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Abstract 

 

 

In November 2014, the Rolling Stone published the now-discredited exposé about sexual 

violence at the University of Virginia, “A Rape on Campus.” By December the story had 

been lambasted for a lack of fact checking and thoroughly ‘debunked’ by the public and 

journalists alike. “A Rape on Campus” entered public consciousness at a kairotic moment 

where there were more active Title IX investigations against higher education institutions 

than ever before. Yet despite this, it was still more believable that the survivor, “Jackie” 

was just “a really fabulist storyteller” than that her experience was legitimate.   

 

Following the retraction of “A Rape on Campus” many tried to argue that it was still a 

useful model of activism by virtue of its ability “end the silence” and inject discussions of 

sexual violence into the public sphere. In this essay, I take a different position. Unlike 

feminist scholars who herald “consciousness raising” as an end in itself, I argue that we 

should be more cautious about addressing rising incidences of sexual violence with the 

demand for greater public speech by those who have experienced it.  Using “A Rape on 

Campus” as a case study, I argue that we have constructed harmful idealizations of sexual 

assault survivors. By mapping the construction of the nature of rape, the nature of 

assailants, and the nature of survivors within “A Rape on Campus,” I argue for a 

rhetorical deconstruction of the “discourse of doubt” and the paradox of survivor speech.   
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Chapter 1—The Kairos of “A Rape on Campus” 

 

In November 2014, Rolling Stone published Sabrina Rubin Erdely’s article, “A 

Rape on Campus.” In “A Rape on Campus,” Erdely tells the story of “Jackie,” a survivor 

of sexual violence who was assaulted by several men at a University of Virginia (UVA) 

on-campus fraternity party. According to Erdely, when Jackie approached administrators, 

she was misled about her reporting options, blamed for the assault, and ultimately denied 

any recourse or protection from the university. Initially, Jackie’s account was met with 

support from her peers. As UVA student Julia Horowitz explained, “[p]eople were 

talking and the issue—which too often hides in locked dorms, in upstairs bedrooms, and 

the dark corners of a fraternity basement—was finally being thrust out into the open.”1 In 

this view, “A Rape on Campus” served not only to raise discussions about the issue of 

campus sexual assault but also to catalyze outrage.  

Following publication, the University of Virginia immediately suspended all 

fraternity activity for the semester in addition to discussing a full-year ban of all Greek 

life on campus. 2 The campus environment was so tense that one student at UVA Law 

argued for the legal prosecution of misbehaving or “rogue” fraternity chapters as 

“criminal street gangs.”3 Meanwhile, members of the student body staged protests and 

vandalized the outside of the Phi Kappa Psi fraternity house. In one such act, the 

statement “UVA Center for Sexual Assault” was spray-painted on the exterior of the 

house, and bricks were thrown through the windows.4 From University administrators 

down to individual members of the student body, there was a ripple effect from the 

outrage caused by the publication of “A Rape on Campus.” 
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Unfortunately, this outrage was not directed at the atrocity of campus sexual 

assault or its perpetrators. As is often the case with even the least publicized accounts of 

sexual violence, much of this anger and scrutiny was directed back on Jackie and other 

survivors. By early December, Washington Post media critic Erik Wemple published the 

first of several articles exploring what he deemed factual inconsistencies in Jackie’s 

account.5 “For the sake of Rolling Stone’s reputation,” he wrote, “Sabrina Rubin Erdely 

better be the country’s best judge of character.”6 In “Rolling Stone Whiffs in Reporting 

on Alleged Rape,” Wemple named three issues undermining the credibility of  “A Rape 

on Campus,” which involved Erdely’s failure to: talk to the alleged perpetrators, name 

witnesses, and ultimately, maintain a consistent account of Jackie’s claims, or her own 

journalistic process.7 Through each of these criticisms, Wemple outlined a series of 

arguments undermining the veracity of Jackie’s entire account.8 His article was far from 

the only investigative questioning of Jackie’s experience.9  

Soon, Jackie and her account became a synecdoche for false rape accusations and 

the imagined vindictive nature of female rape survivors everywhere. Eric Owens wrote in 

the Daily Caller that “with very little effort at all,” he found “eight twisted, totally false 

and especially astonishing rape hoaxes proffered over the years by female college 

students.”10 Invoking Jackie’s story, he instructed readers to “note the similarities among 

these fake rape cases with the tale spun at the University of Virginia by Jackie and by 

Erdely, her willing Rolling Stone accomplice.”11 Even more alarmingly, he concluded 

that the real shame was not only that these so-called “cruel hoaxes were initially accepted 

as true,” but that “in some cases, real lives were ruined” because of false accusations.12 In 
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Owens’ explanation, Jackie’s story represented not just a false narrative, but also the 

willful intent to ruin the life of an innocent person—the accused rapist(s).   

