization of the
responsibility assigned to women whom men have drugged hints at the elasticity of the blame
attributed to women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, contingent upon the
sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules that are in play. A drugged woman, according to Stringer,
has failed to adhere to an implicit sexual assault avoidance-oriented rule holding that women
must “guard their drinks.” The woman’s failure to observe this rule renders her a “bad” agent
who has failed to safeguard her personal safety. No such rule appears to be in play in Rose’s
account; instead, the drugged woman is positioned as having observed the only rule in play:
“consume only a (perfectly) socially acceptable number of drinks” – and because she has not had
more than “one or two” drinks, she is not constructed as responsible for what “happens” to her.
Importantly, the way that Rose constructs women’s responsibility for the sexual assaults
that men perpetrate against them is evident in the way she speaks of the sexual assaults in each of
the three scenarios too. For example, in the first scenario, when referring to the hypothetical
sexual assault perpetrated by a man against a woman whom he drugged, Rose calls this a “date
rape” (“maybe you were date raped”). When she talks about the second hypothetical sexual
assault, the one [that a man] perpetrated against the sober Scrabble-playing woman, Rose
describes this as a “rape” that “someone” commits (“and somebody rapes you”). In her
description of the final hypothetical scenario, Rose describes the sexual assault [perpetrated by a
man] of a socializing partygoer who consumed six beers as “something” that “happened” (“and
then something happened”). Specifically, the first scenario is constructed as an agentless sexual
assault called a “date rape”; the second, agency is assigned and the assault is named
(“somebody” commits a “rape”); and, in the third scenario – the one that “people will see” as a
“situation” that the victim “put [her]self in” and “contributed to” – sexual assault is formulated
as an agentless and unspecified occurrence (“then something happened”). As such, not only is
the victimization of the socializing and alcohol-consuming party-goer diminished by describing
it as a “situation” she “put [her]self in” and one that she “contributed to,” but also reduced is the
discursive severity of the sexual assault perpetrated against her, unnamed as such (referred to
instead as merely “something” that “happened”), and for which no perpetrator is assigned (even
shared) responsibility. As O’Byrne, Hansen, and Rapley (2008) note, “[b]y euphemizing the act
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of rape” – in Rose’s account, as “something” that “happened” – “the significance and
consequences of rape are … undermined” (p. 181).
“Putting Themselves” in “Situations”: A Women-Responsibilizing Euphemism
This analysis demonstrates that talk in which women are constructed as having “put
themselves” in “situations” in which they are sexually assaulted by men is to inexplicitly
construct women as responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.
Phrasing such as, or analogous to, describing [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against
women] as a “situation” that women have “put themselves” in becomes a euphemism for
describing women as choosing to bring about situations that everyone knows will result in men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them.
Moreover, these constructions of [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against women]
as the expected outcome of “situations” that women “put themselves” in formulates men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women as a certainty yielded by women’s conduct (such as
drinking, wearing short skirts), and positions male perpetrators as mere conduits of this certainty.
Where men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is constructed as something that
“results from” women’s conduct, male perpetrators are implicitly depicted as men who act absent
volition or will – in other words, absent agency – and simply serve instead as a transmitter of the
sexual assaults that women’s conduct drives them to perpetrate. Accordingly, male perpetrators
of sexual assault are inferably any and every man who finds himself part of a “situation” that a
woman has “put herself” in and, significantly, are as inferably blameless as automata can and
should be.
Part Two: Talk about Sexual Assault as a Crime of Opportunity
In the talk that follows below, Jackie is responding to my question about memorable
entertainment media examples of sexual assault. She has described the movie The Accused51 as
an example that “really struck” her at the time.

51

The Accused (1988) was “Hollywood’s first feature-length film on rape” (Horeck, 2004, p. 91) and was released
four years after the real case that inspired it (known colloquially as “the Big Dan’s rape case” or “the Big Dan’s
Tavern case”) concluded (for a brief overview of the case, see Zemla, 2004). The critically acclaimed film, for
which its leading actress, Jodie Foster, won an Academy Award, “contains one of the most watched rapes in
cinematic history” (Horeck, 2004, p. 93). The movie depicts the gang rape of a woman on a pinball machine in a bar
and the fictionalized legal case that ensues. For a critical, feminist examination of the film and of the case that it is
based upon, see Horeck (2004).
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Jackie
Jackie
I was at that point thinking of going into law school, right? So very interested in
legal sides, and, I don’t know, maybe I hadn’t really thought of that side too much
before. Okay, and how that a person could really put themselves there. And yet,
Kiara
As the perpetrators or the victims?
Jackie
The victim. Really put yourself there. Um, and then how that happened. That
really,
Kiara
What do you mean by ‘put yourself there,’
Jackie
That you, you, you’re in a bar, you’re drunk, you’re with a bunch of guys that it
doesn’t-so you put yourself there in that sense. And I think sometimes that’s how
victims, so, ‘I did put myself there.’ Whereas the guy offenders and that, it is a
crime of opportunity. So they don’t necessarily go there looking for that that
night, but ‘Okay, here she is. We have isolation.’ You know. ‘We have some
privacy, she’s really drunk. There’s five of us, one of her.’
Kiara
Right, so yeah they didn’t come there with that aim, but.
Jackie
But then it goes, right? So just how um, really how easily that could happen. That
it could happen.
In her talk about how The Accused impacted her, Jackie describes how it made her think
about how victims “could really put themselves there” – in a bar, drunk, with a bunch of guys –
“and then how that happened” (emphasis added): the (unnamed) gang rape. As I have observed
earlier in this chapter, to describe a woman as having “put herself” in a “situation” in which she
is sexually assaulted, is to construct her as having brought about the sexual assault herself by
choosing to create a situation that everybody knows “culminates” in [in this case, multiple men’s
perpetration of] sexual assault [against her]. This is because, absent a sexual assault, to state that
a woman “put herself” in a situation with these characteristics is analogous to stating that she
brought herself to the bar, consumed enough alcohol to bring about her intoxication, and brought
about (or did not avoid) the company of the men. In and of itself, this construction is analytically
and politically insignificant; people – men and women – do this all the time. This construction,
however, acquires its analytic and political significance when this drunk-at-a-bar-with-a-bunchof-guys “situation” is constructed as a sexual assault-precipitating situation that a woman
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chooses to bring about (by “putting herself” in it). Moreover, Jackie notes how a victim could
“[r]eally put [her]self there. Um, and then how that happened” (emphasis added). As noted in my
analysis of Rose’s talk,“[b]y euphemizing the act of [gang] rape” as something “that happened,”
both “the significance and [the] consequences of [gang] rape are undermined” (O’Byrne,
Hansen, and Rapley, 2008, p. 181).
By pointing to the woman’s intoxicated state while sharing in the company of multiple
men as (at least part of) the reason why they sexually assaulted her, Jackie deploys the men
abuse vulnerability repertoire. She follows up her explanation of what she means by “put
yourself there,” by stating, “And I think sometimes that’s how victims, so, ‘I did put myself
there.’” By postulating that victims themselves share in the same kind of “put
myself/themselves” formulation of sexual assault as she does, Jackie displays awareness that this
formulation may be problematic and mitigates it by contending that she thinks that victims too
share in the same potentially problematic formulation. Jackie therefore engages in what Hewitt
and Stokes (1975, pp. 5-6) refer to as “credentializing.”
In essence, credentializing is a type of disclaimer advanced when the speaker
demonstrates knowledge that what she says next is discrediting, but that she has license (or the
“credentials”) to say it because, in this case, for example, she allies herself with those whom she
speaks about. Jackie demonstrates that how she speaks about victims’ responsibility for “putting
themselves” in situations in which they are (gang) raped may sound problematic, but she thinks
that victims say the same things too – thereby framing the claim with some degree of
credentialized legitimization.
Jackie then describes the gang rape as a “crime of opportunity” that the “guy offenders”
did not necessarily go to the bar “looking for” but that occurs subsequent to their discovery of a
woman who is secluded and alone (“‘We have isolation’”), outside of the observation of others
(“‘we have some privacy’”), who is very intoxicated (“‘she’s really drunk’”), and is
outnumbered by the men (“‘There’s five of us, one of her’”). In short, Jackie describes the gang
rape as something that the men did not necessarily premeditate, but spontaneously – and
collectively – “responded” to the “opportunity” to do so presented to them by a lone, intoxicated
woman.
It is significant that Jackie transitioned her talk about the victim to talk about the
perpetrators with “whereas,” a conjunction that signals a contrast between the idea that precedes
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and the one that follows it (“sometimes that’s how victims, so, ‘I did put myself there.’ Whereas
the guy offenders and that, it is a crime of opportunity”). This conjunction reinforces the contrast
between victim and perpetrators that Jackie sets out in her talk: a woman choosing to “put
[herself]” in a situation in which she is alone and vulnerable, contrasted with the men who did
not necessarily plan to commit a gang rape but did so upon “finding” themselves with the
“opportunity” to perpetrate one.
By describing the gang rape “opportunity” as a “situation” that the woman “put [her]self”
in, Jackie formulates the gang rape that the men perpetrated against the woman as, in essence, a
self-induced assault. Accordingly, Jackie’s construction of the gang rape evinces deployment of
the men are bio-bots repertoire. This repertoire implicitly positions men as mere vehicles of the
sexualized assaults that women themselves bring about. Moreover, because the circumstances
generated by women are often, as they are here, set out as clearly precipitative of [men’s
perpetration of] sexual assault [against women], the morality and/or intellect of women who
engender them is depicted as questionable. According to Jackie’s construction, it is the woman’s
decency and/or smarts that are implicitly described as debatable, not those of the men who are
constructed as simply responding to a presenting opportunity.
Sharlene
In the talk reproduced below, Sharlene describes men who perpetrate sexual assault
against intoxicated women.
Sharlene
I think also that a lot of the w-sexual assaults that occur in the context of drinking,
ah-ah-ah-are opportunistic. It’s not like the guy says, ‘Oh, I’m gonna go out
tonight, I’m gonna find a drunk girl, and I’m gonna sexually assault her.’ It’s, one
thing leads to another and he finds himself with the opportunity.
In this excerpt of talk, Sharlene implicitly positions “drunk girls” as presenting
“opportunities” that are sufficient to transform otherwise unmotivated guys into perpetrators of
sexual assault. That a guy in this context is otherwise unmotivated to perpetrate sexual assault is
reflected in Sharlene’s explicit negation that he has any preexisting interest in sexually assaulting
someone (“It’s not like the guy says, ‘Oh … I’m gonna find a drunk girl and … sexually assault
her’,” emphasis added) until he “finds himself with the opportunity.”
In her description of “a lot of the … sexual assaults that occur in the context of drinking,”
Sharlene therefore deploys the men abuse vulnerability repertoire. This is evinced in Sharlene’s
construction of the girl’s intoxication as (at least part of) the reason why the guy sexually
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assaults her. By portraying the guy as someone who does not actively seek out intoxicated girls
to sexually assault, Sharlene plainly empties him of assaultive intent. Instead, his perpetration of
sexual assault against a drunken girl is set out as an “opportunity” that she creates for him by
virtue of her intoxication. In short, Sharlene constructs perpetrators as guys who would not
perpetrate sexual assault but for the opportunities presented to them by drunken girls.
Accordingly, Sharlene formulates the guy’s perpetration of sexual assault against the drunken
girl as something that she brings upon herself, vacating him of responsibility and positioning him
instead as a mere conduit for an act that she engenders, representing deployment of the men are
bio-bots repertoire.
Importantly, Sharlene invokes an idiom that is common to descriptions of consensual sex
that is unplanned. By describing a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against an intoxicated
woman as the product of “one thing lead[ing] to another,” Sharlene couches her description of a
man’s perpetration of sexual assault against an intoxicated woman in language used to speak
about women and men’s consensual sexual engagement. Moreover, since “one thing led to
another” is a mainstay claim in the cultural lexicon of explanations for spontaneous consensual
sex, describing a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against an intoxicated woman this way
works to reinforce its description as unplanned – a characteristic that lends itself well to
constructions of just-stumbled-upon-it opportunism.
Rose
The excerpt reproduced below is part of a discussion between Rose and me about various
perpetrator types that she has described throughout the earlier part of our interview. This
segment is from the part of our discussion in which Rose is talking about what motivates
perpetrators. In her response below, she refers to a particular criminological theory that she had
mentioned previously in our conversation as well. Earlier, Rose states, “Routine Activities
Theory. I just wrote a midterm on this. I know it.”
Kiara
What about the guys at the party that you're talking about earlier. That, uh,
sexually assault drunk girls?
Rose
[sighs] I think most guys don't go out-ehh-in that kind situation, I don't think most
of those guys go out and-and search for a vulnerable woman. I think they go to
that party like any normal person would go to a party. And then I think the
Routine Activities comes into a play. You know, they-they'd wa-they-they might
want to do that crime. But, they-it, there's no guardians around. There's no police.
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There's no cameras. There's no-nobody's gonna stop them. And that girl's
vulnerable. So if you don't-if you have one of those three missing, you know, if
there's no cameras and there's a vulnerable girl, if you don't have a motivated
offender, there's not gonna be a crime.
Rose describes guys who perpetrate sexual assault at parties against drunken girls as guys
who go to parties like any normal person goes to parties, not in search of a vulnerable woman.
However, once at the party, they become motivated offenders (when “Routine Activities comes
into … play”). Routine Activity Theory (as Rose notes, and as is articulated by Cohen and
Felson [1979], the theorists behind it52) requires a motivated offender. Significantly, Rose
positions guys as unmotivated until arriving at the party, at which point they become motivated,
something she formulates as a product of the intersecting conditions of no
guardians/police/cameras/anyone to stop them and the vulnerable girl. Rose constructs an
offender’s motivation to commit sexual assault as something that is initialized upon discovery of
a vulnerable (drunken) girl in the absence of people or devices to deter him from sexually
assaulting her.
Rose deploys the men abuse vulnerability and men are bio-bots repertoires by depicting
women’s intoxication as (at least part of) the reason why men sexually assault them, and men as
mere vehicles of the sexual assaults that women’s (doubly “bad”) everyday agency engenders,
respectively. In Rose’s talk, drunken women are implicitly constructed as inducing their own
(compounded) vulnerability; a self-induced state that renders them targets, and furthermore
converts “normal” guys into perpetrators upon discovery of them.
In short, Rose describes perpetrators who sexually assault drunken girls at parties as
“most guys” who, “like any normal person,” do not go to parties in “search [of] a vulnerable
woman.” These are guys who are otherwise unmotivated to perpetrate sexual assault; however,
upon their discovery of a lone, intoxicated woman (in the absence of animate or inanimate
guardians), they become motivated sexual offenders. Rose constructs a woman’s intoxication as
the root of the offender’s motivation. Again, those guys would not perpetrate sexual assault

52

At the risk of oversimplification, Routine Activity Theory holds that three constitutive elements are required for a
crime to occur: the presence of motivated offenders (individuals who want/are able to commit the crime), of suitable
targets (people or property that is vulnerable/available), and the absence of capable guardians (a lack of
people/devices able to ward off perpetrators) (Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2010, p. 187). This theory was pioneered by
Lawrence E. Cohen and Marcus K. Felson in 1979, and is a “theoretical explanation [that] has primarily focused
upon providing information regarding who is more or less likely to be a crime victim” (p. 186).
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against women but for the “drunk girl” who, in and of her “vulnerable” self, both inspires the
offender’s motivation and produces for him the opportunity to sexually assault her.
A “Crime of Opportunity”: A Women-Responsibilizing Euphemism
This analysis demonstrates that talk in which sexual assault is explicitly or implicitly set
out as a “crime of opportunity” and perpetrators as “opportunistic” is to construct women as
sexualized “opportunities” that transform otherwise non-offending men into perpetrators of
sexual assault. In the talk examined here, phrasing such as, or analogous to, describing [men’s
perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] as a “crime of opportunity” becomes a
euphemism for describing women as responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate
against them by providing men with the “opportunity” to do so. The descriptions analyzed in this
chapter suggest that but for the “opportunity” to perpetrate sexual assault against a woman
engendered by her intoxication, men would not sexually assault them. Moreover, since speakers
explicitly construct perpetrators as “normal” men who “don’t necessarily go looking” to sexually
assault someone and only do so when they “find [themselves] with the opportunity” to,
perpetrators are implicitly depicted as otherwise everyday-guys-turned-perpetrators-of-sexualassault once the “opportunity” to perpetrate sexual assault is afforded to them by drunk women.
Conclusions
Dark Cultural Commentary
There are significant ramifications that flow from constructions of sexual assault as
something that women choose by “putting themselves” in “situations” in which men will
sexually assault them, and of sexual assault as a “crime of opportunity” engendered by drunk
girls that transforms otherwise good guys into rapists. The ramifications are such that it is indeed
women’s conduct that must be circumscribed when it is women’s conduct (via their displays of
everyday agency) that is set out as the problem, not men’s (for actually perpetrating sexual
assaults against women). These constructions of sexual assault are telling about the cultural
climate in which men’s perpetration of sexual assault against intoxicated women takes place.
What kind of assumptions do we make about women when, in their choosing to become
impaired, we describe them as effectively choosing to be sexually assaulted or gang raped? What
kind of assumptions do we make about men when we describe “normal” men as those who see
cognitively and physiologically impaired women as sexualized “opportunities”? What does this
kind of talk communicate about our culture in which women’s decisions to become intoxicated
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are interrogated but where men’s decisions to actively abuse women’s vulnerability by violating
them remains unscrutinized?
Implications
Shamefully Low Expectations
Again, as noted above, talk like this positions men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women as something that everybody knows “happens” to women who drink, and indeed, as
something that women should expect to happen to them. This morally and/or intellectually
condemning “expectation” that drunk women will “get” raped is so pervasive that it obscures
what (else) women who drink might reasonably expect to happen when they drink and share in
the company of men.
In response to the rhetorical question “What did she expect to happen?” asked by a Fox
news contributor about Daisy Coleman, a 14-year-old girl who snuck out of her home and drank
before a 17-year-old boy raped her, Jill (2013), a blogger for the website Feministe, constructed
an answer. Describing herself “[a]s a woman who in my youth did sometimes sneak out, drink,
and appear in the same room as young men,” Jill provides “a brief and thoroughly nonexhaustive list” of things that she indeed “expected to happen” to her on the nights that she went
out. Some of what Jill noted includes,
I expected to have fun.
I expected to socialize.
I expected to get to know a cute boy.
I expected to bond with the female friend going out with me.
I expected to laugh.
I expected to feel the thrill of doing something against the rules.
I expected to flirt.
I expected to feel the giddiness of a new crush.
I expected to flirt more because drinking made me feel braver.
I expected to feel the high of a combination of booze and adrenaline and hormones.
(paras. 2-11).
Pervasive and common talk that positions [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against
women] as the expected outcome of women’s drinking, however, overshadows and obscures
these “other” expectations. Instead, women who might have expected to experience any of these
other occurrences are blamed and shamed for not expecting that someone – and more often than
not, someone they know – would sexually assault them. Coleman, for example, was raped by
someone she considered a friend of her brother. She states, “I was not interested in Matt
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romantically. I considered him my older brother’s friend. I trusted my older brother. I trusted
Matt” (2013, para. 9).
Likewise, talk about men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women as a “crime of
opportunity” is also so pervasive that it appears in reference handbooks about sexual violence to
describe gang rape (Neumann, 2009, p. 19) and as information used to debunk general rape
myths (Rape Myths, n.d.) though precisely what constitutes an “opportunity” is not explained.
Research conducted by Maier (2014), however, points to detectives’ description of [men’s
perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] as a “crime of opportunity” in the context of
women’s alcohol use, just as the speakers whose talk I have examined in this chapter have. She
too argues that when the focus is upon women’s intoxication, “responsibility is taken away from
the offender and put directly on the victim’s behaviour” and, to demonstrate her claim, cites a
detective who states, “‘If the person wasn’t under the influence this probably wouldn’t have
happened’” (Maier, 2014, p. 48).
Common Practice: Addressing, Blaming, and Shaming the Drinker, Not the Rapist
Valenti (2015) observes that there are a lot of “intellectuals” who argue that sexually
assaulting intoxicated women does not count as sexual assault. She observes how “Yale Law
professor Jed Rubenfeld – who has written about rape for the New York Times – has questioned
whether ‘unconscious sex’ should really be against the law” (para. 7). Valenti also notes how
James Taranto, a columnist for the Wall Street Journal, “believes that victims of rape should
share in the blame if they’ve been drinking,” and describes how “Slate’s advice columnist Emily
Yoffe” and “former president of George Washington University Joel Trachtenberg” have both
argued that “women should drink less if they don't want to be raped” (para. 7). In short, the idea
that sexual assault is a “crime of opportunity” is one that appears to hold a lot of public sway –
even if (far more problematically) only the “opportunity” bit is supported.
The Women That Men Sexually Assault Really Ruin Them
The idea that women convert otherwise good guys into rapists is not limited to my data in
which speakers describe it as a “crime of opportunity.” McKinley Jr., the New York Times
journalist whose article I described in chapter two who “reported” upon the gang rape of an 11year-old girl by 18 boys and men, set out a similar formulation of good-guys-turned-bad because
of an “attack” to which he only vaguely tethers them. Failing to “report” upon the future of the
girl, or indeed to report much about her except for talk about how she dressed older than her age
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and about her ostensibly absent and thoughtless mother, McKinley Jr. (2011) described how “the
case” has “rocked” the community (para. 4). (Notably, it is “the case” and not the gang rape
perpetrated by the 18 boys and men against a child that has rocked the community.) He “reports”
how many people “in the working-class neighbourhood” in which the (agentless) “attack took
place” were left “with unanswered questions” (para. 4).
Among them is, if the allegations are proved, how could their young men be drawn into
such an act? … “It’s just destroyed our community,” said Sheila Harrison, 48, a hospital
worker who says she knows several of the defendants. “These boys have to live with this
the rest of their lives.” (para. 4-5).
Again, evident here is a formulation of sexual assault as an agentless event that leaves
unmentioned the harms to the girl against whom it was perpetrated, but is constructed instead as
indelibly and negatively affecting the lives of once good boys and men.
Differential Constructions of Agency: She Put Herself in Rape’s Way, He Just Did What
Anyone Else Would Do
What I find rather telling about these euphemisms is the different agency that women
(who “put themselves in situations”) and men (who perpetrate these “crimes of opportunity”) are
each ascribed. To construct a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against a woman as a
“situation” that she has “put herself” in is “to imply that she ‘placed herself in the path of a
rapist’ or … that she ‘self-induced’ the rape” (Anderson & Doherty, 2008, p. 81). Accordingly,
the woman’s (“bad”) agency is forefront, underscored in the action verb put. Notably, describing
men’s perpetration of sexual assault as a “crime of opportunity” yields virtually the opposite
representation of the perpetrator’s agency, since the crime is constructed as something that
essentially falls into his lap.
In short, I argue that talk about sexual assault as “situations” that women “put
themselves” in, or as “crimes of opportunity” is euphemismistic allowing speakers to covertly
responsibilize women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. The notion that
everyday agentic women, by “putting themselves” in “situations” or by creating “opportunities”
effectively “choose” to be sexually assaulted by men reinforces the deplorably sexist adage, that
one “can’t rape the willing.” These kinds of euphemisms operate as an understated, and more
socially palatable assertion both of a woman’s responsibility for “choosing” to bring about the
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sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her, as well as of doubt concerning her morality
and/or intellect in so doing.
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Chapter 7 – Sustaining and Subverting Victim-Blaming Talk
In the data chapters so far, I have described several discursive repertoires and turns of
phrase that speakers use to blame women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against
them. In so doing, I have demonstrated a number of explicit and implicit ways that speakers
responsibilize women for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. In this chapter, I
move away from examining victim-blaming itself, and examine instead the rhetorical structure of
talk that justifies and sustains responsibilizing women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate
against them, as well as talk that challenges and subverts it.
This chapter is divided into two parts. In the first part, I look at speakers’ talk about why
women should (continue to) engage in sexual assault avoidance-oriented practices. More
specifically, I examine the discursive strategies that speakers deploy to legitimize tasking women
with keeping men from perpetrating sexual assault against them. In the second part of the
chapter, I look at how speakers undermine and contest talk that responsibilizes women for the
sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, and I point to the features of speakers’ talk that
are deployed to undermine dominant victim-blaming practices.
Part One: Talk About Why Women Must Protect Themselves
Ethan
In the excerpt below, Ethan describes why sexual assault prevention messages need to
address women.
Ethan
Ehh-could we do better messaging for our younger-like and I always get, I’m a bit
of a feminist. Kind of, weird, but I am a bit of, uh-I, cause I, I like to protect the
women, of, well, women are generally more educated, better into, more higher
intelligence than the guys, and again, once the one-eyed monster wakes up, we
lose everything. It goes to shit. Um, and we oh, we tend to demean, I think, the
females in our population. I, you know, ‘You need to be smart, and you need to be
more aware, you need to be more defensive.’ Yes, boys are bigger and stronger,
and, and can physically control you. So, to avoid them physically controlling you,
you need to be mentally smarter. I think you have the edge anyway. Now when
that alcohol factor comes in, their physical levels go up and and your mental
levels come down. Therefore, the boy gets the, even more advantage. And you
take that ph-physical aspect, and they can have sex with you just cause. Cause
they’re stronger than you. They can hold you down. They can have sex with you
and just leave. So maybe the mental ehh-messaging does need to go to the
women, and not to their detriment because of their intelligence. Does that make
sense?
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Kiara
Yes. Which messaging were you meaning?
Ethan
Like, you need to be better prepared around [pause] ‘bar sex’ – and let’s call it
that for want of anything else, ‘bar sex.’ Um, y-can you protect yourself when
you’re walking your dog? ‘Yes. I’m walking a big dog. Yes, I’ve got a can of bear
spray in my thing. Yes, I’ve told my husband, or my spouse, or my Mom, ‘I’m
going for a walk with the dog, I’ll be back in ten minutes.’’ You’ve set those
safety measures in place,
Kiara
For this jump-from-the-bushes guy.
Ethan
before you’ve gone for a walk. Right? You stay to the path. You stay where it’s
lit. You avoid trees. You keep the dog on a leash. What are-I mean, I’m-I’m
talking to the Nth degree about that. But those safety, planning can be done, fairly
easily. ‘Hey Mom, I’m going for a walk. Be back in ten. I’ve got my phone if you
need me.’ ‘Take the bear spray!’ I don’t know. Um, that’s maybe, and that’s a
two-second conversation. You go to the bar, and you start interacting with guys,
and ‘Hey, what do you do?’ ‘I’m in, I’m in college, I’m studying this.’ ‘Oh, I’m a
mechanic,’ or blah, blah, blah. Or, ‘Hey, you wanna hang out?’ ‘Okay
[inaudible].’ And the next thing you know, you’ve been there for four hours.
You’ve gained some rapport, some trust. But then, when he’s had alcohol, and
you’ve had alcohol, and he’s horny, and you’re not. That boundary’s somewhat
cloudy, and, and…
Ethan constructs a particular image of women and men when it comes to preventing
sexual assault. He constructs women as generally smarter than men (more educated, with a
higher level of intelligence) and prevention as demeaning and detrimental to women in terms of
instructing women to be smart, more aware, and more defensive. Ethan formulates women’s
intellectual acumen as necessitated, however, by men’s size and strength that allows for them to
physically control women. Ethan sets out alcohol as a game changer because it escalates men’s
physical advantage and diminishes women’s mental edge. Ethan constructs this “physical aspect”
– men’s strength and control – as things that allow men to “have sex with”53 women without
reason (“just because”). Ethan depicts this as the groundwork for why messaging perhaps should
53

Notably, Ethan’s talk as a whole suggests that what he is describing that men do to women is sexual assault as
opposed to “sex,” despite his reference to this as “sex,” twice (“And you take that ph-physical aspect, and they can
have sex with you just cause. Cause they’re stronger than you. They can hold you down. They can have sex with you
and just leave”). As I discussed earlier, Bavelas and Coates (2001) trouble use of terms like “sex” when speaking of
sexual assault, since the former consists of interactive and mutual sexual engagement, whereas the latter constitutes
a unidirectional imposition of one person’s sexualized will upon another. As such, I echo Bavelas and Coates in
arguing that “[i]f the same term is used to describe both consensual and non-consensual acts, then a crucial
distinction … has been obscured” (p. 31).
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be directed at women, which he specifically articulates is not because women are not intelligent
enough.
Ethan’s talk evinces particular and essentializing formulations of gender. Specifically,
Ethan constructs a picture of maleness in which men’s physical size, strength, and control is
superior to that of women (a physicality and control that only increases with their consumption
of alcohol), men’s intellect is generally lesser than that of women, and men’s sexual arousal is
something that backgrounds all else (by causing men to “lose everything”). Likewise, Ethan
constructs women as comparably smaller and weaker than men who are thus subject to men’s
physical control – but are generally smarter than men because of this – unless their consumption
of alcohol dulls their intellectual edge.
Importantly, Ethan constructs men’s advantage over women in terms of their superior
physicality and women’s over men in terms of their (necessarily adapted) superior mentality. As
such, he formulates a relative balancing of capacities between men and women before alcohol is
introduced. According to this formulation, perpetrators of sexual assault are sexually aroused
men who (may or may not have consumed alcohol and) are bigger and stronger than their
alcohol-consuming victims over whom they have assumed physical control and have “had sex
with.” Likewise, victims of sexual assault are women who have consumed alcohol and who are
smaller and weaker than the men who have assumed physical control over them, and over whom
they have lost their intellectual edge because of their alcohol consumption. Ethan therefore
implicitly constructs sexual assault as a crime motivated by men’s sexual arousal and facilitated
by their superior physicality – a crime anchored in the power and the immutability of (male)
biology.
It is noteworthy that Ethan constructs men as both powerful in terms of their size,
strength, and ability to control a woman, and concomitantly powerless and entirely absent selfcontrol when sexually aroused. Ethan’s talk therefore represents a fascinating (and apparently
literal) deployment of the men abuse vulnerability and the men lack sexual self-control
repertoires. The implications are clear: since men have no choice in terms of how they are
proverbially “hard-wired,” but women have a choice in terms of how much alcohol they
consume (and thus, a choice in terms of how much they are willing to compromise their
intellectual edge, and the only advantage over men they have), “maybe the messaging does need
to go to the women” in terms of instructing women “to be better prepared around ‘bar sex.’” Men
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lack sexual self-control once sexually aroused (are powerless), so women are charged with
regulating the potentially assaultive expression of men’s sexuality by regulating expressions of
their own. Men also have size and strength advantages over women (are powerful), so women
are charged with ensuring that their disadvantage relative to men is not furthered. Notably,
Ethan’s deployment of both of these repertoires makes evident that they are both anchored in
large-scale cultural discourses about biology.
Ethan sets out the etiology of sexual assaults perpetrated by men against women
subsequent to their initial interactions at a bar (summarized by Ethan as “‘bar sex’”) in terms of a
series of “gender depictions” (Holstein, 1987, p.145). Holstein describes gender depictions as
“practically-motivated situational descriptions of gender-related characteristics” that are “used to
justify, rationalize, and account for” (p.145), in this case, how men come to perpetrate sexual
assault against women in a bar-initiated context, and why women should be addressed about how
to prevent it. When talking about these sexual assaults, Ethan’s references to gender are
motivated or occasioned by their rhetorical significance in terms of the claims that he is making.
This occasioning of gender-related characteristics displays their flexibility and the selective
character of their use, relevant to the arguments at hand. Gender’s rhetorical variability makes
salient its multi-dimensionality as a “scheme of interpretation” (Shutz, cited in Holstein, 1987, p.
145) (as opposed to some fixed property), “whose specific aspects emerge only upon the
occasions of its use” (p. 147).54 This is made apparent, for example, in Ethan’s constructions of
men as both powerful in terms of their size, strength, and ability to control a woman, and
concomitantly powerless and entirely absent self-control while sexually aroused. In so doing,
Ethan demonstrates a “strategic articulation” of gender attributes (p. 148) to account for men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women in this context.
Importantly, Ethan legitimizes women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules
(specifically, that women curb their alcohol consumption) in gender-based terms as well. His
legitimization, in short, is formulated as follows: men are bigger, stronger, and can physically
control women but cannot control themselves once sexually aroused, so women must instead
maintain a sober vigilance during bar-initiated interactions so as to mitigate against boundary
54

Readers will observe that this “scheme of interpretation” is akin to “gender as a background schema” that I
described in chapter one. In my talk about this schema, I described how gender is always operating in the
background, and indeed serves as the obvious but unstated kind of cultural common sense that is flexibly drawn
upon to perform various actions. Operating in much the same way, I forefront “gender depictions” here, because
Ethan makes them salient in his talk.
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“cloudiness.” The upshot of this strategic articulation of gender is that it couches men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against women in gendered terms anchored in biology; men cannot
help but perpetrate it, so sexual assault is therefore something that only women can “prevent.”
Consequently, Ethan espouses warrant to (continue to) task women with avoiding men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them – and, importantly – for men to continue perpetrating
it.
In his talk, Ethan therefore describes two different approaches to women-directed sexual
assault “prevention:” one concerning better preparation around “bar sex,” the other, safety
planning when dog-walking. Ethan sets out license to better prepare women around “‘bar sex’”
by locating it in a gender-laden rhetoric. Conversely, he anchors justification for women-directed
safety measures while dog walking in a rhetoric of effortlessness where women’s efforts to
prevent men from sexually assaulting them are depicted as quick and easy to undertake.
Ethan constructs warrant for women’s “safety planning” when dog walking in terms of a
rhetoric of effortlessness. He sets out women’s ability to protect themselves as straightforward
and requiring little work to achieve. Ethan describes these safety measures in a checklist form – a
method of delivery that both in his spontaneous recitation and relay of the listed items position
them as widely known and long established. Ethan describes these listed measures as going “to
the Nth degree … but [as] safety planning [that] can be done fairly easily.” Accordingly, he
depicts these measures as so untroubling to both recall and implement that even when taken to
the extreme, they can be undertaken with relative ease. Likewise, Ethan characterizes the
hypothetical exchange that he works up between a mother and daughter as requiring “maybe … a
two-second conversation” – a commitment of time so brief as to be virtually inconsequential.
This rhetoric of effortlessness is occasioned by its contrast with the nuanced and gender-based
complexity that Ethan portrays with respect to why women should be “better prepared around
’bar sex’.” Ethan’s description of safety planning as quick and easy alongside a depiction of barinitiated heterosexual engagement as convoluted helps him construct messaging about the former
as a “detriment” to women’s intelligence, while legitimizing the latter as warranted by its
complexity.
This rhetoric of effortlessness that Ethan generates is also strategically articulated,
consisting of a selective assemblage of descriptions that, occasioned by this contrast, depict
safety planning as easy (necessarily failing to account for difficulties or constraints that women

198

Chapter 7 – Sustaining and Subverting Victim-Blaming Talk
might encounter or experience implementing the “easy” terms that he sets out). For example,
Ethan’s description of the things that women can do to protect themselves from [men’s
perpetration of] sexual assault [against them] are indeed easy and straightforward if women own
or have access to big dogs, if women own or have access to bear spray, if women own or have
access to a mobile phone, if women have someone available to them whom they can notify when
leaving for and returning from dog walks, and if women have access to dog-friendly pathways
that are lit and do not traverse wooded areas. This “fairly easy” safety planning, depicted as
requiring but a “two-second conversation,” necessarily brackets the challenges that a host of
women for a host of different reasons would face in terms of implementing these “quick and
easy” safety measures. Accordingly, this rhetoric of effortlessness that Ethan produces represents
a universalizing depiction of ease that necessarily discounts differences among women in terms
of their ability to implement these measures while nevertheless positioning all women as equally
responsible for “preventing” men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them.
The upshot of Ethan’s talk is that men’s power and men’s powerlessness, anchored in the
irrefutable science of biology, is constructed as grounds for women’s sober vigilance in terms of
preventing men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. Likewise, Ethan constructs warrant
for further women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented practices in terms of a rhetoric of
effortlessness that necessarily obscures the sizeable effort that would be required of many
women to put it into practice.
Alice
In the excerpt below, Alice describes why she only wears one headphone while out.
Alice
Like, I'm very um, when I'm out in public and I have my headphones on, I only
ever wear one. And sometimes I catch myself. I'm like, 'Oh my gawd. Why are
they wearing two headphones?!' Right? Like, because I just-I don't necessarily
think that-I would never say, you know, 'It's your fault you were raped,' or
whatever.
Kiara
Absolutely! Yeah.

Alice
But, I guess there's a part of me, that-I'm like, ‘Criminals don't care.’ So, if I'm,
you know, downtown at night, or I'm on the [light rail transit], I'm less of a target
if I'm just wearing one headphone. I know what's going on around me, than the

199

Chapter 7 – Sustaining and Subverting Victim-Blaming Talk
girl that's totally oblivious to everything. Has her headphones up so loud that I can
hear her s-like know what song she's listening to, over my own. [laughs]
In this excerpt of Alice’s talk, she describes women’s awareness of their surroundings as
compromised when their auditory senses are occupied, thereby depicting such women as (more)
vulnerable to the abuse of men. As such, Alice’s talk about girls wearing just one headphone
represents deployment of the men abuse vulnerability interpretative repertoire. Alice sets out the
particular category of men to whom these women are more vulnerable: to “criminals” who
“don’t care.”
Alice describes herself as someone who wears a single headphone, and questions
someone who wears two, while qualifying that she would never say (to the person wearing two
headphones) that it was her fault that she was raped. Alice’s advancement of this qualification
signals both her awareness that questioning a woman who wears two headphones and is raped
[by a man] is hearable as faulting her for [his perpetration of] it [against her], and allows her to
explicitly position herself as someone who, however, would “never say” this.
Notably, the rhetorical structure of Alice’s talk “attends to the disputability” (Antaki &
Wetherell, 1999, p. 8) of justifying the practice that women wear only a single headphone when
out in public in order to avoid men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. Alice’s
justification is bolstered by presenting it using the three-part proposition-concession-reassertion
structure identified by Antaki and Wetherell (1999) as “show[ing] concession” (a discursive
move that I described in chapter three). By describing her preferred use of one headphone, by
then demonstrating her appreciation that it is contestable to justify this practice, and finally by
asserting the value of so doing, Alice rebuts the objection that supporting this practice is victimblaming before it can be made. She displays herself as conscious of the feasibility of an
allegation of victim-blaming (she “shows concession”), but then describes the value of wearing a
single headphone: doing so renders her “less of a target” and allows her to “know what’s going
on around [her]” when out at night or on public transit. In effect, by “show[ing] concession” to
plausible dissent, Alice makes her argument less vulnerable to challenge or rebuttal (Antaki &
Wetherell, 1999, p. 11).
Significantly, by describing herself as different from others (e.g., those who wear two
headphones), Alice is also describing herself in relation to them. As such, Alice defines herself
“negatively, in terms of being different from somebody else” (Edley & Wetherell, 1997, p. 208)
and in so doing, articulates, and locates herself within, a “contrast structure” (Smith, 1990).
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These rhetorical moves occur when a speaker advances a description of someone’s behaviour
coupled with instructions about how to see that behaviour as anomalous (Smith, p. 39). In this
case, I contend that this move also yields instructions about how to see she whom the anomalous
behaviour is contrasted with. Alongside a statement that she herself only ever wears one
headphone, Alice couples her description of a girl who wears both headphones with implicit
instructions that doing so is risky. Alice’s description is structured such that it yields a contrast
between her conduct and that of the “totally oblivious” girl, an extreme case formulation
(Edwards, 2000) that works to polarize the conduct of each party. Alice therefore depicts herself
as a responsible risk-manager, a subject position that is more pronounced when positioned in
contrast with the reckless oblivion of the music-blasting, two-headphone-wearing, easy-target
girl.
Alice explicitly constructs warrant for wearing one earphone because “‘Criminals don’t
care.’” By making this criminals-don’t-care argument after drawing a connection between a
woman who wears two headphones, rape, and victim-blaming, the implication inferable from
Alice’s talk is that engaging in practices that might position one as a victim-blamer is a concern
that is dwarfed by the practical concern of (being) rape(d), and accordingly, Alice concerns
herself with the latter. In short, within this context, the statement that “‘Criminals don’t care’” is
a rhetorically powerful one in that it formulates (men’s commission of) rape as an inevitable hard
and fast reality that calls for active management, and therefore one that requires primacy over the
comparatively minor concern of being perceived as victim-blaming.
Alice therefore couches men’s perpetration of rape against women in a “rhetoric of
realism” – rape is constructed as an undeniable “bottom line” and the “naked truth” (Edwards,
Ashmore, & Potter, 1995) that calls for women’s vigilance. Accordingly, assigning blame to
women who fail to answer this call is positioned simply as a by-product of the reality of rape.
This kind of realist argument therefore legitimizes women-directed sexual assault avoidance
practices by formulating them as something necessitated by an objective and current state of
affairs, and indeed, by a state of affairs that is of great importance in that it threatens the safety
and well being of women. This current and pressing threat to the safety and well being of women
rests, however, on the indisputability of the criminals-don’t-care claim, requiring “for its effect a
studied lack of attention to particular instances” (p. 31). Realist rhetoric of this sort only passes
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for reality if the (ostensibly) indisputable claim upon which it is based is not itself questioned (p.
28).
Observe, for example, what happens if this “reality” that criminals don’t care is
questioned: Do criminals really not care? If criminals don’t care, why do they care who they
victimize? If criminals don’t care, why do they care if their victims wear both headphones or one
headphone or no headphones at all? If criminals don’t care, can women really do anything to
keep said men from raping them? What if criminals do care? If criminals do care, is the number
of headphones a woman is wearing what or all that criminals care about? How can we know
whether or not criminals care? Do all criminals care or not about the same things? Once the
“reality” of the implicitly indisputable (criminals-don’t-care) claim is rendered disputable, the
legitimacy of the act based on that claim (wearing only one headphone) becomes disputable too.
Jonathan
In the excerpt reproduced below, Jonathan talks about why women should engage in sexual
assault avoidance-oriented practices.
Jonathan
On one level, no woman should ever have to worry about being sexually
assaulted.
Kiara
Absolutely.
Jonathan
Um, no matter what they're doing. On another level, this being the ugly, ugly
world that it is, I think sometimes common sense needs to prevail. I'm not trying
to blame the victim.
Jonathan constructs women-directed sexual assault avoidance in terms of (at least) two
levels: the ideal and the actual. On an ideal level (signalled by the modal “should” in his
statement that “no woman should ever have to worry about being sexually assaulted”), women
should be able to act free of worry about [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against them],
regardless of what they are doing. The practical or actual level, however, (signalled by
Jonathan’s description of the “world that it is”), is very “ugly” (repeated twice), which thus
warrants that “common sense … prevail.” Significantly, Jonathan thus implicitly constructs
common sense as worry – women do have to worry about being sexually assaulted by men
because of what they are doing. Women who do not worry about being sexually assaulted are
positioned as women lacking in common sense. Jonathan here deploys the he raped her, but
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she… repertoire, signalled by generalized or ambiguous talk about women’s conduct as (at least
part of) the reason why men sexually assault them.
In the distinction that Jonathan draws between the ideal and the real world, like Alice, he
too couches his argument in realism, wherein the “ugliness” of a world that mandates that
women engage in sexual assault avoidance is a hard if unfortunate reality that must be dealt with,
as opposed to an ideal world that exists only in theory. Edwards, Ashmore, and Potter (1998)
refer to this as the “rhetoric of no rhetoric” (p.35) – a kind of argument that is compellingly
persuasive in its brevity and ostensible foundation in reality. It is a strategic argument concealed
as an argument that does not need to be strategic.
Jonathan formulates “women’s worry about being sexually assaulted” as “common
sense” – knowledge shared by everyone – and as such, something that victims too should share
in and (have) exercise(d). By constructing his argument in this way, I maintain that Jonathan
evidences what Anderson and Doherty (2008), in their analysis of talk about rape (and drawing
on Potter and Wetherell’s work), describe as “pragmatic realism.” Jonathan’s “real” (versus
ideal) world and “common sense” talk sets out the notion that there are indeed “commonly
accepted practical constraints that may act to restrict our freedom of movement and choice” (p.
76). Anderson and Doherty maintain that speakers who deploy such arguments when talking
about rape position themselves “as ‘sensible’ because they are ‘realistic’ enough to recognize the
constraints ‘out there’ [that impinge upon] the freedom of women,” and by acknowledging this
“reality,” speakers like Jonathan position themselves as “‘worldly wise’” (p. 76). Anderson and
Doherty argue that when speakers portray restrictions on women’s freedoms as culturally
understood risks, “[t]he cultural reaction to that state of affairs is to argue that we all just have to
be ‘sensible’ about it – recognize it, accept it and work within the situation as best we can” (p.
76). By constructing women’s worry about being sexually assaulted [by men] as both
commonsensical and ugly-but-true, Jonathan portrays women’s experiences as “unchangeable”
(p. 76). In short, the significance of Jonathan’s constructions, couched in pragmatic realism, is
that they serve as “a particularly robust piece of rhetoric” in that talk of this sort “operates as a
closed argument against the possibility of social change” (p. 76).
Jonathan also displays himself as aware that this “realism” is hearable as potentially
victim-blaming, and accordingly issues the disclaimer that he is “not trying to blame the victim.”
Through use of this disclaimer, Jonathan orients to the possibility that he might be heard as
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victim-blaming and is therefore managing his talk “in a way that is sensitive to it’s potential
uptake” (Speer & Potter, 2000, p. 562). This sensitivity demonstrates a form of “stake
inoculation” (Potter, 1996a; Speer & Potter, 2000). By constructing women’s worry about being
sexually assaulted [by men] as a commonsense reality and by issuing this disclaimer, Jonathan
“inoculates [him]self from the possibility that [his] claims might be criticized for being
motivated by similar assumptions” (e.g., that victims are to blame) (Speer & Potter, 2000, p.
554).
Doug, Mark, and Natalie
The excerpt reproduced below is drawn from Doug, Mark, and Natalie’s talk about their
hypothetical sexual assault awareness and prevention campaigns. The segment begins with my
advancement of a comment in follow-up to a question that I had earlier posed to the group. More
specifically, moments before the represented dialogue took place, I had asked Doug, Mark, and
Natalie about messages that they would want to be sure were included in and excluded from their
hypothetical sexual assault prevention and awareness campaigns. After some discussion ensued,
the following exchange took place.
Kiara
Some people have said, um, to make sure that there’s no victim-blaming messages
in there.
Mark
No, victim…?
Natalie
Well of course.
Kiara
No victim-blaming messages.
Mark
Oh yeah.
Kiara
But, you know, in terms of examples of that, that’s…