As even this small sample of public reactions to “A Rape on Campus” shows, for 

skeptics and supporters alike, the specter of the false rape accusation narrative occupies a 

central place of fear and fascination in the public imaginary. For skeptics, the idea of 

false accusations cannot be discussed often enough. As Donna Zuckerberg explained, 

skeptics continually bemoaned the inherent danger of false allegations because they are 

persistently “infuriated that with a single accusation, someone (usually female) can 

destroy the reputation of someone else (usually male.)”13 Owens’ comments about the 

gravity of Jackie’s transgression as ruining the lives of those she accused also reflected 

this sentiment. On the other side, survivors’ supporters or advocates express a marked 

discomfort with granting much, if any, credibility to the idea that false accusations occur 

frequently. These supporters argue that because “false accusations are exceptionally 

rare,” those who do make them are “destroying the credibility of true sexual assault 

victims.”14 Because of this, supporters do not cede ground to the possibility of false 

accounts in order to downplay their impact. Instead, supporters argue that we should not 

only believe survivors in all instances, but also amplify their voices until the truth of their 

experience is undeniable.  

This unequal public dialogue about false accusations has evolved out of a 

patriarchal system that continually positions women as inherently less credible than men. 

As Aviva Orenstein explained, “[h]istorically, a woman claiming to be a rape victim—the 

prosexutrix—was treated with suspicion.”15 Orenstein continued, that this belief 

“reflect[s] the general status of women” in American culture. She wrote that women have 
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long been “characterized from the time of the first woman, Eve, as temptresses and 

liars.”16 This tacit cultural value actively manifests beyond its historical basis to structure 

the discursive habits of our modern public sphere. As Jan Jordan explained, American 

public culture has become defined by a paradox of “true lies” and “false truths.”17 In 

public discourse, “true lies” are composed of a cultural “adherence to certain truth[s] 

which are taken for granted.”18 Chief amongst these so-called truths “is the perception 

that women routinely lie about ‘sex,’ fueling a belief in high numbers of rape complaints 

being false.”19  In opposition to these “true lies,” the “false truth” of public discourse 

about sexual violence is that these “myths perpetrated about women…have achieved a 

form of truth status.”20 This hierarchy of credibility, although not officially sanctioned, 

has become enthymematically-engrained in American consciousness and negatively 

influences discussions about sexual violence.  

The evaluative criteria for determining ‘believable’ survivor accounts have been 

heavily influenced by a set of cultural assumptions that do not match reality. As a result, 

when survivors speak out or supporters amplify their accounts, they address an American 

public that is predisposed reflexively to disbelieve them. By championing the power of 

survivor testimony without addressing this dual fear/fascination with false accusation 

narratives, I believe supporters have forwarded an incomplete political strategy. I agree 

we should affirm the choice of survivors to speak out and, above all else, believe those 

who do. I also agree that false accusations are a statistical anomaly in opposition to the 

vast majority of survivors’ experiences. Where I disagree with survivor advocates, and in 

particular those defending Jackie, is in their choice to deal with false accusation 

controversies by “dismiss[ing] the discussion all together.”21 By avoiding discussion 
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about potential false allegations, such as “A Rape on Campus,” advocacy groups have 

relied on consciousness-raising strategies without engaging the cultural tensions 

conditioning the public to interpret their message in particular ways.    