Doug
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That’s hard to do. Uh, or, I suppose I sh-I should say it’s hard to, at least the way
I-uh-ehh, the types of commercials I’m conceiving of55 ehh-you know, I suppose,
some people may say, ‘Well, you’re really blaming the victims,’ uh, those who,
who happen to go with these guys they don’t know. They don’t know. I mean,
[outbreath] I tend to demiss-dismiss those concerns, because, I mean, let’s be
realistic, it’s just being careful.
Kiara
Mm mm. Yeah, cause there is that argument
Doug
And that’s not the same thing as laying blame against those who’ve already been
victimized.
In this bit of talk between us, Natalie’s “Well of course” response to my remark about
other participants’ expressed exclusion of victim-blaming messages notably positions this
exclusion as a “given” – an exclusion so obvious that it need not be stated. Accordingly, Natalie
also constructs as obvious the act of victim-blaming itself. Natalie implicitly depicts the
assignment of blame to victims as distinct and self-evident – the communication of fault so
obvious that it can obviously be excluded from campaign messaging. Natalie therefore
formulates victim-blaming as a transparent and blatant act that is easy to spot and easy to
eliminate. Doug’s response to my comment, however, demonstrates identification of a slightly
more nuanced conception of victim-blaming.
Doug displays speculation about how “some people may say” that it is “really” victimblaming to target “those who happen to go with these guys they don’t know.” In so doing, he
formulates victim-blaming as a practice that need not be explicit, and constructs himself as aware
that addressing women may be hearable to “some” as blaming women for the sexual assaults that
“these guys” perpetrate against them. Doug reports that he tends to dismiss this kind of claim,
however, “because, I mean, let’s be realistic, it’s just being careful.” Accordingly, Doug
constructs targeting women who go with guys that they do not know as a real and practical
concern in terms of the exercise of caution. He also implicitly sets out claims about victimblaming as unrealistic and unconcerned with being careful, and therefore as those of comparably
55

In terms of the “types of commercials [he’s] conceiving of,” I reproduce below what Doug had said in response to
my question about whom he would target with his hypothetical campaign, since it is in this response that he
describes what his commercials would address:
I think I’d try and uh, focus on potential victims of uh, the type of offense we see often. And, it’s not limited to
sexual assaults, it’s sometimes robberies, and stuff like that, and it often starts with, um, victim meeting uh, the
offender at a nightclub or a party or whatever, and it’s like, well, ‘Why don’t, why don’t you come back to my
place?’ Or- and they’re all alone … with this guy that they’ve never met before, and really, wouldn’t have a clue
what he’s like.
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little value. Like Alice and Jonathan, Doug too constructs women-directed sexual assault
prevention as warranted by a hard and fast reality that necessarily supersedes the comparably
minor concerns introduced by allegations of victim-blaming. In short, Doug positions his
formulation of real caution as that which is superior or exogenous to the rhetoric of victimblaming; victim-blaming claims about the “kinds of commercials [he’s] conceiving of” are
compelling but empty and comparatively trivial claims when juxtaposed against the real and
(f)actual problem of ensuring women’s safety.
Importantly, as my analysis of Jonathan’s talk demonstrated, “[r]eality can serve as a
rhetoric for inaction” – a rhetoric that Doug invokes by steeping his claims in the stated
pragmatic approach of “be[ing] realistic.” It is reality, not Doug, that calls for “just being
careful” by targeting women with avoiding men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them.
Here, realism serves as a “kind of argument against change, against action, against open-ended
potentiality of any kind” (Edwards, Ashmore, & Potter, 1998, p. 34), not because people like
Doug are averse to change, but instead because he is sensible enough to respect reality’s
constraining forces.
Doug furthers his argument by making an additional comment in which he differentiates
being “realistic” and “just being careful” from “laying blame against those who’ve already been
victimized.” Doug formulates a literal definition of victim-blaming in which temporality is
central. He makes relevant a distinction between the temporal context (pre- or post-assault) in
which women are targeted with messaging about going with guys that they do not know. He
constructs this kind of messaging, when communicated before or in order to avoid an assault as
safety, something that he differentiates from literally blaming someone for an assault after it has
been perpetrated against them. The upshot of these constructions is that Doug effectively
excludes from the domain of victim-blaming any woman-responsibilizing talk that can be
tethered to safety or that is advanced previous to men’s perpetration of a sexual assault against
women.
Conclusions
I Didn’t Make the Rules – That’s Just the Reality of It
Speakers' talk, in toto, demonstrates how women-directed sexual assault avoidanceoriented rules and practices are portrayed as legitimate by constructing them as warranted by
biology, necessitated by reality, and too simple and beneficial not to engage in. These rules and
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practices are constructed as fixed by nature, inalterable as an established and enduring state of
affairs, and relatively effortless to implement.
Constructing women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules and practices as
called forth by (male) biology imbues them with a scientific authorization, making them difficult
to dispute without challenging the laws of nature. Depicting these rules and practices as those
which require minimal time and effort of women is also a powerful rhetorical strategy in warding
off challenge, since so little appears to be required of women in order to gain the sizeable benefit
of “protect[ing] themselves” from men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them (see also the
“lesser of two evils” argument that I advance in chapter four). Likewise, depicting the ease with
which women can make themselves “less of a target” for the hard and fast reality of “[c]riminals
[who] don’t care” makes it difficult to question these practices without appearing to suggest that
women instead make themselves vulnerable to rapists. Equally, constructing women-directed
sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules and practices as “common sense” renders contestation of
them equivalent to challenging collective and longstanding social knowledge about how to
“prevent” sexual assault. Finally, portraying women-directed rules and practices as effort
reflective of “just being careful” formulates objection to it akin to essentially objecting to
women’s caution and safety. When couched in a rhetoric of realism (the rhetoric of no rhetoric),
these constructions of women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules and practices are
depicted as necessary exercises in the pragmatism required of and for women to stay safe [from
men].
“That’s not blaming the victim; that’s trying to prevent more victims.”56
In the talk that I have analyzed in this chapter so far, speakers attend to the hearability of
their talk as victim-blaming. For example, Alice displays herself as sensitive to being heard as
victim-blaming by describing herself as someone who would never blame victims. Likewise,
Jonathan straightforwardly states that victim-blaming is not his intent. Doug describes the
practices that he endorses as something other than victim-blaming and differentiates these
practices from those that he reports are victim-blaming.
Speakers also construct victim-blaming as something that is qualitatively different from
expressing concerns about women’s safety, thereby formulating victim-blaming and safety talk
as mutually exclusive discursive practices. In so doing, speakers construct victim-blaming as a
56

This is a quote from Yoffe (2013, para. 3) in defense of her position to tell “college women: stop getting drunk.”
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wilfully performed, intentional practice, and one that therefore cannot be unwittingly
accomplished in talk that evinces concern for women’s safety.
By demonstrating awareness of what victim-blaming is by explicitly distancing
themselves from engaging in it, and by differentiating victim-blaming from expressing concern
about women’s safety, speakers also construct representations of themselves. In this talk about
victim-blaming, speakers portray themselves both as competent and knowledgeable social actors
who are aware that it is socially unfavourable to victim-blame, as well as people who would
never, do not want to, and who cannot engage in this unsavoury practice because they are
concerned instead with keeping women safe.
Anti-Rape Institutions Draw from These Same Discursive Resources
Significantly, institutional messages about sexual assault-avoidance often deploy the
same interpretative repertoires that I have identified in my analyses as pervasive in speakers’
talk. I read the commonality between students’, practitioners’, and institutions’ “talk” about
women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented rules and practices as evidence of the
constancy of their (re)production and of the resilience and staying power of these womenresponsibilizing repertoires. For example, the website for RAINN, the United States’ Rape,
Abuse & Incest National Network lists for readers, “Ways to Reduce Your Risk of Sexual
Assault.” This heading links to another: “Avoiding Dangerous Situations” which lists
suggestions about “things you can do to help reduce your risk of being sexually assaulted.” This
list includes notes such as: “try to avoid isolated areas,” “make sure your cell phone is with you,”
“don’t allow yourself to be isolated with someone you don’t trust or someone you don’t know,”
and “avoid putting music headphones in both ears so that you can be more aware of your
surroundings.” These “tips” reflect how popular and socially entrenched it is to task women with
preventing men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them, such that these efforts (ostensibly)
serve as best (recommended) practice for North America’s “largest anti-sexual assault
organization.”57

57

Significantly, RAINN has modified the contents of this webpage. As I assembled my reference list, I doublechecked that this link remained “live” and discovered that it is no longer active. Given my analysis, I assert that this
modification is a good thing. Nevertheless, because the link has only recently become inactive, I have chosen to
retain this part of my analysis and therefore include a copy of the page, as it then appeared, as Appendix M. Readers
will also observe RAINN’s description of sexual assault as “a crime of opportunity and motive.”
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Implications
Importantly, whether the talk is advanced by research participants or by North America’s
largest anti-sexual assault organization, examining it more closely allows for an expository
unpacking of these discursively constructed “prevention” and avoidance-oriented efforts. In so
doing, the implications of what they entail might be teased and more descriptively spelled out.
Hardwired to Rape: Men as Powerful and Powerless
Beginning with Ethan’s talk, his construction of women-directed sexual assault
prevention as something warranted by biology – by men’s power (their physical ability to control
women) and by men’s powerlessness (once sexually aroused) – is compelling (given its
foundation in biological discourses) …if it is not examined too closely. Ethan’s construction of
men’s perpetration of sexual assault as a product of men’s power and powerlessness requires
hearers to imagine that men who otherwise exercise a fair degree of physiological control over
themselves lose it, once aroused. Ethan formulates perpetrators in these contexts as everyday
bar-going, rapport-building conversationalists who, upon arousal, are rendered helpless to the
dictates of their reproductive organs, unable to do more than wield their size and strength to hold
down and sexually assault women. This depiction of perpetrators thus requires that we conceive
of them as everyday-guys-turned-brutish-automata, deprived of their senses once aroused, beasts
who are deaf to women’s verbal communications of sexual refusal and/or blind and otherwise
senseless when it comes to women’s physical expressions of non-consent, or, that we understand
their arousal to be so great that even if they are aware of women’s refusal, they are deprived of
their capacity to do and be better than their hardwiring as men allows for them to be. According
to Ethan, men perpetrate sexual assault against women not because they want to, but because
they cannot help but sexually assault women. Ethan therefore constructs a rather troubling and
dismal depiction of men, not to mention a rather troubling portrayal that generates more
questions than answers. For example, is men’s arousal reversible? If so, who is tasked with
reversing it? If men’s arousal is not reversible, what state do men find themselves in postassault? Do they remain brutish automata, or do they return to a state wherein they can regain
and retain physiological control over themselves? What separates perpetrators from nonperpetrators?
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Avoiding Stranger Danger: The Rape Does Not Stop Here
Likewise, examining the implications of Ethan’s construction of women’s self-protection
as quick and easy reveals that putting such efforts into practice might not actually be as easy as
he sets it out to be. The things that women can do to protect themselves from men’s perpetration
of sexual assault against them while walking their dogs, as per Ethan’s description (or, as per
RAINN’s more general suggestions), are indeed simple and straightforward if several implicit
conditions are met, as I outlined in my analysis of his talk. Furthermore, as my comment to
Ethan (in the excerpt) about the stereotypic stranger-perpetrator suggests (“For this jump-fromthe-bushes guy”), the women-directed sexual assault avoidance efforts that Ethan constructs
traffic in stereotypes about stranger rapists. These stereotypes center upon the archetypical
physically violent rapist who lurks in the shadows of dimly lit pathways, awaiting the approach
of lone, unsuspecting women to attack (Anderson & Doherty. 2008; Estrich, 1987). Some
women – those who have big dogs, bear spray, mobile phones, someone they can notify, and
access to lit, dog-friendly, unwooded pathways – can prevent (or, again, more accurately, avoid
or defer) a rape perpetrated by him. Unpacking Ethan’s talk reveals that the type of “safety
planning” that he describes is only applicable to a particular subset of women who are able to
defer a small subset of rapists’ perpetration of sexual violence against them instead to another
subset of women who may be unable to engage in such “prevention” efforts.
Likewise, the implications of other speakers’ talk examined in this section are similarly
interesting. Alice’s description (as well as RAINN’s “tip”) too is specific to the stranger rapist,
who lurks somewhere in public spaces and is also sitting in wait for women (who wear two
headphones, not one) to attack. As such, Alice (and RAINN’s tip) also constructs the stranger
rapist as someone whose perpetration of sexual violence can be avoided by some women if
efforts are made to defer it to other women who are more suitable targets.
Part Two: Talk About How Ridiculous it is
to Blame Women for the Sexual Assaults that Men Perpetrate Against Them
Alison
The excerpt of talk reproduced below represents part of Alison’s description of why she
prefers to keep her friends close when she goes to the bar.
Alison
I-because a lot of it's like 'Well, I'm dressed slutty, and I've been drinking. So if
anything happens to me, I can't even really do anything about it.' Like, even if I
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persecute, it's gonna be my fault. They're gonna say, 'Well, you weren't a virgin.
You've had sex before. You were at a club, dressed like that. What did you think
was gonna happen? Did you talk to him? Did you let him buy you a drink? Did
you lead him on?’ And I think it's a lot of that, is, if it's, you know, a stranger in
an alleyway, it's pretty like, 'Oh, no! That's so bad for you!' But
Kiara
Because nobody chooses that!
Alison
Exactly, but, if you're in a bar, 'Welllll... You know. You grinded with him on the
dance floor. Sooooo… You pretty much said, 'I want your dick in me.’'
In this segment of Alison’s talk, she generates a context-based assessment of the
sexualized activity. Alison constructs the context that will be used to fault her for the sexual
assault [that a man perpetrates against her] by virtue of the comments that she sets out will be
made about her and the questions that will be asked of her with respect to her sexual history,
where she was, how she was dressed, and in terms of her pre-assault interactions with the
perpetrator. In this case, Alison constructs context as something that will be perceived as
tantamount to consent; specifically, that the stated context of “grinding with [the perpetrator] on
the dance floor” will be perceived as akin to communicating consent to coitus: “You pretty much
said, ‘I want your dick in me.’”
In her talk about drinking, Alison deploys the men abuse vulnerability repertoire, and she
deploys the men lack sexual self-control repertoire in her talk about being “dressed slutty,” not
being “a virgin,” having “had sex before,” in the imagined questions that would be asked about
her pre-assault interactions with the would-be perpetrator, and in the comments that would be
made about their sexualized interactions on the dance floor. In her formulation of the rhetorical
question, “What did you think was gonna happen?” after listing descriptions of her sexual
history, whereabouts, and attire, Alison deploys the men are bio-bots repertoire. Notably, in her
description of grinding on the dance floor as inferably communicating an invitation to sexual
access, Alison also deploys the men are genie savants repertoire.
What Alison makes explicit in her talk is an unequivocal construction of context as the
same thing as consent. While other speakers implicitly construct women as responsible for the
sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, Alison constructs this responsibilization in
unequivocal and uncensored terms: women’s sexualized, physical interaction with men
(“grinding on the dance floor”) is taken to be virtually equivalent to (“you pretty much said”)
consent to sexual penetration (“‘I want your dick in me’”). The raw and explicit language that
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Alison uses underscores the raw and explicit character of the sexual activity being described,
such that there is no mistaking what is at issue. Notably, the grit and graphic tone of such
language departs significantly from problematic euphemisms that researchers (myself herein,
included) have shown tends to characterize talk about sexual assault. Talk that employs these
euphemistic glosses tends to conceal or obscure the constitutive physicality and inherent violence
and violation of sexual assault (see Bavelas & Coates, 2001; Coates, Bavelas, & Gibson, 1994;
Coates & Wade, 2007). (For example, importantly, even in talk in which women are described as
“asking for it” – “it” is comfortably vague when compared to, for instance, what use of Alison’s
language would make clear: “asking for his dick in her.”) The unambiguous character of such
language makes a discursive skirting or understatement of men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against women more challenging to undertake.
Accordingly, I argue that the blunt and direct orientation of Alison’s talk helps
demonstrate the implications that reside behind more inexplicit women-responsibilizing talk
about men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. Alison’s talk avoids euphemistic glosses
by instead laying bare what glosses obscure: women’s conduct is constructed as tantamount to
consent, effectively rendering irrelevant whether or not the woman herself actually consents to
sexual activity.
Tim
The excerpt reproduced below represents Tim’s response to my question about how he
(and the others in his focus group) might explain the difference between being beaten up and a
sexual assault.
Tim
It’s like um, kinda like at a, at a bar. Like, you could just s, like s-I don’t know, if
somebody like hits you and you snap and then you fight them or assault them or
whatever. But like you wouldn’t see somebody just go, like, ‘Oh that’s a short
dress’ and then just like pounce and sexually assault, you know?
In the talk above, Tim constructs two different situations taking place “at a bar.” In the
first, he describes a situation in which a person is struck, loses control, and strikes back. Tim
describes the second situation as different from the first in terms of something that you would not
usually witness taking place: somebody observing a woman in a short dress, and then
immediately sexually assaulting her.
Tim’s talk is rhetorically organized around problematizing the idea that women who are
dressed provocatively “provoke” men to sexually assault them, something that he does by
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juxtaposing a “provoked” physical assault alongside a “provoked” sexual assault. He talks about
provocation in physical assault as violence that is reciprocal or symmetrical: one person “hits”
and the other responds in turn, “provoked,” in essence, by the loss of control incited by the initial
strike (set out by the notion of “snapping” that Tim describes). Conversely, Tim constructs
provocation in terms of sexual assault as something that is unequal by comparison (e.g.,
provocation in terms of being physically struck is not comparable to observing someone in a
short dress) and thus improbable, something we “wouldn’t see somebody just go” and do to
someone after noticing her “short dress.”
Like Alison, Tim’s talk makes literal the women-responsibilizing claims inherent in the
notion that men perpetrate sexual assault against women because of women’s apparently
“provocative” clothing. By literalizing this taken-for-granted relationship between women’s
clothing and men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women, Tim formulates the idea of
sexually assaulting a woman subsequent to noticing her “short dress” as unlikely, and as such, a
little outrageous. Tim therefore makes literal the men lack sexual self-control repertoire, and in
so doing, sets it out as ridiculous. Equally, Tim’s talk positions perpetrators of sexual assault as
any or everyman. By stating, “you wouldn’t see somebody just go, like, ‘Oh, that’s a short
dress’” (emphasis added), Tim constructs perpetrators of sexual assault as any(some)body, which
points to the notion that women must curb their conduct not just in anticipation of rapists, but of
all men who might become rapists if so provoked. In this brief excerpt, Tim takes the ostensible
implications of women’s “provocative” apparel to their literal limit – the notion that “short
dress[es]” provoke men to perpetrate sexual assault against women – and in so doing, constructs
it as ludicrous.
Laura
In the excerpt reproduced below, Laura describes some of what she says to women who
display self-blame after men have sexually assaulted them.
Laura
Like there’s a, when women come into the hospital, they’ve been sexually
assaulted while they’re passed out or super drunk, I’ll often, so they’re like, ‘Aw,
it’s my fault, I got so drunk, I only-’ like, you know, ‘I was kind of asking for it.’
And I’m, and so I turn the tables and so I say, ‘Okay, well, let’s say you’re at this
party. You see this guy passed out on the couch, are you gonna – and you find
him attractive. Are you gonna jump him? Are you gonna get on t, ta-take off his
clothes, get on top of him, and start having sex with him?’ ‘Well, no!’ ‘But this
happened to you. So what would it take for you to actually do that to this person?
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Cause that’s sexual assault.’ And that’s what they’ve just experienced. But for
them to actually think, ‘Yeah, what would it take for me to actually do that?’ Itit’s not, and that teaches you it’s not about sex. And um, its actually pretty-an
absurd thing to do. An absurd thing for us to normalize. Which is what we do. We
normalize that type of activity.
Laura’s talk is rhetorically organized around illuminating whom she constructs is really
to blame when men perpetrate sexual assault against extremely intoxicated women. To do so, she
sets out a perpetrator-victim, gender-reversing strategy that she describes using with self-blaming
women whom men have sexually assaulted. Laura talks about this gender reversal of victim and
perpetrator as something that helps demonstrate to women what it takes to perpetrate sexual
assault against someone, that sexual assault is not about sex, and that it is instead something that,
absurdly, “we normalize.”
Laura effectively deploys and reverses the implications and assumptions inherent in the
men lack sexual self-control and men abuse vulnerability repertoires, underscoring that this
apparent lack of self-control is gendered, as is the abuse of vulnerability. In the absence of a
sense-making formulation to account for “jumping” someone attractive (the function served by
the men lack sexual self-control repertoire) who is also passed out (sense-making facilitated by
the men abuse vulnerability repertoire), the idea of doing so is depicted as entirely outlandish. By
advancing rhetorical questions (such as “‘Are you gonna jump him? Are you gonna … take off
his clothes, get on top of him, and start having sex with him?’”) and constructing female victims’
negations (“‘Well, no!’”), Laura’s inverted deployment of these repertoires constructs sexualized
acts perpetrated by women against unconscious men as bizarre – not just for women to
perpetrate, but to even contemplate perpetrating against men.
The rhetorical questions that Laura advances accomplish something further: they
illuminate the assaultive agency required of a perpetrator; these agentic perpetrator constructions
therefore also challenge notions that perpetrators lose (sexual) self-control like those implied in
the popularly deployed men lack sexual self-control interpretative repertoire. By asking sexually
assaulted women to consider animating men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them, Laura
constructs perpetrators as agentic, active, and wilful – men who are actively engaged in the
decision-making processes required to perpetrate sexual assault against a (passed out) woman.
Laura’s rhetorical questions set out a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against a woman as an
act that requires agency in terms of selecting an unconscious woman to violate, getting on top of
her passed out body, removing clothing from her unconscious being, and performing sexualized
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act(s) against an incapacitated woman. These are all activities that culminate in men’s intentional
perpetration of sexualized violence against unconscious women. Again, these rhetorical
questions highlight the control required of a man to perpetrate sexual violence against an
unconscious woman as well as the wilful abuse of her vulnerability that he must engage in.
Laura’s rhetorical questions therefore paint a more detailed picture of what a man’s perpetration
of sexual assault against an unconscious woman looks like. In so doing, she depicts perpetrators
as agentic, predatory men and thereby concomitantly depicts it as incredible that a woman should
be faulted or responsiblized (or should fault or see herself as responsible) for what a man chooses
to do to her. Laura’s construction, in essence, “subverts victim-blaming and challenges the
neoliberal message that victims are self-made and that sexual victimization is rooted in bad
choices and irresponsibility” (Gotell, 2012, p. 262).
Laura concludes this bit of talk by stating that such scenarios constitute “an absurd thing”
both “to do” and “to normalize.” Laura formulates this normalization that she describes in terms
of the unremarkability of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against intoxicated and
unconscious women. Laura constructs this unremarkability by reversing perpetrator and victim
genders, demonstrating that only when a woman is asked to animate the conduct that a man must
engage in to perpetrate sexual assault against her does both his agency and the gendered
permissibility of his conduct become obvious. Laura’s talk suggests that the “need for this
thought exercise” (Gavey, 2005, p. 201) to challenge victim-blaming practices (even those that
victims themselves ostensibly engage in) underscores both the normalcy of men’s perpetration of
sexualized violence against women in contexts such as these, as well as how deep-seated and
longstanding the social practices that responsibilize women for it are.
Alison
The excerpt below is drawn from Alison’s talk about the kinds of activity that society
would consider sexual assaults.
Alison
I feel like a lot of it doesn't count if it's someone you know, right? Cause then it's,
'Well, what were you doing in that room with him by yourself?'
Kiara
Right. 'What were you doing?’ Yeah.
Alison
Wearing clothes. That show that you have skin.
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I take as my focus for this analysis Alison’s description of the questioned woman’s
apparel: “Wearing clothes. That show that you have skin.” I contend that this particular
construction of a woman’s apparel within the context of talk about sexual assault is both
sarcastic and significant. I argue that the sarcasm and significance in Alison’s talk resides in her
construction of the woman’s attire in a way that markedly disaffiliates it from more typical
descriptions of women’s clothing in the context of women-responsibilizing talk about sexual
assault.
As the analyses that I have earlier undertaken demonstrate, descriptions of women’s attire
in talk about sexual assault often concerns the type of clothing that women were wearing before
men assaulted them (e.g., short skirts, tube tops, age-inappropriate apparel) or were not wearing
(e.g., a bonnet and crinolines) and/or involves adjectives used to describe women’s clothing
(e.g., provocative). I also contend that mere mention of women’s clothing (even absent a
description of it) in the context of talk about sexual assault is more often than not a discursive
strategy used to responsibilize women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them by
suggesting that women in some way provoked or invited it (“what was she wearing?”, “are you
sure you’re gonna go out wearing that?”). This talk about women’s clothing represents
deployment of the men lack sexual self-control repertoire. Accordingly, by refusing to align her
talk with these dominant categorizations or descriptions of women’s clothing, Alison’s talk about
the woman’s apparel disaffiliates it from this responsibilizing discursive theme. By severing her
description of the woman’s clothing from its discursive affiliation with men’s arousal, she severs
the woman from the responsibilizing implications that women’s clothing (via men’s arousal) is
affiliated with. By craftily circumventing the responsibilizing orientation of this kind of talk,
Alison’s sarcasm – her mockery of it – is apparent.
Moreover, describing a woman as wearing clothes that “show you have skin” also
discursively empties it of the heavily gendered signifiers of decency that the amount of skin
shown has generally been associated with. For example, whereas, generally speaking, the
measure of skin shown by men has not been taken as an indicator of decency, the amount of skin
shown by women has.58 This is, of course, why adjectives like “short” (in length) or “revealing”
or “low-cut” are used to describe women’s apparel, marking it as a deviation from normal (or
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For a visual representation of this idea, see the cover of Teekah et al.’s (2015) This is What a Feminist Slut Looks
Like: Perspectives on the SlutWalk Movement.
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decent) skin coverage, and why descriptions of this sort are not common to men’s apparel.
Alison’s description of clothes “that show you have skin,” a description that refuses to quantify
the amount of skin shown, discursively decouples these gender-based measures of decency from
the showing of skin. Moreover, Alison’s refusal to quantify the amount of skin shown arguably
and therefore renders any and all women victims, since most clothing shows some skin. As a
result, when talk about women’s clothing is stripped of these gender-implicit descriptors,
responsibilizing women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them because of how
they were dressed becomes more difficult to do.
I should be clear in stating that I am by no means asserting that such a shift in talk about
women’s clothing thereby immunizes women against being responsibilized via their clothing for
the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.59 That a woman’s clothing is being called
upon to responsibilize her for the sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her is as evident in
Alison’s talk as is her refusal to participate in this discursive process. I concede that women will
only be immune to clothing-based responsibilizations for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate
against them when women are no longer responsibilized for men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against them. I know that victim-blaming does not end with discursive moves like Alison’s, but,
I argue, working towards ending it, does.
Citing Sacks, Wowk (1984) observes that social change requires laying out categories –
or, I would contend, repertoires – and figuring out how they are used and what is known about
them, and then beginning to shift how they are applied (p. 79). This is what talk like Alison’s
does, and what, in chapter four, I described Madrid doing in her description of the young girl
who was out “dressed in whatever … people wear when they’re going to clubs” (see p. 117).
Both speakers shift the application of repertoires in their displayed refusal to speak in what have
become responsibilizing terms about women’s clothing in the context of talk about sexual assault
59

Sanday’s (1996) analysis of acquaintance rape trials shows this clearly. In her examination of William Kennedy
Smith’s 1991 trial for raping Patricia Bowman, Sanday demonstrates that when the usual repertoires that defense
lawyers draw upon to responsibilize women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against women are disabled
(e.g., when rape shield laws make interrogating a woman’s sexual history difficult to do), they can nevertheless be
conjured up in other ways.
Questions about her bar-going habits painted a certain picture, as did her underwear, which [Smith’s lawyer]
asked the jurors to examine for tears to show that Smith had not forced her. As the black Victoria’s Secret
panties and sheer black bra with blue satin trim were passed from hand to hand to be checked for tears or stains,
along with the newly bought Anne Taylor dress, it was obvious that another, more important message was
attached to the show (p. 219).
Sanday’s analysis therefore suggests that different sexualized signifiers can be used to marshal conclusions about a
woman’s sexuality.
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(e.g., “she was dressed provocatively”), instead using terms that normalize it (e.g., everyone
wears clothes that show some skin and wearing clubwear to the club). In so doing, speakers
effectively sidestep participation in women-responsibilizing discursive practices. As I described
earlier, in its disaffiliation from responsibilizing repertoires, I contend that talk of this sort is
“blame resistant.” I also noted, however, that the capacity of talk like this to resist blame is
contingent, in part, upon the other talk in which it is couched. While these (re)formulations of
women’s attire disrupt what I maintain are the dominant and victim-blaming ways of talking
about women’s clothing in terms of sexual assault, though important, this disruption functions
more as a hiccup if the remainder of the speaker’s talk reproduces these responsibilizing
repertories, as Madrid’s did.
Overall, however, I maintain that talk like Alison’s, by virtue of her stark circumvention
of these dominant ways of describing women’s clothing in talk about sexual assault (and by her
explicit contestation of inferred consent that I described earlier) generates challenge to the
routinized responsibilization of women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them.
Like my insistence upon gendering and naming men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women, talk like Alison’s too works to disrupt and contest the everyday linguistic patterns that
facilitate victim blame.
Laura
In the excerpt of talk reproduced below, Laura is responding to my question about what
the circumstances surrounding sexual assault are.
Laura
Um, again, like with the recent[ly perpetrated] sexual assaults we get, there is
alcohol involved, sometimes. Like I’d say more often than not. But w-that’s
another tricky thing is we never say, ‘This happened because you were drunk’ orand but, the thing is, with uh- like how I usually put it into context for people is,
‘We’re all vulnerable at different times in our lives. Yeah, alcohol can make us
more vulnerable. I’m also more vulnerable when I’m sleeping. Or when my
boyfriend just dumps me. Or if a family member dies. So, there’s all these things
that make us more vulnerable, and these guys, these offenders know how to pick
us out. Pick the vulnerable people out. ‘Who’s vulnerable right now?’ Beep-beepbeep-beep. Like they have a little radar.’
In this segment of talk, Laura describes alcohol as pervasive among the women who have
been sexually assaulted by men that she encounters through her work. She explicitly positions
herself and her colleagues as people who do not responsibilize intoxicated women for the sexual
assaults that men perpetrate against them. Laura elaborates by describing what she says to
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women who were intoxicated when men sexually assaulted them. In her reported talk, Laura
constructs vulnerability via intoxication as but one of several forms of vulnerability with myriad
causes (unconsciousness, a break-up, and the death of a family member) that perpetrators look
for and abuse in women. She formulates perpetrators as sexual offenders who actively choose to
victimize people who are vulnerable in these ways.
Laura’s construction of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against intoxicated women
differs significantly from other speakers’ talk that I have examined in earlier chapters. This
difference is manifest in precisely whose conduct Laura places in focus and whose conduct is
rendered problematic. In the bulk of the talk that I have examined, women’s conduct – women’s
“bad” agency (Stringer, 2014) – has been that which is questioned and scrutinized, particularly
with respect to women’s use of alcohol. I have argued that women are implicitly constructed as
existing in a perpetual state of vulnerability to men (via women’s ostensibly diminished size and
strength relative to them), and as a result, women are tasked with ensuring that this vulnerability
is not furthered. As speakers in chapter three described, there are scores of sexual assault
avoidance-oriented rules aimed at limiting women’s use of alcohol in order to avoid intensifying
women’s vulnerability to men. I have argued that women who nevertheless choose to drink are
therefore constructed as flouting these rules and are depicted as doubly condemnable for actively
compounding their vulnerability to men. I have described how women who choose to drink and
choose to compound this vulnerability are therefore implicitly constructed as choosing (or in
effect choosing) to be sexually assaulted since everybody knows that drunken girls “get raped.”
Drinking women are therefore often positioned as foolishly reckless, or as choosing, and/or as
deserving of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them.
Notably, and most importantly, the conduct-in-focus in Laura’s talk about vulnerability is
that of male perpetrators (not of women). In her talk about “offenders,” Laura ascribes
perpetrators wilful intent by constructing them as consciously seeking out and selecting
vulnerable women to victimize. Men’s abuse of vulnerability is therefore made explicit, not to
responsibilize vulnerable women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, but to
hold men accountable for this abuse by positioning perpetrators as those who seek out women
who are vulnerable in any way. Accordingly, the intoxicated women whom these men sexually
assault are portrayed as no more responsible for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
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them than they would be if men sexually assaulted them while they were sleeping, or after a
break up, or after a family member died.
Laura’s construction of vulnerability as myriad in form echoes Mardorossian’s (2014)
and Stringer’s (2014) conceptualizations of vulnerability that I described in chapter one. Both
contend that vulnerability is a condition that no one is exempt from, and Mardorossian argues
that “rape [therefore represents] the radical abuse of this fundamentally human condition” (p.
130). Laura fills out this humanity with examples of other human states such as sleeping or
grieving, and in so doing, highlights that vulnerability is a condition that is not unique to drunken
women and that it is he who seeks out and abuses these vulnerabilities, not she who is
vulnerable, that is faultworthy. Laura’s talk about intoxication and vulnerability, therefore
highlights the problematic conduct of men who seek out and violate this human condition by
searching for and finding women whose defenses are down, and who are therefore more
susceptible than others to harm and to violation. It is men’s conduct – perpetrators’ wilful and
intentional abuse of women’s vulnerability, in any form they can find it – that is constructed as
the problem. Women’s conduct, on the other hand, their vulnerability, is normalized and
represented as but one of many forms of vulnerability that are debased by the men who choose to
sexually assault them.
Conclusions
The Absurdity of What We Normalize
Borrowing from Laura’s talk, I contend that this part of the chapter helps reveal the
absurdity of what we normalize: the responsibilization of women for men’s perpetration of
sexual assault against them. Because all three speakers’ talk challenges the responsibilization of
women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them, their talk differs in many
important ways from the other excerpts of talk that I have examined in this broader work. I think
it is important to reiterate how.
Whereas, for example, other talk in which women are responsibilized for men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against them involves the use of euphemistic glosses, in her first
segment of talk, Alison renders stark the way that consent is (problematically) constructed as
inferable from a woman’s conduct. She makes clear the kind of explicit activity that is ostensibly
being “consented” to. Additionally, while circumscribing women’s apparel is routinely
formulated as a matter of sexual assault avoidance, by circumventing typical ways of describing
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it, Alison resists the incorporation of talk about women’s attire into responsibilizing women for
the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. Tim’s talk literalizes the implications
informing the linkage between women’s apparel and men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
them and sets out this connection as ridiculous. Laura’s talk is rhetorically organized around
retaining focus upon perpetrators and their conduct. By reversing perpetrator and victim genders,
Laura’s animation of the agency required of men to perpetrate sexual assault against women
becomes clear. Likewise, her construction of perpetrators as men who actively seek out and
abuse vulnerability in women in any form positions perpetrators’ (not women’s) conduct as
condemnable.
Implications
Perpetrators Have Control Over Themselves and Intentionally Sexually Assault People
I contend that in addition to what I have described above, Tim’s and Laura’s talk does
two further things. Both speakers’ talk is focused almost exclusively upon emphasizing men’s
conduct, working it up as problematic, as opposed to talk that primarily focuses upon women’s
behaviour and activity. For example, Tim’s talk takes up the ludicrousness of a man being
“provoked” to sexually attack a woman because of her clothing, while Laura’s is focused upon
the steps required of men to perpetrate a sexual assault against an unconscious woman, and upon
describing perpetrators as actively seeking out the vulnerable. Secondly, women’s conduct, while
spoken about, is portrayed as virtually inconsequential except insofar as to help illustrate the
problem with men’s. For example, Tim’s only mention of a female is a remark about her short
dress, made only to construct the idea of a man being “provoked” as ridiculous. She is mentioned
so that the idea of “pounc[ing]” upon her and sexually assaulting her because of her dress is
demonstrably preposterous. Likewise, Laura’s construction of a woman’s conduct principally
concerns her imagining herself in the role of the male perpetrator, which again, focuses attention
upon his sexually assaultive behaviour. She also describes intoxicated women’s vulnerability
only insofar as it is akin to other forms of vulnerability that perpetrators prey upon. Women’s
displays of everyday agency, when described alongside a perpetrator’s predatory behaviour,
therefore only help further construct the baseness of the acts that he perpetrates. Talk that both
names and describes men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women keeps men’s conduct in
focus, thus necessarily diminishing both the focus upon and the ostensible gravity of women’s.
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These are crucial departures from most of the other segments of talk that I have examined in this
work.
Seeing the Forest of Perpetrators Through the Victim-Blaming Trees
The implications in terms of how men are represented in speakers’ talk in this part of the
chapter are noteworthy. Alison’s first construction sardonically implicates men as unable to
recognize the absence of consent to sexualized activity once mutually consensual sexualized
engagement ceases: men are unable to understand the difference between grinding on the dance
floor and an unwanted penetration by “dick.” She also implicitly constructs perpetrators as those
who will sexually assault anyone whose skin is visible. Tim constructs sexual assault avoidance
(in terms of policing women’s apparel) as something that is necessitated by the notion that men
are literally absent sexual self-control (a notion that he formulates as inane), while Laura
constructs men who sexually assault women as wilful, intentional actors who purposefully select
unconscious and/or vulnerable victims.
Alison’s talk therefore yields an acerbic construction of men as unable to tell the
difference between consensual and non-consensual sexual activity and who will assault anyone
who has skin, Tim challenges the idea of men as without control over their sexual impulses once
visually stimulated, and Laura’s talk reveals what a focus upon women’s conduct obscures: the
agency and accountability of men who perpetrate sexual assault against unconscious and/or
vulnerable women. Accordingly, the talk examined in this part of the chapter makes evident the
perpetrator and how he is otherwise indirectly constructed in women-directed sexual assault
avoidance-oriented rules and practices.
The conclusions that I read as yielded by this section of the chapter are therefore
relatively straightforward: responsibilizing women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate
against them is made difficult when the terms of this responsibilization are made explicit and/or
when speakers refuse to participate in reproducing them, when the excuses afforded to
perpetrators are literalized, and when perpetrators’ agency, activities, and predation are put
squarely into focus. Phrased differently, it is harder to blame women for the sexual assaults that
men perpetrate against them when the blaming practices are uncensored, when the terms of
blaming are refused, when the excuses made available to men for perpetrating sexual assault
against women are spelled out, and when the steps that men take to perpetrate sexual assault
against women are detailed.
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Individually Responsibilized Women, Collectively Responsible Perpetrators
Taken together, the first and second part of this chapter demonstrate that the collectivity
that is individualized and responsibilized in the first section is women, and the individuals
collectivized and responsibilized in the second half are perpetrators. In the first part of this
chapter, the neoliberal undertones of individual responsibility and risk management are evident
throughout speakers’ defense and legitimization of women-directed sexual assault avoidanceoriented practices. Big, strong, intoxicated men, stranger rapists, and men that women have not
taken the time to know are constructed as guilty of perpetrating sexual assault, but not as
responsible for making it happen. Depicted as responsible instead are women who do not spend
the two seconds it takes to safety plan, or who, in compounding their vulnerability also
compound their risks of “getting raped” by drinking or by wearing two headphones or by going
off with men they hardly know. The onus is on individual women to be responsible risk
managers and to deploy their agency appropriately by adequately guarding their personal safety,
and women who do not are bad agents who daftly or deliberately flout risk, and who,
accordingly, have no one but themselves to blame for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate
against them.
The second half of this chapter counters the first, challenging and contesting these kinds
of women-responsibilizing constructions. Men’s agency and the assumptions about men that are
absent or bracketed in the constructions that responsibilize women for the sexual assaults that
men perpetrate against them are instead troubled and brought to the fore. As a result, a host of
cultural excuses afforded to men as a group are challenged or refused. Speakers make explicit the
idea that women’s conduct is tantamount to stating, “I want your dick in me” and literalize the
notion that a short skirt leads men “pounce” upon, and sexually assault, women. Speakers
construct scenarios that demonstrate the thought and effort and agency required of a man to seek
out and select a vulnerable and/or unconscious woman to assault, whose clothing, as well as his
own, he might have to remove, and whose sleeping body he chooses to perpetrate sexualized acts
against. Speakers disaffiliate from responsibilizing repertoires in talk about sexual assault by
describing women who wear clothes that show they have skin. Speakers describe women who
grind and who wear short skirts and who drink and who pass out as women who dance and who
wear clothes that show they have skin and who drink and who are no more responsible than any
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other vulnerable woman for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. In short, speakers
construct men as responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against women.
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Chapter 8 – Talk about Men’s Perpetration of Sexual Assault Against Women Matters
I was first drawn to studying men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women
principally out of a curious sort of bewilderment. Upon becoming aware of just how pervasive
men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women is, I was baffled by how and why it
continues to be more or less socially, legally, and politically permissible for men to sexually
assault women. (Though I am far better informed now than I was then, I remain dumbfounded
that this remains acceptable on any level.) I was perhaps even more confounded by why women
are furthermore blamed for these violent things that men perpetrate against us – things that, by
definition, men do to us against our will. Due in large part to the SlutWalk movement, I found
myself growing progressively interested in looking more closely at the intersections between
“prevention” and blame. In so doing, I have become acutely aware of just how much of what we
are taught to do as girls and women to “protect ourselves” from [men’s perpetration of] rape
[against us] also serves as the substance of the blame that we are assigned (and assign to
ourselves) when men sexually assault us.
Most generally, when I began looking at the data that the participants and I had
generated, I wanted to examine the nuanced intersections between sexual assault prevention and
victim-blaming. I began without any predetermined ideas about exactly what intersections
between “prevention” and “victim-blaming” looked like, or even about where in the data I might
find these intersections. What I did find was that as I continued to listen to and read over
participants’ talk, in the way that the hidden image in 3D pictures becomes visible to those who
stand before them for long enough, these intersections started becoming apparent to me. These
discursive intersections were, however, rarely straightforward or obvious, and were most often
instead part of speakers’ talk about things not explicitly linked to prevention or to blame. Part of
my analytic challenge involved identifying, assembling, naming, and then distilling and
explaining these intersections between prevention and blame, a process that yielded the seven
interpretative repertoires that I have described.
“I’m not saying it’s her fault, but [reason it’s her fault].”
As part of this concluding chapter of my work, I want to reiterate and summarize these
intersections between (what I now identify and refer to as) women-directed sexual assault
avoidance rules and victim-blaming. Demonstrating these connections, I think, is made easiest
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using a simple, and characteristically direct statement made by feminist writer, blogger, and
speaker Kate Harding.
In her book, Asking for It: The Alarming Rise of Rape Culture – and What We Can Do
About It (2015), Harding contends, “‘I’m not saying it’s her fault, but [reason it’s her fault]’ is a
bog-standard response to stories about sexual violence” (p. 35). After spending so long in this
subject area, I could not agree more. People often assert that a man’s perpetration of sexual
assault is not a woman’s fault, but then go on to state why it actually is.
I contend that the “‘[reason it’s her fault]’” part of Harding’s “bog-standard” statement
points to the connection between sexual assault avoidance and victim-blaming, because the
“‘[reason it’s her fault]’” consists of a woman’s exercise of everyday agency – what amounts to
her “breach” of one or more of the sexual avoidance-oriented rules. As I have argued, these
“breaches” are used to blame her for the assault that a man perpetrates against her. I maintain
that when this blaming is positioned alongside the rules that have been breached, the intersection
between women-directed sexual assault avoidance and victim-blaming is made most evident. In
Table 8 (see pages 227-228), I demonstrate this intersection by substituting women’s displays of
everyday agency into Harding’s “bog-standard” statement and position them alongside the rules
that prohibit said conduct, and link women’s exercises of everyday agency also to the womenresponsibilizing repertoires that I maintain that this kind of avoidance/blaming talk forms a part
of.
Identifying these rules that govern women’s conduct as manifestations of neoliberalism,
Gotell (2012) contends that blame results from rule non-compliance. “Within a neoliberal regime
of responsibility, populations are divided on the basis of their capacity for self-management;
those women who can be represented as failing to adhere to the rules of sexual safekeeping are in
turn blamed for the violence they experience” (p. 257).
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Table 8. Demonstrating the Intersections Between Sexual Assault Avoidance-Oriented Rules, Everyday Agency, Victim-Blaming, and
Interpretative Repertoires
SEXUAL ASSAULT
AVOIDANCE-ORIENTED RULE

VICTIM-BLAMING

DISPLAY OF EVERYDAY AGENCY

INTERPRETATIVE
REPERTOIRE DEPLOYED

Don’t dress provocatively.