In this thesis, I argue that the consciousness-raising approach (CR) of “speaking 

out” is not a sufficient political strategy to combat our cultural fear/fascination with false 

rape narratives. This fear/fascination has come to dominate public conversation about 

sexual violence and constitutes what is considered a ‘true’ survivor account in 

counterproductive ways. Instead of dismissing false accusation narratives as statistical 

anomalies, I propose that we actively interrogate what gives the mere invocation of these 

stories such power. My intent is not to debate the veracity of Jackie or any other 

survivor’s account. Instead, by engaging with the deployment of dominant genre tropes 

about sexual violence as they appeared in “A Rape on Campus,” I propose a two-part 

challenge to the rhetorical construction of what constitutes “truthful” survivor speech.  

First, I argue that the failure to interrogate the public fear/fascination with false 

allegations has created a paradoxical position for survivors of sexual violence. On one 

hand, survivors are demanded to publically speak about their experiences as a 

precondition for credibility.  As Nancy Naples learned from her work with survivors of 

incest and sexual violence, public testimony is “[o]ften incorporated as evidence for 

survivor status.”22 The media and public opinion condition survivors to believe that 

healing and social change will occur if they can signify the legitimacy of their 

experiences by ‘breaking the silence’ and speaking out.23 Yet, as Jackie’s experience 

shows, there is no shortage of access to public accounts of sexual violence. Despite 

insistence that sexual violence continues because of a lack of awareness, when survivors 
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do come forward, there seems to be little shift in public attitudes or habits.24 This 

illustrates the other side of the paradox: the inability of survivors to meet rhetorically 

constructed burdens of performance that would necessarily signify their accounts as true.  

Second, I argue that this reflexive disbelief of survivors is maintained through the 

likening of public testimony to false accusation narratives—a discursive process I am 

calling the “discourse of doubt.” Constituted by the tacit application of dominant rape 

mythologies, the “discourse of doubt” denies the reality of survivors’ experiences by 

emphasizing their culpability for inviting or failing to prevent their own assaults. In “A 

Rape on Campus” the centering of Jackie’s failure to prevent her assault a set of correct 

survivor behaviors was further reinforced. These enthymematic burdens in “A Rape on 

Campus” were shaped by the uncritical uptake and application of three dominant rape 

mythologies. As developed by Helen Benedict, these three categories of rape myth were: 

claims involving the nature of the sex act or rape (i.e.: it wasn’t violent so it wasn’t rape); 

those involving the assailant’s character (i.e.: boys will be boys); and those involving the 

survivor’s character (i.e.: s/he was asking for it.)25 In particular, the media’s frequent 

mapping of these burdens of performance onto survivors’ accounts has naturalized their 

use in wider public discourse.  

Using Dana Cloud’s theory of therapeutic rhetoric, I argue that the omnipresence 

of harmful cultural assumptions about the believability of survivors is maintained through 

the rhetorically constructed burdens of performance in the “discourse of doubt,” and 

mobilized to divert public attention away from the structural causes of sexual violence. 

As Cloud explained, therapeutic rhetoric constitutes the strategic deployment of rhetoric 

that “dislocates social and political conflicts onto individuals…and translates political 
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questions into psychological issues to be resolved through personal, psychological 

change.”26 A therapeutic rhetoric problematizes an individual’s behavior as the cause of 

her discontent as a strategy for shifting blame away from the structural causes of wider 

systems of oppression. Because of the close association between the “discourse of doubt” 

and metrics of evaluating survivor credibility, public outrage following “A Rape on 

Campus” was channeled and diverted away from criticizing cultural attitudes about 

sexual violence and instead focused on Jackie’s individual failures of character and 

responsibility.  

I argue that the “discourse of doubt” functions not only to obfuscate acts of sexual 

violence, but also to uphold the very structures and attitudes that enable sexual violence 

in the first place. As rhetorical scholars, it is our duty to look at the process by which 

certain discourses happen and assess how they have come to dictate culturally influenced 

beliefs about the world. The ease with which Jackie’s peers and the media not only 

questioned but systematically unraveled “A Rape on Campus” is representative of how 

dominant the “discourse of doubt” has become within our cultural discussions of sexual 

violence. As Communication scholars, we read cultural narrative texts such as “A Rape 

on Campus” in a manner that values truth seeking. Our Aristotelian roots teach us that 

objective truth is not only desirable but also obtainable through the invocation of the 

correct means of persuasion. The questions we ask are dictated by a vision of rhetoric that 

follows an inductive or deductive path to establishing credibility or ethos. Fundamentally, 

we want to know is this text trustworthy? Can we believe the speaker? But, by reading “A 