She wore what she wanted to
wear.

“I’m not saying it’s her fault, but
look at how she was dressed.”

Men lack sexual self-control

Don't drink too much.

She consumed as much alcohol as
she wanted to.

“I’m not saying it’s her fault, but
she was so drunk.”

Men abuse vulnerability

No means no.

She expressed her non-consent.

“I’m not saying it’s her fault, but
her ‘no’ wasn’t exactly very
clear.”

Men do not understand
refusal

Substitute any generalized
rule(s) here, like “use
common sense.”1

She displayed one or more
manifestation(s) of everyday
agency.

“I’m not saying it’s her fault, but He raped her, but she…
did you see what she was doing?”

Substitute any and all rules
here that circumscribe
women’s sexualized
engagement, like “don’t
screw around”, “don’t sleep
around.”2

She previously engaged in what is “I’m not saying it’s her fault, but
constructed as considerable
she’s not exactly a virgin.”
consensual sexualized activity.

Men view some women as
unrapeable

TABLE IS CONTINUED ON FOLLOWING PAGE
1
2

This kind of advice usually serves as an umbrella for more specific rules. See, for example, Jonathan’s talk in chapter three.
These rules tend to coalesce around ensuring that women are not perceived as having previously engaged in considerable consensual sexual
activity so as to ensure that women’s consent is not “misrepresented” as ongoing.
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Table 8. Demonstrating the Intersections…continued
SEXUAL ASSAULT
AVOIDANCE-ORIENTED RULE

DISPLAY OF EVERYDAY AGENCY

VICTIM-BLAMING

INTERPRETATIVE
REPERTOIRE DEPLOYED

Substitute one or more rules
here, culminating in a
context-based assessment
(e.g., don’t wear short skirts,
don’t drink too much, don’t
leave without a friend).

She displayed one or more
“I’m not saying it’s her fault, but
manifestation(s) of everyday
she was kind of asking for it.”
agency (e.g., she wore what she
felt like wearing, she consumed
as much alcohol as she wanted to,
she decided to go off on her own).

Men are genie savants

Substitute one or more rules
here, culminating in a
context-based assessment
(e.g., don’t go out at night
alone, don’t wear both
headphones, don’t talk to
strangers).

She displayed one or more
manifestation(s) of everyday
agency (e.g., she did something
on her own in the evening, she
listened to music, she was
socially engaged).

Men are bio-bots

“I’m not saying it’s her fault, but
what did she expect would
happen?”
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The Women-Responsibilizing Repertoires
My analyses demonstrate that the discursive intersection between women-directed sexual
assault avoidance-oriented messages and blaming women for men’s perpetration of sexual
assault against us consists of what I have referred to as responsibilizing women for men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against us. I have noted that this is because women are made
responsible in two ways for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against us: we are tasked with
avoiding it (by circumscribing our everyday agency and following the “rules”), and held
accountable when men perpetrate it (if we have not). We are responsibilized when our conduct is
implicitly or explicitly set out as (at least part of) the reason why men sexually assault us because
we have failed to keep men from becoming sexually aroused, failed to ensure that our
disadvantages relative to men were not furthered, or failed to express sexual refusal in clear(er),
(more) direct, and (better) unequivocal terms. We are responsibilized when our conduct is
implicitly or explicitly set out as (at least part of) the reason why men sexually assault us for
some other unspecified but implied reason, or because we are perceived or known to have
consensually engaged in what is constructed as considerable previous sexual activity.
I have referred to the various repositories of terms and talk that make this
responsibilization process evident as the men lack sexual self-control, men abuse vulnerability,
men do not understand refusal, he raped her, but she…, and the men view some women as
unrapeable interpretative repertoires, respectively. I have named these repertoires in ways that
signal the host of assumptions that I argue that these repertoires are based upon, assumptions that
paint a dismal picture of men and men’s deficits. I maintain that we as women are
responsibilized for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against us because we have in some, or
many ways, failed to compensate for men’s ostensible deficits. We have failed to compensate for
men’s apparent inability to sexually control themselves once aroused, for men’s apparent abuse
of vulnerability, for men’s apparent inability to understand refusal, for some other apparent but
unspecified deficit(s), and/or for men’s apparent indifference to mutual and interactive sexual
engagement, respectively.60
I have argued that [men’s perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] is constructed
as something that everybody knows is inevitably engendered by women’s exercise of everyday

60

My use of “apparent” here signals that these are manifestations of patriarchy that, like Kacelnik (2011), I maintain
that feminism works to debunk.

229

Chapter 8 – Talk about Men’s Perpetration of Sexual Assault Against Women Matters
agency, and is therefore foreseeable and can be avoided if women simply curb and limit their
conduct. I have demonstrated that “bad” agents (Stringer, 2014), women who deploy their
agency inappropriately, are therefore depicted as wanton or foolish. Representing women in this
way involves an implicit adjudication of women’s morality and/or intellect, positioning them as
those who deliberately or daftly engaged in conduct that they knew, or should have known,
would “get them raped.” I have argued that these context-based assessments of women’s displays
of everyday agency are constructed in two ways: to position women’s consent as irrelevant
because their wishes are “objectively” manifest in their conduct, and, to construct [men’s
perpetration of] sexual assault [against women] as essentially self-induced, implicitly positioning
perpetrators as mere conduits of an “outcome” that women have themselves brought about.
I refer to the former as the men are genie savants repertoire because men are implicitly
depicted as knowing better than women themselves what it is that they want. Accordingly, like
genies, men therefore only grant the wishes that women’s conduct ostensibly makes for them.
Deployment of this repertoire is made obvious in talk in which women who have been sexually
assaulted by men are implicitly portrayed or explicitly described as “asking for,” “inviting,” or
“wanting it.”
I refer to the latter as the men are bio-bots repertoire to reflect what is implicitly
constructed as men’s autonomic and automatic response: to merely deliver the sexual assaults
that women have themselves engendered. This repertoire is reflected in talk in which men’s
perpetration of sexual assault is described as “situations” that women “put themselves” in, as a
“crime of opportunity,” or when women’s conduct is implicitly (as opposed to explicitly) set out
as morally and/or intellectually questionable.
I contend that though multiple, these seven interpretative repertoires capture the dominant
themes recurrent in the women-responsibilizing talk about sexual assault, as well as its subtler
nuances. Describing the characteristics of this responsibilizing talk that I have examined, its
commonalities as well as its variations, attests to the simple complexities involved in blaming
women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against us. I further argue that by identifying
these repertoires in terms of the assumptions about men that they reproduce, those who
perpetrate these assaults as opposed to the women against whom men perpetrate it remain in
focus.
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A Manifestly Gendered Practice
I maintain that ensuring that the focus is upon men is imperative since significantly, and
clearly, responsibilizing women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against us is a
gendered practice. About just this, Mardorossian (2014) observes that
[m]aking women’s behavior and identity the site of rape prevention only mirrors the
dominant culture’s proclivity to see rape as women’s problem, both in the sense of a
problem women should solve and one that they caused. Any discourse on rape needs to
take into account the reversal of cause and effect that rape is constantly subjected to and
that retrospectively constitutes effects as origins and causes. While enlisting the help of
potential victims in preventing a variety of crimes is common practice, only gendered
crimes generate the kind of victim-blaming responses rape and domestic violence
produce. Whereas forgetting to set the burglar alarm or getting robbed despite the
“neighborhood watch” does not exculpate the thieves, getting raped always elicits an
investigation into how a victim might ultimately have been responsible for what
happened (pp. 56-57).
Mardorossian’s observations therefore again point to the way in which gender as a background
schema is always operative in talk about sexual assault. I argue, however, that the ubiquitousness
of this gendered problem is what allows for it to remain so often unacknowledged. I contend that
it is often only when the terms of the talk are shifted, even slightly, that gender becomes
forefront.
In a telling anecdote, for example, that is also still tellingly relevant 40 years later, a tale
that is colloquially known as “The Rape of Mr. Smith” brings gender to the fore by shifting the
talk about rape instead to talk about robbery. It is an analogy that Connie K. Borkenhagen of
Albuquerque, New Mexico, in her “urging the House of Delegates to approve a resolution calling
for a redefinition of rape” offered to demonstrate why “most rape victims prefer not to press
charges” (The Legal Bias, 1975, p. 464). As is evident in her imagining of “how it might sound if
a robbery victim were subjected to the kind of cross-examination that the rape victim must
usually undergo” (p. 464), the background operation of gender moves to the fore when the crime
in focus shifts (see Appendix N for the full text of “The Rape of Mr. Smith”). At the end of the
mock cross-examination, for example, Mr. Smith is asked,
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In other words, Mr. Smith, you were walking around the streets late at night in a suit that
practically advertised the fact that you might be a good target for some easy money, isn’t
that so? I mean, if we didn’t know better, Mr. Smith, we might even think that you were
ASKING for this to happen, mightn’t we? (p. 464).
By shifting the crime from rape to robbery, Borkenhagen’s analogy therefore demonstrates the
salience of gender in much the same way that Laura describes that her victim/perpetrator reversal
reveals in her talk about asking sexually assaulted women to imagine themselves perpetrating
sexual assault against men.
Yet More Ways to Responsibilize Women…
In addition to illuminating these seven interpretative repertoires that womenresponsibilizing talk coalesces around, I have described further discursive strategies and
rhetorical moves that also facilitate the responsibilization of women for the sexual assaults that
men perpetrate against them. For example, I have noted how responsibilizing women for the
sexual assaults that men perpetrate against us is facilitated by agentless constructions of sexual
assault. In talk of this sort, men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women is described as
something that “happens” to everyday agentic women who “get raped” because of how they
choose to dress, for example, or because of when they choose to go out. I have described
agentless talk of this sort as akin to preventable disease wherein men are constructed in a manner
analogous to diseased cells, bad but absent will or intent, invading only the bodies of those who
fail to protect themselves. Women are made responsible for these assaults in part because
speakers literally make mention of no one else.
I have discussed how women are responsibilized for the sexual assaults that men
perpetrate against us not just by focusing upon women’s conduct, but also by failing to scrutinize
men and theirs. In this way, sexual assault perpetrating men slip from view, hidden in the long
shadows cast by the interrogative spot lamp that is discursively trained upon women. I have
described how this spot lamp consists of detailing women’s failure to manage what are
constructed as known risks, all the while failing to investigate men and the sexual assaults that
they perpetrate. I have demonstrated how telling it is to entertain the things that speakers could
have said, but did not, in their talk about sexual assault. Women’s conduct is instead rendered
problematic despite a man’s perpetration of sexual assault against her.
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My talk about context-based assessments of sexualized activities demonstrated how a
woman’s non-consent is effectively rendered irrelevant in contexts in which anyone and/or
everyone else’s determinations about what happened are privileged over hers. Context-based
assessments, I have argued, are advanced anytime anything other than a woman’s non-consent is
constructed as grounds to determine what happened when sexualized activity is in question.
In my analysis of talk about sexual assault as a “situation” that women “put themselves”
in, and as a “crime of opportunity,” I demonstrated how these euphemistic turns of phrase again
responsibilize women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. I described how
both women-responsibilizing euphemisms are concerned with women’s agency as opposed to
men’s, again formulating men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women as something that
women essentially do unto themselves.
In my analysis of the responsibilization of women who drink, I describe why alcohol is so
pronounced in women-responsibilizing talk about sexual assault. I argue that talk about women
who choose to drink and who thereby choose to become (more) vulnerable, in effect, positions
women as choosing to be sexually assaulted by men, since everybody knows that “drunk girls get
raped.” Accordingly, I maintain that this notion that “drunk girls get raped” is a self-fulfilling
prophecy that is reinforced every time that a drunken girl as opposed to the guy that sexually
assaults her is constructed as accountable for it.
I maintain that the upshot of this kind of talk is that women are ascribed more blame and
imputed less harm for the violence that men perpetrate against us, and men’s agency and
accountability is diminished, if acknowledged at all. Instead, as Anderson and Doherty (2008)
have contended, men are formulated as guilty but not responsible for the sexual assaults that they
perpetrate. Women are thus positioned as responsible for that which their exercise of everyday
agency has ostensibly engendered. As a result, men who perpetrate sexual assault against women
are implicitly (sometimes explicitly) depicted as only vessels of the sexual assaults that women
have themselves brought about, whether deliberately or daftly, because they asked for it, or
because they might as well have. This, I argue, is how we arrive at the rape apologism that
pervades the fodder that surrounded and in many respects continues to surround perpetrators like
Jian Ghomeshi and Bill Cosby (see, for example, Blatchford, 2014; Peyser, 2015). (In a tweet,
Canadian comedian Mark Forward [2014] succinctly underscored the operation of gender as a
background schema in the heated debates about whether Ghomeshi, or the women alleging that
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he had sexually assaulted him, were to be believed: “To be clear, you ridiculous people are
saying, Women [sic] have to go to the police to be believed. A man just has to post it on
Facebook.”)
I have demonstrated how defense of women-responsibilizing positions is manifest in talk
that legitimizes women-directed sexual assault avoidance-oriented practices. I have shown that
when talk about biology, talk about reality, and talk about how easy it is for women to protect
themselves is deployed, these rhetorics – the rhetoric of nature, the rhetoric of no rhetoric, and
the rhetoric of effortlessness – render women-responsibilizing talk difficult to dispute.
Some of the Limitations of This Work
As I noted in chapter two, the vast majority of the speakers represented in this work are
of a relatively privileged subset of society. They are predominantly white people of the middle
classes, all of whom are able-bodied. No speaker oriented to her or his race, class, or ability or to
any of the other significant issues that critical research about men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against women holds is, far more often than not, central to analyses of sexual assault. It is
plausible, if not extremely likely, that transgendered persons, for example, or differently abled
persons, or those identifying themselves as of the lower class might have offered responses that
raised different issues and considerations than those I have examined, and likely even more so
when these considerations intersect. I expect that had I extended my reach to ensure that I had
more ethnically varied participants, and participants of varying genders, abilities, and classes,
that the talk that I would have examined would have therefore looked very different.
Accordingly, it is without question that I acknowledge that my work is limited by the lack of
diversity represented by the speakers whose talk I examined. I concede also that these are issues
of considerable importance when examining men’s perpetration of sexual violence against
women as a whole that my research, as it stands, does not touch upon.
The data that I generated with participants is also not what discourse analysts in recent
years have generally come to prefer. That is to say that it is not “naturalistic” or “naturally
occurring” data – talk that is otherwise unprompted, and occurs instead as part of some other
routine engagement (e.g., talk between a Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner and her patient). As a
result, the talk that I examine is relatively “low stake” when compared to how, for example, talk
about a woman’s responsibility for the sexual assault that a man perpetrates against her might be
differently managed in a frontline situation by, for instance, the man who raped her.
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Finally, my focus was upon illuminating the ways in which sexual assault prevention
intersects with victim-blaming. Accordingly, my efforts were principally upon shedding light
upon the ostensibly enigmatic workings of a social problem as opposed to documenting how
some are working to resolve it. Therefore, while there were speakers who articulated how and
why they would target men with their hypothetical sexual assault awareness and prevention
campaigns, for example, thereby generating the kind of talk that I advocate and call for below, I
chose not to devote my analyses to this talk. I made this decision in part because data of this sort
was limited; and more importantly, again, because I wanted to tease out a relatively unexamined
problem (the intersections between prevention and blame) in order to contribute to working
towards its resolution. As a result, I maintain that while this work is limited in that it reproduces
the kind of talk that I ultimately trouble and challenge, this is also what I felt was most needed:
systematic analyses of pervasive, prevalent, problematic talk such that systematic, grounded
ways to respond to it could be developed.
What Might Be Looked at Next
These noted limitations all inform future directions that this work might take. For
example, analyses of a richer collection of diverse voices would prove invaluable in terms of
adding needed texture to how prevention and blame are formulated by and about, for example,
Indigenous women, trans women, women of color, and/or differently abled women, women of
various classes, and so forth. Likewise, I imagine that a great deal of depth could be added to
research of this sort with respect to the ways in which men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against women is constructed when such constructions are rendered by and about differently
abled, trans, and /or class and ethnically-diverse men. The ways in which these groups who are
presently unrepresented in my data might orient to these considerations could contribute insights
that this work does not.
Likewise, future research is warranted in which naturally occurring data are examined,
such as that which reproduces encounters between women reporting sexual assault and the police
who interview them. (Discourse analytic research like Nicci MacLeod’s [2009] represents an
example of the kind of direction that work like this might take.) This sort of research could prove
incredibly useful in terms of illuminating the specific and nuanced ways in which documented
issues such as self-presentation and secondary victimization play out in talk that takes place in
police interviews with intoxicated women in revealing clothing, for example. Similarly, analysis
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of the exchanges between the police and men accused of sexual assault could be of significant
value in terms of examining how issues of responsibility and accountability are co-constructed.
Finally, while I touch upon discursive strategies and ideas below in terms of how to
blame rapists for rape and to challenge, contest, and avoid responsibilizing women for the sexual
assaults that men perpetrate against them, incredible insights could be garnered from studying
the talk of those who already compellingly and successfully do so. As I have earlier argued, and
continue to assert, there is a comparatively limited body of discursive resources in circulation
that work against the responsibilization of women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate
against them. As a result, there is much to be learned from those who are versed in the crafting
and deployment of talk of this nature.
I have noted both the limitations of this research, as well as the related future directions
that I think that work like this could benefit from. In so doing, I have acknowledged that this
study is admittedly constrained by a series of shortcomings. Nevertheless, my research also
offers some significant analyses of issues that are increasingly being taken up at the cultural fore.
My work makes a significant contribution to the sexual assault literature that currently suffers
from a dearth of qualitative analyses, and from qualitative research that gets at the intricacies and
implications of prevention/avoidance-oriented and blame-laden talk about sexual assault. To that
end, I next describe what I hope that my work might achieve.
What I Hope This Work Will Accomplish
I hope that my work helps speakers think about, unpack, and reconsider what otherwise
might seem like mundane talk and everyday turns of phrase that form part of general
conversation about sexualized violence. I hope that this research therefore helps speakers trouble
the taken for granted, (re)examine “common sense,” and that it encourages readers to speak and
write in more perpetrator-agentic language when talking or writing about men’s perpetration of
sexual violence against women. I hope that this kind of talk becomes commonplace.
I hope that my study is taken up in ways that make it more difficult for perpetrators of
sexualized violence to disappear in language and (thus) also to escape accountability in practice.
I hope that use of my work makes it harder for the patriarchy that informs troubling talk of this
sort to conceal itself in everyday linguistic norms, and makes it more challenging for speakers to
responsibilize women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. I hope that my
arguments have demonstrated some of the myriad ways in which fault and blame are assigned to
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women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them. I hope that my study has
illustrated how responsibilizing women is done indirectly and inexplicitly, though as (and
perhaps sometimes more) consequentially as that which is done plainly and unequivocally. I
hope that this has been especially illuminating in terms of the problematic “advice” that is
ostensibly offered to women in terms of our “safety” and “well-being.”
I hope that my research helps make articulable, understandable, and even remedial
women’s reasons for feeling blamed or faulted (or for blaming or faulting themselves) for men’s
perpetration of sexualized violence against them, even when prima facie, no one has directly or
explicitly blamed them for it. Like other work of this kind, I hope that my research helps affirm
why responsibilizing women for men’s perpetration of sexual violence against us is ineffectual,
inappropriate, and intolerable. I hope that it illuminates some of the ways in which we fail to
responsibilize men for the sexualized violence that they perpetrate against women, and I hope
that my research has demonstrated some of the discursive tools and resources that speakers can
use to (continue) curtail(ing) this.
I hope that this work reaches and offers something helpful to people whose lives are
directly impacted by sexualized violence, or indirectly impacted by it (everyone else) in terms of
how they speak and write and read and hear talk about sexualized violence. I hope that any (and
all) practitioners whose work intersects with sexual violence (e.g., from law enforcement, legal
counsel, and judges, to journalists, medical practitioners, therapists, and so forth) become (more)
acutely aware of the significance and consequence of talk about sexual assault. This is my hope
specifically in terms of the blame and fault that speakers can accomplish, even – and particularly
if – unintentionally so. I hope that the same holds for people who do and do not think that their
lives are impacted by men’s perpetration of sexualized violence against women, but nevertheless
speak or write or read or hear about it. I hope that, informed in part by this work, they too begin
to appreciate the significance and consequence of talk such that if and when (they become aware
that) their lives too are affected by men’s perpetration of sexualized violence against women,
they are also more aware that how they engage with and/or talk about sexual assault matters.
I hope that all speakers (re)consider the delivery, reproduction, and/or communication of
sexual assault avoidance-oriented “tips” and “strategies” to and for women. In the very least, I
hope that this (re)consideration tempers speakers’ delivery, reproduction, and/or communication
of such women-directed “tips” and “strategies” with the critiques that I have raised. Accordingly,
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it is worth explicitly attending to what I contend are the costs associated with reifying womendirected sexual assault avoidance-oriented messages (talk that again, I contend functions more as
“rules”). I maintain that the costs of espousing this sort of women-focused and conductcircumscribing talk include, but are not limited to,

- the diversion of necessary attention and scrutiny away from men and men’s conduct;
- the reification of a hearable category of rapeable women;
- a reinforcement of patriarchal assumptions about men that facilitate the minimization,
justification, and denial of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women; and,

- at best, suggesting that responsibility for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women is shareable between women and the men that perpetrate it, and at worst, suggesting
that women can be positioned as entirely responsible for it.
More of the Same Individualized Resistance to Addressing a Social Problem
My research, of course, forms part of a community of similarly oriented efforts. Anti-rape
work, like other research and activism, is constantly evolving. Practitioners, academics, and
activists alike are continually developing different approaches to protect women and to end
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them. As I discussed in chapter two, the social world
in which men rape women is still one in which the “reality” of sexual assault positions women as
best equipped to safeguard themselves from men’s perpetration of sexual assault against them.
Though my work challenges the framework that informs this reality, it most certainly is not a
critique of the lived experiences and efforts to keep women safe undertaken by women and allies
who nevertheless live and work within the confines of this reality.
Women-directed programming and research like that advanced by Senn et al. (2015), for
example, represents some of the most current sexual assault avoidance-oriented programming
and research playing out in Canadian universities today – an environment that, as I noted in
chapter two, is one (by virtue of the age demographic concentrated therein) rife with male
perpetrators and female victims of sexual assault. Consisting of three units, this “sexual assault
resistance” program involved teaching women how to assess risk and how to develop “problemsolving strategies to reduce perpetrator advantages,” how to acknowledge coercive and
dangerous situations and to overcome barriers to resisting “unwanted sexual behaviors of men
who were known to them,” as well as “instruction about and practice of effective options for
resistance” which “included 2 hours of self-defense training” (p. 2328). Without question, the
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program is laudable in its comprehensive efforts to negotiate the intersections between avoidance
and blame that work like mine outlines, by empowering women and insisting that they are never
to blame if men sexually assault them (Anderssen, 2015). The program’s proponents are correct
to assert, “interventions focusing on men’s behavior are also needed” (Senn et al., 2015, p.
2333). However, I maintain that while this program is arguably more progressive than other
sexual assault resistance/self-defense programs available to women, it nevertheless consists of
more of the same kind of work that I trouble. I maintain that sexual assault avoidance or
“prevention” (or “resistance”) directed at women – even when coupled with that which is
directed at men – cannot help but fail to tip the scales in favour of preventing men’s perpetration
of sexual violence against women.
I find it useful to imagine a scale in which sexual assault avoidance, resistance, and/or
prevention-oriented work directed at women is represented on one side, and that which is
directed at men is represented on the other. As things currently stand, the burden unquestionably
falls upon women. The scale is so heavily weighed against women, that the women-directed
intervention side of the scale is tipped virtually as far as it can go. It is visibly apparent that a
great deal of work will be required even to bring the scale to a balanced state. If we imagine
sexual assault avoidance, resistance, and/or prevention-oriented interventions as small pebbles,
and, if we add one pebble to each side (to reflect the contentions of Senn et al. [2015], even
though they do not [yet?] offer an intervention directed at men), it becomes obvious that by
splitting these efforts, women are no further ahead. Accordingly, I contend that eradicating the
social practice of blaming women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them – to
reconfigure this social reality – will require the eventual eradication of the practices in which
women are saddled with the impossible responsibility of keeping men from sexually assaulting
them.
We Don’t (Currently) Exercise as Many Ways to Blame Rapists for Rape
as We Do Ways to Blame Women for It
Coates, Bavelas, and Gibson (1994), in their analysis of judges’ talk in the adjudication
of sexual assault cases, argued that there does not appear to be an accurate vocabulary by which
to speak about non-stranger sexual assaults without using language reflective of consensual sex.
Thapar-Björkert and Morgan (2010) argue that discourses that do not blame victims are dwarfed
by dominant discourses that do. My analyses leave me making analogous arguments: all of the
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data that I examined (not just that reproduced herein) leads me to contend that, generally
“speaking,” there appears to be an observable paucity of ways to talk about sexual assault that is
not centrally concerned with women and women’s “rape-precipitating” conduct. I contend that
we are in need of a social lexicon informed by language that scrutinizes men’s conduct, ensures
that perpetrators’ agency is squarely in focus, and instead responsibilizes men for the sexual
assaults that they perpetrate against women.
I maintain that talk about sexual assault is replete with figurative and literal ways to
position women as responsible for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them based
upon implicit assumptions about men as sexual assault-perpetrating automata impelled by
women’s conduct, or by conceptualizing them in a manner akin to agentless manifestations of
preventable disease. Talk of this sort can be found virtually anywhere that there is talk about
sexual assault (in “reporting,” in judgments, in jokes, in victim-supportive resources), whereas
write-ups in which men, as opposed to women, feature as the source of the problem are
comparatively more difficult to come by (requiring, for example, specific search parameters,
in/formal subscription to feminist media, and so forth).
I contend that there is such a long- and well-established reserve of sexual assault
minimizing, justifying, and denying arguments, so many reworked rape-apologist
rationalizations, such an amassing of sexual assault (dis)qualifications that it can be extremely
exasperating and overwhelming to try and argue against them. But, that does not mean we should
not (keep) do(ing) it. I maintain that the challenge in doing so is, in part, because the discursive
warehouse from which to draw cogent, accessible, (feminist) anti-rape arguments that
responsibilize men for the sexual assaults that they perpetrate against women is comparably
small and remote. Continually built, patched, and built stronger by feminists whose work has
withstood a host of discursive wrecking balls that are given force by the changing winds of
backlash, the warehouse still stands. While its walls can never be plastered with enough posters
or thought-provoking social and political graffiti, its shelves continually need stocking with a
more sizeable and varied inventory of anti-rape discursive resources, populated by all forms of
protest, resistance, challenge, and strategies to reorder the world, advanced by a host of diverse
and varied protester-speakers.
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Stocking, Populating, and Proliferating Discursive Anti-Rape Warehouses
This reordering is possible. Discourse analysis demonstrates that language is variable and
that the variability demonstrated in the versions that we construct displays how selective and
how fluid our discursive resources are. There is, at present, something to be said for the versions
that we are most exposed to. I echo Wetherell (2001) who asks us to consider “how some
interpretations become dominant” and whose interests they serve (p. 25), and about what certain
versions can tell us “about the wider discursive economy or the politics of representation” that
influence what is sayable and what is hearable at any given time (p. 17). She reminds us that
“control over discourse is a vital source of power” and that this control is limited “because
meanings are fluid” and “can be mobilized and re-worked to resist domination” (p. 25).
Accordingly, I contend that it is possible to expand and make more accessible this antirape discursive warehouse. We can fill it with axiomatic idioms and catch phrases, slogans,
quotes, studies, and continuing research that blames rapists for rape – the talk of people of
various genders, abilities, ethnicities, orientations, classes, and ages, and these warehouses need
to proliferate to be traversable and accessible by all. These inventories of talk about sexual
assault that responsibilize men for the sexual assaults that they perpetrate against women can
therefore be comprised of all kinds of voices, in all kinds of social and multimedia, and in as
many languages as there are those willing to speak it.
Taking Inventory: What’s In the Warehouse Now
Edley (2001) argues that the idea that talk is not fixed provides both a “radical
destabilizing of the assumption” that things need to remain the way that they are, “but also a
much more positive sense of how change may be effected. Transforming the status quo becomes
understood as a matter of challenging and changing discourses, encouraging people to tell
different stories about themselves and others” (p. 193). So how do we challenge and change
these women-responsibilizing ways of speaking and encourage people to tell different stories
about sexual assault? In what follows, I note several considerations that I contend promote
critical engagement with talk about men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women.
1. Do not use euphemisms for men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women.
Gay (2014) observes that talk about rape that does not connect us to what is being done
and to whom it is being done thereby “buffer[s] our sensibilities from the brutality of rape, from
the extraordinary nature of such a crime” (p. 135), and it is that sensibility that needs to remain in
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focus. Describing men’s perpetration of sexual assault against women as a man “taking
advantage” of a woman and as a “crime of opportunity,” among other euphemisms, dilutes, and
in some cases, discursively eliminate men’s agency by depicting men as simply taking up
circumstances already made available to them by women instead of pointing to the abuse of
situations in which men could have done differently, but did not. Bavelas and Coates (2001) note
that “[t]he language used does not just euphemize; it actively misleads and misdirects” (p. 38).
Akin to Laura’s formulation of men’s perpetration of sexual assault against intoxicated women
as normalized behaviour in chapter seven, I maintain that talk like this is already,
problematically, normalized enough and it is precisely this normalization that requires resisting.
2. Name the sexual assaults that men perpetrate.
Just as I have asserted throughout this work, that men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against women must be named, so too must the “it” in so much glossed talk about sexual assault
(e.g., as in “she’s asking for it”). Just as Alison’s explicit talk makes stark the specifics of what
speakers’ context-based assessments are assuming about what women want (“‘I want your dick
in me’”), so too does naming the act in place of the “dummy it.”61 In their “interactional and
discursive view of violence and resistance,” Coates and Wade (2007) contend that “[l]anguage
can be used to conceal violence” and to “obscure and mitigate offenders’ responsibility” – and I
assert that the dummy it operates in much this same way. With Penelope (1990), I contend that
use of the dummy it so often accomplishes this concealing and obscuring in talk about sexual
assault (e.g., in talk such as “she wanted it”). Penelope notes that use of false deixis can sound
euphemistic, as though speakers find certain things “too unpleasant or ‘nasty’ to mention out
loud” – a practice of non-naming that she argues represents “a species of denial, a refusal to
name specific actions” (p. 136). Penelope further argues that “use of the verb happen” can be
particularly problematic, especially in the context of talk about men’s perpetration of sexual
violence (e.g., “they went off into a room together, and then it just happened”). She asserts that
61

Use of “it” as an ambiguous referent is referred to as false deixis. Penelope (1990) notes that “[f]alse deixis occurs
when it, this, or that have no identifiable reference (or no antecedents) in the context in which they occur (p. 133).
She explains that deixis is “from the Greek word meaning ‘to show directly’ and related to the Latin digitus, ‘finger’
means ‘to point to.’ Words that serve a pointing function in language are called deictics” (p. 129). Accordingly, a
false deictic (as in the word “it” noted above) is therefore a word that “points to nothing” (p. 130). Penelope notes
that the “dummy it” or “the intentional use of ambiguous it” has a double purpose. Citing Kehl, she contends that it
is “either to cloak any unpleasantness one prefers not to divulge or to evoke associations of pleasantness one cannot
overtly claim to produce” but that these “functions merge” in a “‘literary double-entendre’ which cloaks
‘indecorous’ or ‘indecent’ meanings at the same time that it seeks to evoke them’” (Kehl, cited in Penelope, 1990, p.
251).
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to describe rape as something that happens “describe[s] the raping as an action that no one is
responsible for” (p. 142). When coupled with false deixis, the use of impersonal verbs like
happen can be particularly troubling. Here, an example is useful.
I contend that this is argument is made clear by returning to part of Jackie’s talk that I
examined in chapter five. Readers might recall from the segment reproduced below, that Jackie
and I are discussing how the film, The Accused (1988), got Jackie thinking about how a person,
the victim, “could really put themselves there … [w]hereas the guy offenders and that, it is a
crime of opportunity.” Jackie depicts this “crime of opportunity” as a spontaneous decision that
the “guys” arrived at upon evaluation of the “opportune” circumstances presented by the lone,
intoxicated woman. Subsequent to my paraphrasing of Jackie’s description (“Right, so yeah they
didn’t come there with that aim, but”), Jackie states, “But then it goes, right? So just how easily
that could happen. That it could happen.” I want to reiterate that The Accused depicts the
brutality of a physically violent gang rape of a woman on a pinball machine at a bar. I want to
demonstrate how different Jackie’s talk might sound with these descriptors put in place of the
dummy “it,” of her use of “that,” and of the verb “happen”:
With False Deixis (Jackie’s Original Talk)
But then it goes, right? So just how easily that could happen. That it could happen.
Without False Deixis
But then the gang rape goes, right? So just how easily a rape could be perpetrated by
men acting together against a woman. That a rape could be perpetrated by multiple men.
I maintain that the gravity of men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women, in all of its
forms, is more difficult to eclipse in talk in which “it” is named. I therefore contend that naming
“it” as men’s perpetration of sexual violence against women helps militate against the linguistic
diminishment of this violent act.
Likewise, when someone contends that a woman is or was “asking for it” or “inviting it”
or that she “brought it on herself,” readers might deploy a strategy commonly used in antioppressive work in response to problematic jokes: to feign ignorance and ask what “it” means.
This act of pretending not to understand what a speaker is suggesting requires that the speaker
therefore explain what might be “too unpleasant or ‘nasty’ to mention out loud.” Strategies like
this, in the least, disrupt the complicity that is rendered tacit in silence.
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3. Continue to spell out the non-rape experiences that we expect to have, are asking
for, and are inviting.
In much the same way as Feministe blogger Jill notes in her description of the non-rape
things that she “expected” to happen to her when, in her youth, she snuck out and drank with
boys that I described in chapter six, I maintain that speakers’ likewise “non-exhaustive listing” of
the kinds of things that women expect, ask for, or invite by displaying their everyday agency is
(still, unfortunately) warranted. With respect to her consumption of alcohol, Jill describes how
she expected that drinking would make her feel braver, and that when combined with adrenaline
and hormones, she expected to feel high. What Jill’s talk reiterates is that expecting to feel less
inhibited and wired is very different from expecting to be sexually assaulted by men. Likewise,
women who dress “provocatively” might describe themselves as expecting to be looked at and to
receive sexualized attention; indeed, they might report inviting this gaze, seeking or asking for
this attention. Again, expecting, seeking, and wanting to be looked at and to experience
sexualized attention is very different from expecting, seeking, and wanting to be sexually
assaulted by men. I maintain that filling out these unstated expectations, solicitations, and
invitations with non-sexual assault experiences are discursive acts that could work toward one
day rendering the rhetorical question “what did she expect to happen to her?” nonsensical.
4. Delink women’s agency from women-responsibilizing repertoires.
As I noted in chapter one, both Mardorossian (2014) and Stringer (2014) trouble what
Mardorossian refers to as an uncritical ennobling of women’s agency (as a move away from
victimism). Both Mardorossian and Stringer contend that these women-as-agent constructions
dovetail problematically with neoliberal conceptualizations of individual risk-managing, selfresponsible subjects – constructions that essentially serve as a template for victim-blaming. As a
result, Stringer argues that
in response to a regime of victim-blame, an emancipatory feminist discourse cannot
simply rest on the assertion of women's capacity for agency; rather, it needs to work
publicly and assiduously to de-link women's agency from victim-blame, in order to
counter the powerful role victim-blame plays in public conceptualization of women's
agency (p. 76).
I contend that this kind of de-linking is enlivened in Alison’s description of her attire as clothing
that showed she has skin, in Madrid’s depiction of a woman’s apparel as wearing clubwear to the
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club, and above, in Jill’s description of expectations about sneaking out and drinking to feel
more brave. In talk of this sort – within the context of talk about sexual assault – speakers draw
not from women-responsibilizing repertoires that cohere around constructions of women’s
apparel as “provocative” or “short” or “revealing,” or that coalesce around constructions of
women’s displays of everyday agency as foolish or “stupid.” Instead, their descriptions of
women’s attire and of women’s expectations disaffiliate from these women-responsibilizing
repertoires, effectively positioning them outside of this responsibilizing talk. Descriptions of
“clothes that show you have skin,” for example, lack the tacit association with victim-blaming
that other terms (such as “provocative”) have acquired by virtue of their longstanding
membership in this kind of responsibilizing repertoire. As a result, descriptions of this sort are
more challenging to subsume and incorporate into victim-blaming practices. I contend that the
upshot of talk like this is that women are still described in agentic terms, displaying their
everyday agency (deciding how we want to dress or choosing how much we want to drink), but
these constructions do not draw – or are de-linked – from, victim-blaming repertoires.
5. Name perpetrators as the agents in talk about sexual assault.
I maintain that what I have referred to as “agentless constructions” or the preventable
disease model of talk must be avoided when talking about men’s perpetration of sexual assault
against women. As I noted in chapter four, agentless constructions of this sort ascribe less harm
and more agency to women sexually assaulted by men, and therefore attribute less blame to the
men who perpetrate it. Moreover, in perpetrator-absent formulations of sexual assault as the selfengendered “result” of women’s displays of “bad” agency, women are positioned as the only
group whose conduct requires targeting. Harding (2015) describes agentless constructions of
rape as anomalous:
You’ve heard of “victimless” crimes. Rape is perhaps the only perpetratorless crime, in
our collective imagination. … If nobody’s actually committing rape, how are we
supposed to address it as a public health and safety issue? Oh, right, by giving women
endless lists of acceptable behaviors and warnings about personal responsibility, for as
long as it takes until those dummies get it together and quit becoming victims (p. 36).
Harding’s sarcastic reference to women as “dummies” boldly states what womenresponsibilizing, agentless talk – particularly talk that deploys the men are genie savant or men
are bio-bot repertoires only imply – that it is “stupid” women who “get raped” for failing to
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adhere to these “endless lists of acceptable behaviors” (read: rules). Accordingly, ensuring that
perpetrators remain in focus works toward ensuring that perpetrators are assigned (at least some
of) the blame for the sexual assaults that they perpetrate against women.
6. Render stark the assumptions that inform women-responsibilizing talk.
I maintain that we can responsibilize men for the sexual assaults that they perpetrate
against women by doing as Tim did, and making literal these women-responsibilizing repertoires
when we are confronted with them. As I showed in my analysis of Tim’s talk in chapter seven,
his literalization of the notion that short skirts make men pounce upon and sexually assault
women helps demonstrate the ludicrous assumptions upon which these women-responsibilizing
interpretative repertoires are based. Alison’s literalization of “grinding on the dance floor” as
equivalent to stating “I want your dick in me” accomplishes the same.
Not Ever (n.d.), an anti-rape campaign in Scotland, employs this similar literalization
process in a video ad that refutes the notion that women ever “ask for it.” The ad begins with a
young woman socializing at a party while dressed in a short, blue sequinned skirt. A man looks
at her and says to his friend, “Check out the skirt! She’s asking for it.” The ad then depicts the
woman at a department store earlier in the day, shopping for the outfit that she will wear that
evening. When she’s asked by a store attendant if she would like any help, the young woman,
holding up two skirts (one of them the blue one), replies, “Yeah, thanks! I’m going out tonight
and I want to get raped.” As she holds up each skirt in front of her in the mirror, she continues, “I
need a skirt that will encourage a guy to have sex with me against my will.” The woman helping
her replies, “The blue one. Definitely the blue.” The young woman then turns to the camera and
says soberly, “As if.” The screen is filled with the blue sequinned skirt, and the campaign’s
slogan both appears and is stated. “Nobody asks to be raped. Ever.”
Borkenhagen’s “The Rape of Mr. Smith,” through the shift that she deploys from robbery
to rape, similarly demonstrates the ridiculousness of the idea that rape is something that anyone
would ask for. Borkenhagen retains the responsibilizing repertoires, but fits them instead over
another crime. It is in the mis-fit between the two that the preposterousness of the repertoire
becomes obvious.
As Tim, Alison, the Not Ever campaign, and “The Rape of Mr. Smith” demonstrate,
when the assumptions about how men react to skirts or to dancing, or about what it means to
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“ask for it” are made literal, exonerating men for sexually assaulting women on the basis of them
is made more challenging.
7. Highlight perpetrators’ responsibility through reversals of gender and gaze.
As I observed in my analysis of Laura’s talk in chapter seven, Laura’s victim/perpetrator
gender reversal makes visible a series of otherwise invisible implications about men’s
perpetration of sexual assault against drunken women. For example, Laura reports asking young
women to imagine sexually assaulting young men by describing the same circumstances under
which men sexually assaulted them. As I have noted, in so doing, Laura sets out the series of
agentic, intentional steps that are required of men to perpetrate sexual assault against
unconscious women. Accordingly, perpetrators’ agency – glossed and/or lost in talk that is
concerned with women’s conduct – is made apparent. Laura’s talk also demonstrates that absent
the women-responsibilizing repertoires in which men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women is discursively cushioned and made sense of (e.g., men lack sexual self-control and men
abuse vulnerability), the gendered framework becomes obvious as well. In short, Laura’s
description demonstrates that when victim and perpetrator genders are reversed, the rape
supportive scaffolding (provided by women-responsibilizing repertoires) falls away, and men’s
active and willful perpetration of sexual violence is laid bare.
Reversing the scrutinizing gaze from victim to perpetrator, and advancing sexual assault
prevention-oriented dictates for men to follow represents a particularly marked break from
mainstream sexual assault prevention/avoidance-oriented practices. This kind of gaze reversal
was exemplified in the activism of the Garneau Sisterhood in Edmonton, Alberta. Lise Gotell
(2012) describes the work of this “group of neighborhood women” in the community of
Garneau, who launched a poster and media campaign in response to a series of physically violent
rapes perpetrated by a man in 2008. Gotell’s analysis demonstrates how their work turned “the
gaze on the rapist, thereby shifting it away from women” and highlighted “men’s responsibility
for ending sexual violence” (p. 261). The Sisterhood addressed the perpetrator directly, reflected
in the poster images and texts that Gotell reproduces and discusses. The Garneau Sisterhood
warned the rapist that he was being pursued (“ATTENTION RA‘PEST.’ WE ARE ORGANIZING TO FIND
YOU AND WE WILL!!,” p.