Rape on Campus” through this lens, we miss an opportunity to critically interrogate the 

enthymematic standards upon which our perception of truthful testimony is based.  
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A goal of this thesis is to demonstrate how the failures of survivor advocates to 

engage with false accusations—particularly ones as high profile as “A Rape on 

Campus”—have allowed the “discourse of doubt” to continue to dominate public 

discussions about survivors of sexual violence. By developing the concept of the 

“discourse of doubt,” I explore the process by which these discourses surrounding 

perceptions of survivor believability have become dominated by harmful burdens of 

performance. Furthermore, I argue the dominance of the “discourse of doubt” functions 

therapeutically. Public reactions to “A Rape on Campus,” have illustrated the danger and 

skepticism survivors such as Jackie face when they choose to come forward and speak 

out. Similarly, advocates have unintentionally participated in the same therapeutic 

discursive practice as skeptics by dismissing like Jackie’s without discussing their 

metrics for determining survivor credibility. In fact, I argue, “A Rape on Campus” 

evidenced precisely what is wrong with the current model for survivor speech. By 

overemphasizing the promise of speaking out and avoiding discussion of false 

accusations, those of us attempting to combat the structural causes of sexual violence 

have done ourselves a critical disservice.   

Examining “A Rape on Campus” for its significance as a possible false allegation 

does not strengthen the “discourse of doubt.” On the contrary, understanding the process 

through which our fear/fascination with false allegations is continuously reproduced onto 

every survivor’s account tells us far more about ourselves. By criticizing Jackie’s 

paradoxical burdens for speech in “A Rape on Campus,” and how narrative reliance on 

the “discourse of doubt” maintained them, I argue a great deal can be learned about the 

stakes of the struggle for control over public narratives about sexual violence. It is not 
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possible to come to the conversation about sexual violence and survivors’ believability in 

a neutral way. I argue my work exposes this unspoken power relationship between 

survivors and societal credibility metrics.  

The importance of deconstructing the “discourse of doubt” in this way extends far 

beyond my examination of “A Rape on Campus.” Jackie’s case entered public 

consciousness at a kairotic moment when more Title IX investigations had been launched 

against higher education institutions than ever before.27 In 2014 alone, the number of 

reported forcible sexual offenses practically doubled from 3,264 cases in 2009 to 6,016 

overall.28 For being an issue shrouded in so much secrecy, the contentiousness of debate 

that terms like “campus sexual assault” or “rape culture” animate when drawn into the 

public sphere is immense. On one side, anti-sexual violence advocates point to the 

existence of cultural factors that perpetuate campus sexual assault.29 Chief among these is 

the refusal to acknowledge that sexual violence is a frequent or serious enough issue to 

warrant attention.30 As feminist blogger, Jessica Valenti explained, “[r]ape is as 

American as apple pie—until we own that, nothing will change.”31 On the other side, 

writers such as Cathy Young systematically deny the importance of addressing this 

pervasive cultural attitude. In her gleeful haste to write off “A Rape on Campus,” she 

implored readers to “say no to the witch-hunts” and believe that the issue is “hardly an 

epidemic or a pervasive ‘rape culture.’”32 In either case, when individuals speak publicly 

about sexual violence, they appeal to ideals of normalcy, habit, and what should count as 

defining characteristics of American social culture.  

I explore the enthymematic association between correct rhetorical performance 

and objective truth that is at the heart of debates surrounding “A Rape on Campus.” In 
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her article denying any truth to Jackie’s account, Cathy Young commented “the 

conversation [about campus sexual assault] must start with the uncomfortable fact that, as 

this story illustrates, those who tell such stories are not always victims.”33 Young’s 

comments reflect the paradox of survivor speech as articulated within the public sphere. 

On one hand, speaking is valorized and survivors are encouraged to come forward. As 

demonstrated by Sonali Kohli’s argument for only publishing survivor accounts where 

the individual has agreed to be publically named, survivor speech is valued for its ability 

to “remove the stigma,” and “encourage other women to be open as well.”34 Yet, as 

Jessica Valenti explained in her response to Kohli, this valorization of survivors’ speech 

is a romanticized notion, as survivors who speak out are “frequently the targets of 

extreme victim-blaming, smear-campaigns and harassment, to the point where some 

survivors of sexual violence have taken their own lives.”35 This exemplifies the paradox 

of survivor speech.  

These same tensions and appeals to habits of American culture have played out 

time and time again in public sphere considerations of high-profile sexual assault cases. 

Take for example the public reactions to the Steubenville High School rape case, when 

two football players raped a passed-out 16-year-old girl at a party. As more details 

emerged, the country collectively salivated over the salaciousness of the trial.36 While 

other trials largely pivot on the comparison of two disparate testimonies, the Steubenville 

case unfolded largely on social media through the videos, tweets, and Facebook posts of 

various partygoers.37 In one video shown during the trial, a man’s voice can be heard in 

the background making comments like “[t]hey raped her more than the Duke lacrosse 

team!” and “it isn’t really rape because you don’t know if she wanted it or not.”38 His 
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allusion to the Duke Lacrosse scandal is discursively notable in its own right.39 Yet even 

more disturbing was his willingness to witness the events of that night and not intervene 

because he didn’t know if it was “really rape.” The media echoed his skepticism. In spite 

of the presence of this visual evidence of an assault, the media narrative centered on the 

lost futures of the two football players, Trent Mays and Ma’lik Richmond, while largely 

ignoring or doubting the experience of the survivor.40 

This skepticism of “real rape” and the prevalence of public arguments discrediting 

survivor narratives are not isolated to Steubenville, or even “A Rape on Campus.” 

Skepticism has also fueled the lasting cultural debate over the Duke Lacrosse case. 

Although the Duke case is several years old, these tensions reappeared in reaction to 

William Cohen’s book “The Price of Silence,” which argued the accused players, David 

Evans, Reade Seligmann and Collin Finnerty are actually guilty.41 When Emma 

Sulkowicz’s protested the failure of Columbia University to expel her assailant, Paul 

Nungesser, by carrying her mattress around campus she was met with similar skepticism 

and vitriol.42 I’ve seen it on the two campuses I’ve been fortunate enough to call home, 

such as when then University of Iowa President—Sally Mason—commented that “ending 

sexual assault is probably not possible given human nature.”43 This is just the beginning.  

Before reviewing the relevant literature and theory in the next chapter, it is 

necessary to justify and explain a few linguistic choices I have made in the construction 

of this work. As Corey Rayburn noted in his analysis of the American legal system, 

“[t]raditional feminist jurisprudential critiques of rape law underestimate the role of 

language.”44 Because of this sentiment, I have attempted to be as self-reflexive as 

possible in my habits of naming and seemingly minor semantic choices when referring to 
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different elements of the survivor’s narratives and experiences. Sometimes these choices 

do not mirror those of my source texts or those of the media discussing cases of sexual 

assault makes because of their use of problematic assumptions related to race, gender, 

and class.  

I acknowledge that this thesis makes use of dominant gender pronouns. Although 

popular media and even to some extent dominant forms of scholarship assume the gender 

identity of sexual assault survivors to be women, I understand this is an overly-simplistic 

view. Indeed, men and trans-identifying individuals experience sexual assault and gender 

violence at significant rates that are less publicized than their female-identifying 

counterparts.45 I fully recognize the need for more scholarship on issues of non-female 

identifying, trans-identifying, and male-identifying survivors of sexual assault. In this 

thesis, my case studies and related literature concern female-identifying survivors. 

Accordingly, I have used to the pronouns she/her/hers to reference them where 

appropriate. In cases where there has not been an explicit gender ascribed by or to a 

survivor, I have made every attempt to utilize gender-neutral language.  

Second, I have made an explicit choice to consistently refer to those who have 

experienced some form of sexual assault or gender violence as survivors and never as 

victims. This linguistic choice is not perfect and begs the question of how certain values 

and characteristics are bestowed with the labeling of someone as a “survivor.”46 As 

Nancy Naples explained, “the term survivor is typically reserved for those who have self-

consciously redefined their relationship to the experience from one of victim.”47 I believe, 

however, this is at least better than the current alternative of labeling individuals as 

victims without their consent. Although individuals may choose whatever identification 
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makes them most comfortable, I do not believe it is my place to ascribe a victim-identity 

onto others. At the very least, the survivor label avoids the pitfall of scripting a lack of 

agency onto individuals by invoking them only as victims of their experience.  