261), and expressed their explicit “refusal to comply with the

disciplinary norms of rape prevention” (“DEAR RAPIST: I AM NOT CHANGING MY LIFE BECAUSE OF
A PATHETIC FUCK LIKE YOU!,”

p. 263). Gotell notes how the Sisterhood positioned the rapist as
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“the subject of scrutiny and the object of fear” and by addressing him directly, he was
responsibilized, as opposed to his prospective victims (p. 261).
Gaze-reversing efforts can be seen in Colleen Jameson’s list of “Sexual Assault
Prevention Tips Guaranteed to Work!” that went viral in the fall of 2009. Among them: “NEVER
open an unlocked door or window uninvited,” “USE THE BUDDY SYSTEM! If you are not able to
stop yourself from assaulting people, ask a friend to stay with you while you are in public,” and
“If you are in an elevator and someone else gets in, DON’T ASSAULT THEM!” (Jameson, cited in
Lee, 2009). Messages such as these are important in their playful but significant shifting of the
site of sexual assault prevention efforts from women to men.
Other gaze-reversing messages convey inherent critique of those who question the
messenger or the message. For example, SlutWalk attendees have held signs that read, “why am
I dressed like a slut? why are you thinking like a rapist?” (Okita, 2011, p. 28), and “Oh sorry.
Does my DRESS make you feel like a RAPIST today?” (Beck, 2012). Likewise, an ad posted in
Consent magazine, reads “DRUNK ≠ CONSENT CONSENT ≠ BUZZ KILL* WARNING: if consent kills
your party buzz, you may be a rapist” (Consent, 2013). Messages like these effectively redirect
the judgment from the woman whose apparel or intoxication is being scrutinized back instead
upon the person rendering the judgment.
These kinds of reversals shift the site of focus and/or of intervention from women to men.
A reversal like that which Laura describes keeps the focus upon perpetrators and upon the
agency that men necessarily exercise when perpetrating sexual assaults against intoxicated and
unconscious women. Reversals like those reflected on the Garneau Sisterhood’s posters, in
Jameson’s “tips,” on the SlutWalk poster, and in Consent’s ad effectively shift the
responsibilizing gaze from women to men. They tellingly, defiantly, humorously, revealingly,
and plainly insist that men are responsible for the sexual assaults that they perpetrate against
women.
8. Blame rapists for rape and display the preposterousness of victim-blaming.
Another form of contestation that I have observed to the responsibilization of women for
the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against them consists of retaining the responsibilizing
repertoire, but applying it instead to perpetrators and to men. For example, several comments
posted in response to an article entitled “Victim Gets Revenge On Rapist By Setting Him On
Fire” (Hailey, 2013) demonstrate creative deployment of these repertoires used instead to
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responsibilize the rapist for, essentially, “getting himself” set on fire. A screen capture of the
article’s title, photo, and posted comments has been circulated in social media on a host of
websites (Girl Gets Revenge, n.d.). Comments posted about the rapist include, “Well, he was
sorta asking for it, dressing in such flammable clothing,” “He was probably drinking that night,
alcohol makes you susceptible to fire,” and “We need to start educating people about wearing
fire-safe clothing and carrying extinguishers with them at all times. For their own safety” (Girl
Gets Revenge, n.d.).
Perhaps one of the most creative examples of these redeployed repertoires that I have
seen, however, is represented in a blogpost by a former human rights lawyer, Amanda Taub
(2013) in a post entitled, “What If We Responded to Sexual Assault by Limiting Men’s Freedom
Like We Limit Women’s?” The post is structured like a journalistic piece, and part of it reads as
follows:
Unwise to Allow Men to Go Out Alone at Night?
A local coalition of religious leaders, concerned about recent studies showing that an
average of 6% of men will commit a sexual assault during their lifetime, and that nearly
all sexual assaults are committed by men on their own or in groups, are urging parents
not to let their sons go out at night unless they are accompanied by a mother, sister, or
trusted female friend.
Mens’ groups have responded with concern, pointing out that this may leave some men
unable to complete the tasks of daily life, such as going to school, working, or
socializing.
In response, the religious leaders said that they “understand that this may be an
inconvenience for some men,” but that “the minor difficulties this imposes on men are
nothing when compared to the lifelong horror sexual assaults cause their victims.”
“Really,” said the organization’s leader, “almost any limitation on men’s freedom is
better than the risk that they might sexually assault someone. That’s just common sense.”
(para. 4-6).
Evident in both the “Victim Gets Revenge” (Hailey, 2013) and in Taub’s (2013) piece are
the responsibilizing repertoires that I have argued are pervasive in talk about [men’s perpetration
of] sexual assault [against women]. In the former, talk pertaining to the idea that women are
“asking for it,” that drinking women are more “susceptible” to “getting raped,” and attending to
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how women dress, as well as the weight of rules and constant vigilance, and the legitimization of
said practices are all touched upon by commenters. Likewise, Taub gets at rules dictating that
women not go out alone, the circumscription of women’s conduct and activity, and the “lesser of
two evils” argument that I described in chapter four. I argue that the lunacy of these
responsibilizing repertoires again becomes apparent when the terms of their application are this
time retained, but shifted.
We Can Speak Change
Reframing is social change … it is changing what counts as commonsense. Because
language activates frames, new language is required for new frames. Thinking differently
requires speaking differently (Lakoff, cited in Mardorossian, 2014, p. 24).
I have argued that the breadth, depth, and pervasiveness of women-responsibilizing talk
dwarfs that which contests it. I maintain that therefore challenging the responsibilization of
women for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against us requires that we develop myriad,
manifold, and diverse resources that work toward both disaffiliating women’s exercise of
everyday agency from blame for the sexual assaults that men perpetrate against us and assigning
it instead to the men who perpetrate it. I contend that some of the ways that we can make this
happen include not using euphemisms, dummy its, or agentless constructions in our talk about
men’s perpetration of sexual assault against us; spelling out the (non-rape) experiences that
women do expect, ask for, and invite; refusing to deploy responsibilizing repertoires when
describing women’s displays of everyday agency; laying bare the assumptions that inform
responsibilizing talk; formulating gender and gaze reversals; and, turning responsibilizing
repertoires on perpetrators and men.
I echo Gay (2014) who argues that we must find more and creative and dynamic ways to
rewrite rape. She contends that “[w]e need to find new ways, whether in fiction or creative
nonfiction or journalism” – and, I will add, in research – “for rewriting rape, ways of rewriting
that restore the actual violence to these crimes and make it impossible for men to be excused for
committing atrocities” (p. 136). To the list above, I maintain that we can find new and innovative
ways to prompt change – engaging and industrious ways to encourage the destruction of these
dominant, victim-blaming repertoires.
Ideas abound, as do the sites in which men’s perpetration of sexual assault against
women can be challenged – from urinals to the jokes espoused in (real) standup comedy.
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Kimmel, for example, (2010) praises “a friend who had a set of ‘splash guards’ devised for Rape
Awareness Week at his university;” these plastic urinal spatter grates read, “You hold the power
to stop rape in your hand” (p. 75). Comedian Anthony Jeselnik opens his one-hour show,
Caligula (2013), with a rape joke. After delivering it and generating big laughs, he states that it is
“very important” to open up his show with a rape joke “just to see what kind of crowd I’m
dealing with” (track 1). He instructs the audience that he has two further rape jokes. Later in his
set, after he has delivered them, he tells another joke that elicits wild laughter from the audience,
to which he replies, “Do you guys hear, like, the sounds you made? Like that was the worst thing
I’ve said tonight. I’ve told three rape jokes” (track 6).
Like the series of those before it, these examples represent different ways in which talk
about sexual assault asks people to (re)think it. Talk effects change. I return to Eckert and
McConnell-Ginet’s assertion that we remember that “small acts ramp up into big ones” and that
“a single individual’s verbal move could get picked up by others and eventually make it into
public discourse” (cited in Parker & Mahlstedt, 2010, p. 157). Change can happen in and with
just our talk. We do not have to be guerrilla activists or standup comedians or journalists or
bloggers to effect change. We just have to be people who use language, who talk, and who
recognize that talk does things – and that as everyday speakers, we have power. With that power,
in just our talk, we speak change.
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!

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT

I am a media and crime researcher at the University of Calgary. My PhD work takes up
representations of sexual assault in entertainment media. To further this research, I am
currently contacting practitioners such as yourself, whose work involves responding to
sexual assault and related issues. I am contacting you to inquire about whether or not
you might be willing to share your perspectives and opinions about representations of
sexual assault in entertainment media with me. Your participation would represent an
invaluable contribution to my research, and would take place in either a semi-structured
interview or a group discussion with yourself and other colleagues, whatever your
preference might be.
I have attached a brief document that outlines a little bit more about what participation
consists of, as well as a copy of an informed consent form which offers you further
information about participating in the research project.
If you are at all interested in participating, have questions, and/or would like further
information, please do not hesitate to contact me at kkokita@ucalgary.ca.
I look forward to hearing from you, and thank you in advance for your time and
consideration.
Kindest regards,
!

Kiara Okita, MA, PhD (Candidate)
Department of Sociology
University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
Please Note:
If you know of others whom you think might be interested in participating in this research,
please feel free to forward this information on to them.
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I am a PhD researcher at the University of Calgary
whose research takes up representations of sexual
assault in entertainment media.
This study recognizes that although such media is
often fictional and/or constructed for entertainment
purposes, this does not keep it from simultaneously
(re)producing “social facts” about sexual assault
with the capacity to inform, confirm, and/or
challenge existing beliefs and perspectives. I am
currently seeking research participants willing to
discuss such issues.
Your participation would represent an
invaluable contribution to this research. It would
consist of involvement in a semi-structured
interview or a group discussion.
If you would like to participate in this research, have
questions, and/or would like further information,
please contact me at kkokita@ucalgary.ca.

What do you think about

SEXUAL ASSAULT
IN ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA?

Kiara Okita, PhD Candidate

PhD Supervisor

Maecenas aliquam maecenas
Department of Sociology, University of Calgary
ligula nostra, accumsan taciti.
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
Sociis netus non dui cras.

Dr. Erin Gibbs Van Brunschot
begibbsv@ucalgary.ca

How you participate is up to you:
You are welcome to share your thoughts independently, or bring a
colleague or two to engage in a group discussion.

In essence, you
will be asked to
consider:

All that is requested of you
is your openness and
willingness to:

• what comes to
mind when you
think about
sexual assault in
entertainment
media?

• discuss your thoughts
about depictions of sexual
assault in entertainment
media;

• how does what
comes to mind
cohere and
compare with
your
understandings
of sexual assault?

• engage in talk with others
(if involved in a group
discussion) about their
thoughts about the same;
and,
• share your ideas about the
opportunities for social
change that might be
generated by such media.

For further information and/or to participate in this research,
please contact me at kkokita@ucalgary.ca.
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Email Text – For Circulation Among Practitioners
!

I am a PhD Candidate at the University of Calgary whose research takes up
representations of sexual assault in entertainment media. To further this research, I am
currently contacting practitioners such as yourself, whose work involves responding to
sexual assault and related issues. I am contacting you to inquire about whether or not
you might be willing to share your perspectives and opinions about representations of
sexual assault in entertainment media with me. Your participation would represent an
invaluable contribution to my research, and would take place in either a semi-structured
interview or a group discussion with yourself and other colleagues, whatever your
preference might be.
I have attached a brief document that outlines a little bit more about what participation
consists of, as well as a copy of an informed consent form which offers you further
information about participating in the research project. (I have also included a copy of this
email in PDF letterform, for your records.)
If you are at all interested in participating, have questions, and/or would like further
information, please do not hesitate to contact me at kkokita@ucalgary.ca.
I look forward to hearing from you, and thank you in advance for your time and
consideration.
Kindest regards,
Kiara Okita, MA, PhD (Candidate)
Department of Sociology
University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
Please Note:
If you know of others whom you think might be interested in participating in this research,
please feel free to forward this information on to them.
!
!
!
!
!
!
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!
!

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT

I am a PhD Candidate at the University of Calgary whose research takes up
representations of sexual assault in entertainment media. To further this research, I am
currently seeking post-secondary students interested in participating in this research by
sharing their thoughts about sexual assault in entertainment media. Your participation
would represent an invaluable contribution to my research, and would take place in either
a semi-structured interview or a group discussion with yourself and others, whatever your
preference might be.
I have attached a brief document that outlines a little bit more about what participation
consists of, as well as a copy of an informed consent form which offers you further
information about participating in the research project.
If you are at all interested in participating, have questions, and/or would like further
information, please do not hesitate to contact me at kkokita@ucalgary.ca.
I look forward to hearing from you, and thank you in advance for your time and
consideration.
Kindest regards,
!

Kiara Okita, MA, PhD (Candidate)
Department of Sociology
University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
Please Note:
If you know of others whom you think might be interested in participating in this research,
please feel free to forward this information on to them.
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INFORMATION BROCHURE

I am a PhD Candidate at the University of Calgary
whose research takes up representations of sexual
assault in entertainment media.
I am currently seeking post-secondary students
interested in participating in this research by
sharing their thoughts about sexual assault in
entertainment media.
Your participation would represent an
invaluable contribution to this research. It would
consist of involvement in a semi-structured
interview or a group discussion.
If you would like to participate in this research, have
questions, and/or would like further information,
please contact me at kkokita@ucalgary.ca.

What do you think about

SEXUAL ASSAULT
IN ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA?

Kiara Okita, PhD Candidate

PhD Supervisor

Maecenas aliquam maecenas
Department of Sociology, University of Calgary
ligula nostra, accumsan taciti.
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
Sociis netus non dui cras.

Dr. Erin Gibbs Van Brunschot
begibbsv@ucalgary.ca

INFORMATION BROCHURE

How you participate is up to you:
You are welcome to share your thoughts independently, or bring a
friend or two to engage in a group discussion.

In essence, you
will be asked to
consider:

All that is requested of you
is your openness and
willingness to:

• what comes to
mind when you
think about
sexual assault in
entertainment
media?

• discuss your thoughts
about depictions of sexual
assault in entertainment
media;

• how does what
comes to mind
cohere and
compare with
your
understandings
of sexual assault?

• engage in talk with others
(if involved in a group
discussion) about their
thoughts about the same;
and,
• share your ideas about the
opportunities for social
change that might be
generated by such media.

For further information and/or to participate in this research,
please contact me at kkokita@ucalgary.ca.
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Email Text – For Circulation Among Students
!

I am a PhD Candidate at the University of Calgary whose research takes up
representations of sexual assault in entertainment media. To further this research, I am
currently seeking post-secondary students interested in participating in this research by
sharing their thoughts about sexual assault in entertainment media. Your participation
would represent an invaluable contribution to my research, and would take place in either
a semi-structured interview or a group discussion with yourself and others, whatever your
preference might be.
I have attached a brief document that outlines a little bit more about what participation
consists of, as well as a copy of an informed consent form which offers you further
information about participating in the research project. (I have also included a copy of this
email in PDF letterform, for your records.)
If you are at all interested in participating, have questions, and/or would like further
information, please do not hesitate to contact me at kkokita@ucalgary.ca.
I look forward to hearing from you, and thank you in advance for your time and
consideration.
Kindest regards,
Kiara Okita, MA, PhD (Candidate)
Department of Sociology
University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
Please Note:
If you know of others whom you think might be interested in participating in this research,
please feel free to forward this information on to them.
!
!
!
!
!
!
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TAKE AWAY
CONTACT CARDS

What do you think about SEXUAL ASSAULT

IN ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA?

card cover

If you choose to participate in this research, all that will be
asked of you is your willingness to:
• discuss your thoughts about depictions of sexual assault in
entertainment media;
• engage with others (if in a focus group setting) about their
thoughts about the same; and,
• share your ideas about the opportunities for social change that
might be generated by such media.

If you would like to know more about this research,
and/or

if you are interested in participating,

please contact me:

Kiara Okita

kkokita@ucalgary.ca
I am looking forward to hearing what you have to say!

left

How you participate is up to you:
You are welcome to share your thoughts independently,
or bring a friend or two to engage in a group discussion.

card interior
(back of card is blank)
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!
!
!
!
!

Researcher!
Kiara!Okita!
Faculty!of!Arts!
Department!of!Sociology!
University!of!Calgary!
kkokita@ucalgary.ca!

!
!
(Working)!Title!of!Project!

Supervisor!
Dr.!Erin!Gibbs!Van!Brunschot!
Faculty!of!Arts!
Department!of!Sociology!
University!of!Calgary!
begibbsv@ucalgary.ca!

Writing,!Representing,!and!Reading!Rape:!!
“Encoding”!and!“Decoding”!Sexual!Assault!in!Entertainment!Media!
This!consent!form,!a!copy!of!which!has!been!given!to!you,!is!only!part!of!the!process!of!informed!consent.!If!you!
would!like!more!details!about!something!mentioned!here,!or!information!not!included!here,!please!!feel!free!to!
ask.!Please!take!the!time!to!read!this!carefully!and!to!understand!any!accompanying!information.!
The!University!of!Calgary!Conjoint!Faculties!Research!Ethics!Board!has!approved!this!research!study.!
!

Purpose!of!the!Study!

The!purpose!of!this!research!is!to!examine!how!rape!is!written,!represented,!and!read!in!entertainment!media.!
The!study!will!examine!how!representations!of!rape!are!constructed!by!media!production!staff,!represented!in!
select!media,!and!how!these!representations!are!received!by!select!groups.!As!a!whole,!this!study!will!contribute!
to!sociology,!criminology,!and!cultural!studies!research,!and!will!offer!a!significant!contribution!to!research!
concerning!rape,!media,!and!crime.!This!research!forms!part!of!a!PhD!dissertation!project,!and!will!also!form!
part!of!subsequent!research!reports,!presentations,!and!publications.!
!

What!Will!I!Be!Asked!to!Do?!

Your!participation!will!take!the!form!of!a!semiOstructured!interview,!lasting!approximately!one!(1)!hour,!or!a!
focus!group!discussion!that!should!last!approximately!two!(2)!hours!(whether!you!participate!in!an!interview!or!
a!focus!group!will!be!determined,!in!part,!by!your!preference,!and,!on!the!basis!of!logistics!such!as!multiple!
scheduling!availabilities).!Your!participation!is!entirely!voluntary,!and!you!can!refuse!to!participate!altogether.!
Should!you!choose!to!participate,!you!can!refuse!to!answer!any!question(s)!asked!of!you!without!justification!or!
penalty.!You!can!also!choose!to!withdraw!your!participation!up!to!two!(2)!weeks!after!participating.!Please!note!
that!you!may$be!contacted!via!email!within!6!(six)!months!subsequent!to!the!interview!or!focus!group!discussion!
for!clarification!purposes.!Should!you!be!contacted!to!clarify!your!contribution!to!the!research,!you!will!have!10!
(ten)!days!from!the!email’s!send!date!to!clarify!the!sent!material!and!to!return!it!to!the!researcher.!A!lack!of!
response!within!that!time!will!be!taken!by!the!researcher!as!an!approval!of!the!material!as!is.!
!

What!Type!of!Personal!Information!Will!Be!Collected?!

Should!you!agree!to!participate,!the!researcher!will!ask!you!to!note!your!name,!gender,!age,!education,!and!
relevant!occupational!history!in!addition!to!your!use!of!media!habits.!You!can!choose!to!withhold!any!of!this!
information.!Interview!and!focus!group!discussions!will!be!digitally!recorded!and!transcribed.!
!

Are!There!Risks!or!Benefits!if!I!Participate?!

There!are!no!risks!or!harms!foreseeably!generated!by!your!participation!in!this!research.!Should!you!participate!
in!a!focus!group,!however,!the!nature!of!a!focus!group!setting!is!such!that!your!anonymity!is!not!guaranteed.!
Your!name!and!whatever!you!discuss!will!be/come!known!to!other!focus!group!participants.!Outside!of!the!
focus!group!environment,!however,!your!identity!will!be!held!in!confidence.!!
!
While!it!remains!possible!that!your!identity!may!be!deduced!by!readers!of!future!publications!and/or!by!
audiences!of!future!presentations!whether!you!participate!in!an!interview!or!a!focus!group,!every!effort!will!be!
made!to!preserve!in!confidence!your!identity!as!a!research!participant.!While!your!occupational!title!may!be!
noted!in!the!research,!no!direct!mention!of!the!city!in!which!the!interview!or!focus!group!is!conducted!or!the!
title!of!your!place!of!work!will!be!made!in!the!research.!If!you!are!directly!quoted,!you!will!be!assigned!a!
Revised April 1, 2011
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!
pseudonym!(a!fictitious!name)!to!protect!your!identity.!Your!agreement!to!participate!in!this!research!also!
signifies!agreement!to!keep!the!identities!of!other!focus!group!participants!confidential,!if!you!participate!in!a!
focus!group.!!
Potential!benefits!include!your!contribution!to!the!advancement!of!knowledge!in!the!disciplines!of!sociology,!
criminology,!and!cultural!studies,!and!in!terms!of!research!concerning!rape,!media,!and!crime,!specifically.!
Although!there!is!no!financial!compensation!provided!to!you!for!participating!in!this!research,!a!summary!of!the!
research!project!will!be!provided!to!those!who!request!it!(via!email!at!kkokita@ucalgary.ca).!
!

What!Happens!to!the!Information!I!Provide?!

Your!participation!in!this!research!is!voluntary!and!confidential.!You!are!free!to!discontinue!your!participation!at!
any!point!during!the!interview!or!focus!group,!and!you!can!withdraw!from!the!study!up!to!two!(2)!weeks!after!
participating.!If!you!choose!to!withdraw!from!the!study,!the!information!you!have!provided!will!not!be!used!by!
the!researcher.!No!one!except!the!researcher!and!her!supervisory!committee!will!have!access!to!the!interview!
and!focus!group!data.!While!data!will!largely!be!represented!in!summary!form,!direct!quotes!made!by!
participants!(using!pseudonyms)!may!be!published!and/or!presented!in!the!future.!All!recordings!and!transcripts!
will!be!stored!on!a!computer!disk,!will!be!retained!indefinitely,!and!may!be!used!in!subsequent!presentations!
and/or!publications!stemming!from!this!research!project.!
!

Written!Consent!

Your!signature!on!this!form!indicates!that!you!(1)!understand!to!your!satisfaction!the!information!provided!to!
you!about!your!participation!in!this!research!project,!and,!(2)!agree!to!become!involved!as!a!research!
participant.!
In!no!way!does!this!waive!your!legal!rights!nor!release!the!investigators!or!involved!institutions!from!their!legal!
and!professional!responsibilities.!You!are!free!to!withdraw!from!this!research!project!up!to!two!(2)!weeks!after!
participating.!You!should!feel!free!to!ask!for!clarification!or!for!new!information!throughout!your!participation.!!!
PLEASE!NOTE:!If!you!are!submitting!this!consent!form!to!the!researcher!via!email,!typing!your!name!and!

dating!the!form!in!the!spaces!provided!below!and!sending!this!form!back!to!the!researcher!from!EMAIL!
ADDRESS!will!be!taken!as!equivalent!to!a!hardcopied!signature.!
Actual!hardcopied!signatures!may!be!collected!on!this!form!immediately!prior!to!the!interview!or!focus!group.!

Participant’s!Name:!

!

Date:!

Participant’s!Signature:!

!

Date:! !

Researcher’s!Name:!

Kiara!Okita!

Date:!

Researcher’s!Signature:! !

!

!

Date:! !

Questions/Concerns!

If!you!have!any!further!questions!or!concerns!or!want!clarification!regarding!this!research!and/or!your!
participation,!please!contact:!

Kiara!Okita!
Department!of!Sociology!
kkokita@ucalgary.ca!

Dr.!Erin!Gibbs!Van!Brunschot!
Department!of!Sociology!
begibbsv@ucalgary.ca!

If!you!have!any!concerns!about!the!way!you!have!been!treated!as!a!participant,!please!contact!the!Senior!Ethics!
Resource!Officer,!Russell!Burrows,!Research!Services!Office,!University!of!Calgary!at!(403)!220O3782!and/or!
email!rburrows@ucalgary.ca.!
A!copy!of!this!consent!form!has!been!given!to!you!to!keep!for!your!records!and!reference.!The!investigator!has!
kept!a!copy!of!the!consent!form.!!
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!
!
!
!
!

Researcher!
Kiara!Okita!
Faculty!of!Arts!
Department!of!Sociology!
University!of!Calgary!
kkokita@ucalgary.ca!

!
!
(Working)!Title!of!Project!

Supervisor!
Dr.!Erin!Gibbs!Van!Brunschot!
Faculty!of!Arts!
Department!of!Sociology!
University!of!Calgary!
begibbsv@ucalgary.ca!

Writing,!Representing,!and!Reading!Rape:!!
“Encoding”!and!“Decoding”!Sexual!Assault!in!Entertainment!Media!
This!consent!form,!a!copy!of!which!has!been!given!to!you,!is!only!part!of!the!process!of!informed!consent.!If!you!
would!like!more!details!about!something!mentioned!here,!or!information!not!included!here,!please!!feel!free!to!
ask.!Please!take!the!time!to!read!this!carefully!and!to!understand!any!accompanying!information.!
The!University!of!Calgary!Conjoint!Faculties!Research!Ethics!Board!has!approved!this!research!study.!
!

Purpose!of!the!Study!

The!purpose!of!this!research!is!to!examine!how!rape!is!written,!represented,!and!read!in!entertainment!media.!
The!study!will!examine!how!representations!of!rape!are!constructed!by!media!production!staff,!represented!in!
select!media,!and!how!these!representations!are!received!by!select!groups.!As!a!whole,!this!study!will!contribute!
to!sociology,!criminology,!and!cultural!studies!research,!and!will!offer!a!significant!contribution!to!research!
concerning!rape,!media,!and!crime.!This!research!forms!part!of!a!PhD!dissertation!project,!and!will!also!form!
part!of!subsequent!research!reports,!presentations,!and!publications.!
!

What!Will!I!Be!Asked!to!Do?!

Your!participation!will!take!the!form!of!a!semiOstructured!interview,!lasting!approximately!one!(1)!hour,!or!a!
focus!group!discussion!that!should!last!approximately!two!(2)!hours!(whether!you!participate!in!an!interview!or!
a!focus!group!will!be!determined,!in!part,!by!your!preference,!and,!on!the!basis!of!logistics!such!as!multiple!
scheduling!availabilities).!Your!participation!is!entirely!voluntary,!and!you!can!refuse!to!participate!altogether.!
Should!you!choose!to!participate,!you!can!refuse!to!answer!any!question(s)!asked!of!you!without!justification!or!
penalty.!You!can!also!choose!to!withdraw!your!participation!up!to!two!(2)!weeks!after!participating.!Please!note!
that!you!may$be!contacted!via!email!within!6!(six)!months!subsequent!to!the!interview!or!focus!group!discussion!
for!clarification!purposes.!Should!you!be!contacted!to!clarify!your!contribution!to!the!research,!you!will!have!10!
(ten)!days!from!the!email’s!send!date!to!clarify!the!sent!material!and!to!return!it!to!the!researcher.!A!lack!of!
response!within!that!time!will!be!taken!by!the!researcher!as!an!approval!of!the!material!as!is.!
!

What!Type!of!Personal!Information!Will!Be!Collected?!

Should!you!agree!to!participate,!the!researcher!will!ask!you!to!note!your!name,!gender,!age,!education,!and!
relevant!occupational!history!in!addition!to!your!use!of!media!habits.!You!can!choose!to!withhold!any!of!this!
information.!Interview!and!focus!group!discussions!will!be!digitally!recorded!and!transcribed.!
!

Are!There!Risks!or!Benefits!if!I!Participate?!

There!are!no!risks!or!harms!foreseeably!generated!by!your!participation!in!this!research.!Should!you!participate!
in!a!focus!group,!however,!the!nature!of!a!focus!group!setting!is!such!that!your!anonymity!is!not!guaranteed.!
Your!name!and!whatever!you!discuss!will!be/come!known!to!other!focus!group!participants.!Outside!of!the!
focus!group!environment,!however,!your!identity!will!be!held!in!confidence.!!
!
While!it!remains!possible!that!your!identity!may!be!deduced!by!readers!of!future!publications!and/or!by!
audiences!of!future!presentations!whether!you!participate!in!an!interview!or!a!focus!group,!every!effort!will!be!
made!to!preserve!in!confidence!your!identity!as!a!research!participant.!No!direct!mention!of!the!school!you!
attend!or!the!city!in!which!the!interview!or!focus!group!is!conducted!will!be!made!in!the!research.!If!you!are!
directly!quoted,!you!will!be!assigned!a!pseudonym!(a!fictitious!name)!to!protect!your!identity.!Your!agreement!
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!
to!participate!in!this!research!also!signifies!agreement!to!keep!the!identities!of!other!focus!group!participants!
confidential,!if!you!participate!in!a!focus!group.!!
Potential!benefits!include!your!contribution!to!the!advancement!of!knowledge!in!the!disciplines!of!sociology,!
criminology,!and!cultural!studies,!and!in!terms!of!research!concerning!rape,!media,!and!crime,!specifically.!
Although!there!is!no!financial!compensation!provided!to!you!for!participating!in!this!research,!a!summary!of!the!
research!project!will!be!provided!to!those!who!request!it!(via!email!at!kkokita@ucalgary.ca).!
!

What!Happens!to!the!Information!I!Provide?!
Your!participation!in!this!research!is!voluntary!and!confidential.!You!are!free!to!discontinue!your!participation!at!
any!point!during!the!interview!or!focus!group,!and!you!can!withdraw!from!the!study!up!to!two!(2)!weeks!after!
participating.!If!you!choose!to!withdraw!from!the!study,!the!information!you!have!provided!will!not!be!used!by!
the!researcher.!No!one!except!the!researcher!and!her!supervisory!committee!will!have!access!to!the!interview!
and!focus!group!data.!While!data!will!largely!be!represented!in!summary!form,!direct!quotes!made!by!
participants!(using!pseudonyms)!may!be!published!and/or!presented!in!the!future.!All!recordings!and!transcripts!
will!be!stored!on!a!computer!disk,!will!be!retained!indefinitely,!and!may!be!used!in!subsequent!presentations!
and/or!publications!stemming!from!this!research!project.!
!

Written!Consent!

Your!signature!on!this!form!indicates!that!you!(1)!understand!to!your!satisfaction!the!information!provided!to!
you!about!your!participation!in!this!research!project,!and,!(2)!agree!to!become!involved!as!a!research!
participant.!
In!no!way!does!this!waive!your!legal!rights!nor!release!the!investigators!or!involved!institutions!from!their!legal!
and!professional!responsibilities.!You!are!free!to!withdraw!from!this!research!project!up!to!two!(2)!weeks!after!
participating.!You!should!feel!free!to!ask!for!clarification!or!for!new!information!throughout!your!participation.!!!
PLEASE!NOTE:!If!you!are!submitting!this!consent!form!to!the!researcher!via!email,!typing!your!name!and!

dating!the!form!in!the!spaces!provided!below!and!sending!this!form!back!to!the!researcher!from!EMAIL!
ADDRESS!will!be!taken!as!equivalent!to!a!hardcopied!signature.!
Actual!hardcopied!signatures!may!be!collected!on!this!form!immediately!prior!to!the!interview!or!focus!group.!

Participant’s!Name:!

!

Date:!

Participant’s!Signature:!

!

Date:! !

Researcher’s!Name:!

Kiara!Okita!

Date:!

Researcher’s!Signature:! !

!

!

Date:! !

Questions/Concerns!

If!you!have!any!further!questions!or!concerns!or!want!clarification!regarding!this!research!and/or!your!
participation,!please!contact:!

Kiara!Okita!
Department!of!Sociology!
kkokita@ucalgary.ca!

Dr.!Erin!Gibbs!Van!Brunschot!
Department!of!Sociology!
begibbsv@ucalgary.ca!

If!you!have!any!concerns!about!the!way!you!have!been!treated!as!a!participant,!please!contact!the!Senior!Ethics!
Resource!Officer,!Russell!Burrows,!Research!Services!Office,!University!of!Calgary!at!(403)!220O3782!and/or!
email!rburrows@ucalgary.ca.!
A!copy!of!this!consent!form!has!been!given!to!you!to!keep!for!your!records!and!reference.!The!investigator!has!
kept!a!copy!of!the!consent!form.!!
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!

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INFORMATION
As was indicated in the Informed Consent form, your participation in this research is voluntary and confidential. You can
choose not to participate altogether and you can choose not to answer any question(s) asked of you without justification or
penalty. You can also choose to withdraw your participation up to two (2) weeks after participating.

It should take approximately 20 minutes to respond to the questions below. Please note that there are no “right” or
“wrong” answers to these questions. Your responses will simply be used as context for discussion in the interview or focus
group, and might be brought up by the researcher during the interview or focus group.
Once you have finished answering the questions, please save the form to your computer, and attach it to an email to
kkokita@ucalgary.ca at least one full day prior to your interview or focus group.
Please note that this form will expand to accommodate your answers. Thank you again for your participation.
GENERAL INFORMATION
Name
Number of Children

Gender
If you have children, please note her/his/their gender(s) and age(s)

Ethnicity
Educational
Background

Relationship
Status
Year of Birth

Beginning with high school, please note any diplomas, certificates, and/or degrees that you have
acquired, and/or are in the process of acquiring, and the institution(s) they were granted from, below.
diploma, certificate, degree and granting institution

Class Status

year of completion
or “in progress”

People sometimes describe themselves as lower, working, middle, or upper class.
How would you describe your current class status?
lower

working

lower-middle

middle

upper-middle

upper

If your class status has changed, please indicate what other class(es) you have experienced:
lower

working

lower-middle

middle

upper-middle

upper

n/a (not applicable)

CURRENT EMPLOYMENT
Official Title

commencement
date (mm/yy)

to present

Responsibilities
RELEVANT PREVIOUS EMPLOYMENT and EDUCATION
Please list positions and/or jobs that you have held, as well as any courses, programs, etc. that you have taken and the
organization that offered them, that you feel assist you in your current work with sexual assault.
employment / education, and organization

1

year of completion

Kiara Okita, MA, PhD Candidate
Department of Sociology, University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
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!

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INFORMATION
As was indicated in the Informed Consent form, your participation in this research is voluntary and confidential. You can
choose not to participate altogether and you can choose not to answer any question(s) asked of you without justification or
penalty. You can also choose to withdraw your participation up to two (2) weeks after participating.

MEDIA USE
Please indicate your level of use of the following media for entertainment purposes:
media type

hours per use

frequency of use

description

Please list 3 film/movie genres you enjoy watching.
(e.g., action, comedies, dramas, documentaries, sci-fi, etc.)

week

Films/Movies

times per

month

Please list 3 of your favorite films/movies.

year

Please list 3 television genres you enjoy watching.
(e.g., sitcoms, dramas, documentary, reality, news, talk shows, etc.)

week

Television

times per

month

Please list 5 of your favorite television programs.

year

Please list 3 genres of music you enjoy listening to.
(e.g., classic rock, alternative, country, pop, etc.)

week

Music

times per

month

Please list 5 of your favorite artists/bands.

year

Please list 3 radio genres you enjoy listening to.
(e.g., sports radio, talk radio, country, classic rock, etc.)

week

Radio

times per

month

Please list 3 of your favorite radio stations.

year

Please list 3 book genres you enjoy reading.
(e.g., auto/biographies, true crime, science fiction, etc.)

week

Books

times per

month

Please list 3 of your favorite books.

year

Please list 3 kinds of websites you enjoy frequenting.
(e.g., shopping, social networking, news, sports, celebrity news, etc.)

week

Internet

times per

month

Please list 5 websites you like to frequent.

year

Please list 3 kinds of videogames you like to play.
(e.g., action/shooter, fantasy, role playing games, simulation, etc.)

week

Video Games

times per

month

Please list 3 of your favorite videogames.

year

week

OTHER

times per

month

Please provide a brief description and examples.

year

2

Kiara Okita, MA, PhD Candidate
Department of Sociology, University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
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!

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INFORMATION
As was indicated in the Informed Consent form, your participation in this research is voluntary and confidential. You can
choose not to participate altogether and you can choose not to answer any question(s) asked of you without justification or
penalty. You can also choose to withdraw your participation up to two (2) weeks after participating.

ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA AND SEXUAL ASSAULT - EXAMPLES
Take a few moments to think of a few examples of representations of sexual assault in entertainment media. What comes to mind?

PERCEPTIONS OF MISUNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT SEXUAL ASSAULT
In your estimation, what do you think is one common misunderstanding about sexual assault?

(MIS)REPRESENTATIONS OF SEXUAL ASSAULT IN ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA
In your estimation, what do you think is one common misunderstanding about sexual assault that is represented in
entertainment media?

FACTORS INFLUENCING RECEPTION OF REPRESENTATIONS OF SEXUAL ASSAULT
On the first page of this form under “General Information,” you provided information about yourself (e.g., your gender,
ethnicity, year of birth, family composition, class status, and education).
In your estimation, in what way(s), if at all, do you feel that these things affect the way(s) in which you respond to
representations of sexual assault in entertainment media?
Gender
Ethnicity
Age
Relationship Status
Children
Class Status
Education
Other (please specify)
Participating in this Study
How did you hear about this study?

Why have you chosen to participate in this study?

Thank you for your participation.
Please send your form to kkokita@ucalgary.ca at least 1 full day before your interview or focus group.

3

Kiara Okita, MA, PhD Candidate
Department of Sociology, University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
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!

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INFORMATION
As was indicated in the Informed Consent form, your participation in this research is voluntary and confidential. You can choose not to
participate altogether and you can choose not to answer any question(s) asked of you without justification or penalty. You can also choose to
withdraw your participation up to two (2) weeks after participating.

It should take approximately twenty (20) minutes to respond to the questions below. Please note that there are no “right” or “wrong”
answers to these questions. Your responses will simply be used as context for discussion in the interview or focus group, and might be
brought up by the researcher during the interview or focus group.
Once you have finished answering the questions, please save the form to your computer, and attach it to an email to
kkokita@ucalgary.ca at least one (1) full day prior to your interview or focus group.
Please note that this form will expand to accommodate your answers. Thank you for your participation.

GENERAL INFORMATION
Name
Number of Children

Gender
If you have children, please note her/his/their gender(s) and age(s)

Ethnicity
Educational
Background

Relationship
Status
Year of Birth

Beginning with high school, please note any diplomas, certificates, and/or degrees that you have
acquired, and/or are in the process of acquiring, and the institution(s) they were granted from, below.
diploma/certificate/degree and granting institution

Class Status

year of completion
or “in progress”

People sometimes describe themselves as lower, working, middle, or upper class.
How would you describe your current class status?
lower

working

lower-middle

middle

upper-middle

upper

If your class status has changed, please indicate what other class(es) you have experienced:
lower

working

lower-middle

middle

upper-middle

upper

n/a (not applicable)

CURRENT ACADEMIC FOCUS
Degree Pursued

commencement
date (mm/yy)

Major

Minor

Other Areas of
Academic Interest

Plans After
Graduation

CURRENT EMPLOYMENT

or

to present

Not Applicable

Official Title

commencement
date (mm/yy)

to present

Responsibilities

1

Kiara Okita, MA, PhD Candidate
Department of Sociology, University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
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!

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INFORMATION
As was indicated in the Informed Consent form, your participation in this research is voluntary and confidential. You can choose not to
participate altogether and you can choose not to answer any question(s) asked of you without justification or penalty. You can also choose to
withdraw your participation up to two (2) weeks after participating.

MEDIA USE
Please indicate your level of use of the following media for entertainment purposes:
media type

hours per use

frequency of use

description

Please list 3 film/movie genres you enjoy watching.
(e.g., action, comedies, dramas, documentaries, sci-fi, etc.)

week

Films/Movies

times per

month

Please list 3 of your favorite films/movies.

year

Please list 3 television genres you enjoy watching.
(e.g., sitcoms, dramas, documentary, reality, news, talk shows, etc.)

week

Television

times per

month

Please list 5 of your favorite television programs.

year

Please list 3 genres of music you enjoy listening to.
(e.g., classic rock, alternative, country, pop, etc.)

week

Music

times per

month

Please list 5 of your favorite artists/bands.

year

Please list 3 radio genres you enjoy listening to.
(e.g., sports radio, talk radio, country, classic rock, etc.)

week

Radio

times per

month

Please list 3 of your favorite radio stations.

year

Please list 3 book genres you enjoy reading.
(e.g., auto/biographies, true crime, science fiction, etc.)

week

Books

times per

month

Please list 3 of your favorite books.

year

Please list 3 kinds of websites you enjoy frequenting.
(e.g., shopping, social networking, news, sports, celebrity news, etc.)

week

Internet

times per

month

Please list 5 websites you like to frequent.

year

Please list 3 kinds of videogames you like to play.
(e.g., action/shooter, fantasy, role playing games, simulation, etc.)

week

Video Games

times per

month

Please list 3 of your favorite videogames.

year

week

OTHER

times per

month

Please provide a brief description and examples.

year

2

Kiara Okita, MA, PhD Candidate
Department of Sociology, University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca
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!

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INFORMATION
As was indicated in the Informed Consent form, your participation in this research is voluntary and confidential. You can choose not to
participate altogether and you can choose not to answer any question(s) asked of you without justification or penalty. You can also choose to
withdraw your participation up to two (2) weeks after participating.

ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA AND SEXUAL ASSAULT - EXAMPLES
Take a moment to think of a few examples of sexual assault represented in entertainment media.
What examples come to mind?

How do these representations contribute to your thinking about sexual assault?

ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA AND SEXUAL ASSAULT - REPRESENTATIONS
Take a moment to think of a few examples of sexual assault represented in entertainment media.
What do you think is most realistic about entertainment
media representations of sexual assault?

What do you think is most unrealistic about entertainment
media representations of sexual assault?

FACTORS INFLUENCING RECEPTION OF REPRESENTATIONS OF SEXUAL ASSAULT
On the first page of this form under “General Information,” you provided information about yourself (e.g., your gender,
ethnicity, year of birth, family composition, class status, and education).
In your estimation, in what way(s), if at all, do you feel that these things affect the way(s) in which you respond to
representations of sexual assault in entertainment media?
Gender
Ethnicity
Age
Relationship Status
Children
Class Status
Education
Other (please specify)
Participating in this Study
How did you hear about this study?

Why have you chosen to participate in this study?

Thank you for your participation!
Please send your form to kkokita@ucalgary.ca at least 1 full day before your interview or focus group.

3

Kiara Okita, MA, PhD Candidate
Department of Sociology, University of Calgary
kkokita@ucalgary.ca

!

281

Appendices
Appendix J – Practitioner Thematic Discussion Guide

INTRODUCTION

•
•

!
!
!

PERMISSION TO RECORD (jar) – preference?
RIGHTS:
- not to participate
!
!
!
- not to answer any/all questions (pass/move on)
- withdraw without explanation

•

CONTACTS:
supervisor and ethics

•

NOTES:
taking/referring – still listening
pay attention without interrupting

•

•

•

!
!
!
!
!
!
!

THEMATIC DISCUSSION GUIDE!

THANK YOU for participating…

•

PROJECT REFRESHER
- production/reception of SA in EM
- how groups consume/engage with/take up
- think about what not used to
- objective: change/possible through EM
CONVERSATION:
not strict Q&A – areas to explore
ask why I’m asking
INFORMED CONSENT

SEXUAL ASSAULT

social
understandings

ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA

your
understandings

• Define SA?
o

Rape?
• What informs?
• Range of acts?

your
understandings
and engagement
• What is EM?

• Prod say role?

• Preferred form?

• More than E?

• Role of EM in
your life?

• Educate/inform?

• Change – how/why?

• Comm.
Ideas/values?
• Social
responsibility?

• Experiences SA?
• Perpetrates SA?
• Circumstances?

producers,
more, and social
responsibility

terminology

EM REPRESENTATIONS of SA

representation
examples

your
perceptions

examples

• Instances = diff terminology?

How SA comes to your attention?
o

…next?

• Ideas/Examples:
o

What could progressive
representations look like?

o

What is the social change
envisioned?

• Handle differently?

• How?

• Realities?

• Examples?

• Contribute to prevention/cessation?
• Goal of expert consultation?

YOUR WORK
How came to do SA work?

• Benefits/limitation of EM as vehicle?

• Appropriate tx of experience/perpetration?

• Preferred (why)?
experience, perpetrate, SA

•

• Role could/should be in effecting
social change?

• Extent?

• Why SA happens?

•

EM and SOCIAL CHANGE

expert
consultation

impacting work

Recorder jar
Extra batteries
Participant forms
Consent form (or copy)
Clock
Phone(s) silenced
Message on door

• Memorable
• How come across?

common
representations

• Most common?
• Why?

Representation of?

P&C Campaign

sensational/
realistic

• SA?
• SA persons?

Unltd. Resources (time, $$$, help)

• Aftermath?

TV commercial…

• SA perpetrators?

• Who target/address?

• Outcomes/resolutions?

• Theme?

• Message about SA?

engagement
with

• Different from engagement with
other EM?
• Won’t engage with?

•

Resources/networks/organizations?

•

Typical day … if not, why?

•

Most time … work on/who with?

• Include/exclude?

• “use” or “address” SA?

•

Most/least enjoyable?

• Slogan?

• Opinion of/response to?

CONCLUDING…

• Similar/different?

(why sensational/realistic?)

•

Add anything?

• Resonate w/your u/s of SA?

•

Why participate?

• Differ from your u/s of SA?

•

Questions?

• Modify?

•

Contact with follow up?

Participants:
Date/Time:
Location:
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INTRODUCTION

•
•

•

•
•

•

•

•

!
!
!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

THEMATIC DISCUSSION GUIDE!

PERMISSION TO RECORD (jar) – preference?

•

THANK YOU for participating…
CONVERSATION:
not strict Q&A – areas to explore
!
!
!
ask why I’m asking
RIGHTS:
- not to participate
- not to answer any/all questions (pass/move on)
- withdraw without explanation
CONTACTS:
supervisor and senior ethics resource officer
[sexual assault agency] information
- to all participants
- statistics = likely we know someone
- talking about this participation … disclosure
- good to have resources!
NOTES:
taking/referring – still listening
pay attention without interrupting
PROJECT REFRESHER
- production/reception of SA in EM
- how groups consume/engage with/take up
- think about what not used to
- objective: change/possible through EM
Questions?

SEXUAL ASSAULT

social
understandings

ENTERTAINMENT MEDIA

your
understandings

• Define SA?
o

Rape?
• What informs?
• Range of acts?

your
understandings
and engagement
• What is EM?

• Prod say role?

• Preferred form?

• More than E?

• Role of EM in
your life?

• Educate/inform?

• Change – how/why?

• Comm.
Ideas/values?
• Social
responsibility?

• Experiences SA?
• Perpetrates SA?
• Circumstances?

producers,
more, and social
responsibility

terminology

EM REPRESENTATIONS of SA

representation
examples

your
perceptions

impact upon
your life?

Recorder jar
Extra batteries
Participant forms
Consent form (or copy)
Clock
Phone(s) silenced
Message on door
[agency] brochures

EM and SOCIAL CHANGE
• Role could/should be in effecting
social change?
• Benefits/limitation of EM as vehicle?
• Ideas/Examples:

young people as
experts:
consultation

o

What could progressive
representations look like?

o

What is the social change
envisioned?

• Extent?

• Handle differently?

• How?

• Realities?

• Examples?

• Contribute to prevention/cessation?
• Appropriate tx of experience/perpetration?

• Why SA happens?

• Goal of expert consultation?
• Preferred (why)?
experience, perpetrate, SA

examples

• Instances = diff terminology?

• Memorable
• How come across?

common
representations

• Most common?
• Why?

Representation of?

P&C Campaign

sensational/
realistic

• SA?
• SA persons?

engagement
with

• Different from engagement with
other EM?
• Won’t engage with?

Unltd. Resources (time, $$$, help)

• Aftermath?

TV commercial…

• SA perpetrators?

• Who target/address?

• Outcomes/resolutions?

• Theme?

• Message about SA?

• Include/exclude?

• “use” or “address” SA?

• Slogan?

• Opinion of/response to?

CONCLUDING…

• Similar/different?

(why sensational/realistic?)

•

Add anything?

• Resonate w/your u/s of SA?

•

Why participate?

• Differ from your u/s of SA?

•

Questions?

• Modify?

•

Contact with follow up?

Participants:
Date/Time:
Location:
Room)!!
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