Third, I have chosen to refer only to survivors’ testimony as an account or 

narrative and never a story. Although seemingly minor, the use of language like “story” 

or “tale” when discussing sexual assault experiences suggests to me a certain degree of 

fictiveness. By centering language that is typically associated with more impartial 

testimony or even “truth,” I hope to foreground the political affirmation that we should 

always believe survivors—especially when they choose to come forward.  

Finally, in any instance where the names of the accused perpetrators have been 

made a matter of public record, I do not refer to them as “the accused” or “the 

defendant.” In spite of the findings in a court of law, I believe an affirmative belief in 

survivors begins with a commitment to believing them about the nature of their 

experience. To this end, I call the named perpetrators by their names, so they too face 

scrutiny like the survivors who have chosen to reveal themselves and their experiences 

for public consumption.  

I recognize these choices are not a panacea. Although they are minor semantic 

changes, they are central to my argument about advancing discussion of sexual assault in 

a way that accounts for our collective responsibility for upholding inherently violent 

social structures. I admit to their inadequacy at times to capture the nuances of how 

different social, political, and gender-based ideologies intersect with my theorization of 

sexual violence and survivor speech. Having addressed these choices, I can now turn to a 
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review of relevant literature and discuss how it interacts with the arguments I have 

foregrounded as significant.   

To establish the theoretical boundaries of the “discourse of doubt” I explicate 

discursive models of survivor speech as a genre shaped by expected performative burdens 

and also detail their overwhelmingly therapeutic function. To this end, the remaining 

chapters address these burdens of performance and the function of the “discourse of 

doubt” in relation to their deployment in “A Rape on Campus” in that order.  

Chapter 2 introduces the historical tradition of feminist anti-violence rhetoric and 

the specific orientation of current discourse surrounding sexual and gender violence. 

Beginning with an exploration of rape culture and its prevalence, I use Nancy 

Worthington and Helen Benedict’s work to establish most dominant three myths in media 

discourse about sexual violence. By characterizing these rape myths as the conditions or 

expectations for believable survivor speech, I argue that there is an enthymematically-

influenced and naturalized repetition of these myths within public dialogue about sexual 

violence: what I am calling the “discourse of doubt.”   

Chapter 3 is a rhetorical interrogation of “A Rape on Campus,” and its 

omnipresent textual markers and tropes. By examining this for its invocation or 

avoidance of Benedict’s three dominant rape myths, I argue “A Rape on Campus” 

reflects wider cultural beliefs about survivor credibility. I further argue that the depicted 

manner of Jackie’s assault, her assailants, and ultimately her character all evidence the 

precarious position faced by survivors who speak out about their experiences with sexual 

violence. By analyzing the ways certain tropes and rape myths are invoked or avoided in 
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“A Rape on Campus,” I wrestle with the implications of utilizing Jackie’s experience a 

synecdoche for the multiplicity of campus rape experiences across the country.  

Chapter 4 examines therapeutic discourse as a conservative rhetorical strategy, 

and argues for consideration of the “discourse of doubt” as an exemplar. Using Dana 

Cloud’s work, I briefly explore the history and intersections of therapeutic rhetoric with 

feminist politics. Building on the burdens of performance introduced in Chapter 2 and 

their application to “A Rape on Campus” is Chapter 3, I argue the “discourse of doubt” 

operates as a specific form of therapeutic rhetoric. The result of this operation is a shift in 

public criticism away from structural enablers of sexual violence onto the (inevitable) 

performative failures of individual survivors. In particular, I explore how this over-

emphasis on individual survivors has led to the development of a cultural fear/fascination 

about false accusations of sexual violence that further channels public dialogue away 

from enacting structural reform. Having established this negative functioning of the 

“discourse of doubt,” I argue for the benefit of rhetorically challenging and 

denaturalizing the “discourse of doubt.” 

Finally, in the conclusion, I argue for the sustained interrogation of the “discourse 

of doubt” in wider public discussions of sexual violence. Using my deconstruction of the 

tropes in “A Rape on Campus” as a model, I argue we must be cautious of the therapeutic 

function of our own discourse. Although I know a variety of political and rhetorical 

strategies will be necessary to eliminate sexual violence in its entirety, I argue that 

criticizing burdens of performance and the “discourse of doubt” is a necessary starting 

point for further scholarship and criticism.   
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Chapter 2—Consciousness Raising, Burdens of Performance and Rape Myths 

My interrogation of the genre of survivor speech begins from the premise that 

survivor speech is produced from a paradoxical subject position. On one hand, survivors 

are publically called upon to testify to their traumatic experiences in order to “break the 

silence” about the prevalence of sexual violence in American culture.  Yet on the other 

hand, when survivors do come forward, there appears to be little shift in public attitudes 

or habits.48 In spite of the public demand for their speech, survivors are inevitably unable 

to meet the rhetorically constructed burdens of performance that would signify their 

accounts as credible. I argue that this paradoxical position is maintained through the two-

part rhetorical process of the “discourse of doubt.”  

This chapter examines both the development and content of the “discourse of 

doubt” as a habitual and enthymematically-maintained discursive frame for public 

discussion of campus sexual violence. First, I explore how the performative burdens of 

the “discourse of doubt” developed out of the feminist ideology of consciousness-raising 

(CR). After establishing an historical foundation, I examine how the methodology 

underlying consciousness-raising has evolved into the genre of “speak out” culture. In 

“speak out” culture, survivors are encouraged to publically “break the silence” about their 

experience with sexual violence in order to heal themselves and others. “Speak out” 

culture as a genre is marked by the expectations for survivors (or those who want to be 

identified as survivors) to perform and “break their silence” according to expected 

behavioral norms in order to signify their experience as believable. In particular, I argue 

that although supporters of “speak out” culture are well intentioned, these expected 

generic norms have created harmful rhetorical burdens of performance for survivors. 
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Furthermore, I argue that these enthymematic performative norms are constructed 

and maintained by a cultural reliance on three dominant rape mythologies to describe 

experiences of sexual violence. These rape myths are not only perpetuated, but also 

normalized by a discursive reliance on the “discourse of doubt” to structure public 

attitudes about sexual violence. Taken together, I conclude that the “discourse of doubt” 

is maintained through the tacit uptake and re-articulation of these rape myths and their 

related burdens of performance.  

In my theorization, there are two rhetorical components to the “discourse of 

doubt”: the expected burdens of performance that mark a survivor’s discourse as credible; 

and the habitual deployment of rape mythologies that inevitably characterize survivors as 

unbelievable. The “discourse of doubt” functions as a powerful discursive category that 

animates public calls for survivors to publically testify, while simultaneously 

conditioning audiences to maintain unrealistic expectations for evaluating that testimony.  

Scholars within and beyond the field of Communication have dedicated ample 

consideration to the politics of survivor speech. For example, Rachel Halls’ work to 

define the “anti-rape movement” has been essential to many analyses of campus sexual 

violence in America.49 Before her, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell argued for a different reading 

of rhetorical situations and how they operated in the rhetoric of women’s liberation 

groups.50 Even current students are engaging with the rhetoric of the feminist anti-rape 

movement, one example being the work of Elyse Merlo in her own Master’s thesis 

“Rhetoric of Rape: Feminist Rhetorics and Postfeminist Discourse of Rape and Sexual 

Assault.”51 All of this is without even broaching the broader area of work that considers 

either performative/narrative resistance to patriarchal violence or the work done on 
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specific sexual violence cases.52 There is also Communication scholarship that deals with 

the complex intersections of gender violence with international relations, queer 

ideologies, public relations campaigns, and more.53 These categories are by no means 

exhaustive, and their inclusion here is meant only to serve as heuristic markers for others 

to note in pursuit of their own arguments. The nuance of scholars’ work in these areas 

and beyond demonstrates the significance of particular attention to the complex 

intersections of gender, identity, and expressions of violence.  

Scholars have also dedicated considerable attention to both quantitative and 

qualitative studies of the various styles and tropes utilized in rape myths. Kelly 

Morrison’s work on the effectiveness of fear-based campaigns in influencing self-defense 

class enrollments demonstrated, a common quantitative approach to studying sexual and 

gender violence has emphasized the use of surveys to track individual’s perceptions of 

and responses to high-risk behaviors. 54 In this particular study, Morrison found that 

although there was no substantial difference in response to direct or indirect appeals to 

fear, the women surveyed were highly motivated to take preventative action.55 Hust et.al 

conducted surveys on the attitudes and beliefs of different groups about the presence or 

severity of sexual and gender violence in their communities. 56 By examining the linkages 

between socialized attitudes about sexual violence and individual behavior, survey-based 

research has provided valuable information to craft new communicative strategies.  

Due to the enthymematic nature of cultural attitudes about the believability of 

survivors, however, these studies are often unable to account for why problematic 

attitudes become socialized norms. Scholars such as Nancy Worthington and Helen 

Benedict have critically analyzed the framing and perpetuation of specific rape 
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mythologies and narratives in media coverage of sexual and gender violence incidents. 

By tracking the specific language deployed in media coverage of sexual violence, 

Worthington and Benedict analyzed how individuals became conditioned to believe 

specific rape myths when through a process of media framing.  

By using the successes of our field as a starting point for developing the 

“discourse of doubt,” I argue for a closer interrogation of its discursive power in 

constructing burdens of performance and spreading fear of false accusation narratives. 

Although Communication scholars have examined the politics of survivor speech and 

identified various styles of rape myth, much of this literature excludes the question of 

false accusations entirely.57 I argue this exclusion demonstrates the omnipresence of the 

“discourse of doubt,” and artificially limits our ability to engage in productive public 

discourse. As Nancy Naples explained of her experience studying survivor speech, “one 

way to identify those who are left out of the discourse or who are coerced to speak is to 

clarify whose voices are surfacing within each institutional or local site through which 

survivor discourse is constructed and expressed.”58 Because “discourses of doubt” 

function not only as a marker of who is speaking, but also who isn’t—I argue it merits 

further and examination in the context of a culturally reflective text like “A Rape on 

Campus.” 

The “Speak Out” Genre & The Politics of Survivor Speech  

In “A Rape on Campus” Erdely utilized Jackie’s account to argue that Americans 

needed to start seeing campus sexual violence “not through the schema of a dubious party 

foul, but as a violent crime.”59 As a method of shifting this perception, however, Erdely 

advocated that more “victims should be encouraged to come forward as an act of civic 
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good that could potentially spare future victims.”60 Erdely’s demand for greater survivor 

speech as the solution for societal misunderstandings of sexual violence is not an 

anomaly. From campus awareness programs to those more national in scope like the 

White House’s “It On Us” campaign, the notion of survivor testimony holding 

consciousness-changing power is fairly commonplace.61   

 “Speak out” culture as a political strategy evolved from the earlier feminist 

methodology of consciousness-raising. Consciousness-raising took shape through the 

efforts of women’s liberation groups in the late 1960s and early 1970s.62 Although this is 

not always the case in modern day consciousness-raising efforts, men were traditionally 

excluded from consciousness-raising groups to give women greater freedom to explore 

new ideas. Without men’s presence women felt “more free of the immediate imperative 

to compete for male attention and approval, to be passive or get intimidated, or to support 

men’s version of reality.”63 Prior to consciousness-raising groups women clearly gathered 

socially and discussed both individual and mutual challenges or frustrations. The goals of 

consciousness-raising groups, however, were far more defined.  

These groups of women met privately to discuss “secrets, stories of injustice, and 

mundane frustrations—most of which could be chalked up to male supremacy.”64 As 

Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards explained in their historical review of the 

feminist movement, consciousness-raising was a hallmark of Second Wave feminism 

“designed to be a radicalizing process, a way of spurring women to change the world and 

of transforming the personal into the political.”65  By helping women to realize that the 

issues in their personal lives were more ubiquitous, consciousness-raising groups 
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demonstrated the extent to which individual problems were a reflection of an inequitable 

and damaging societal structure.  

Feminist theorist and legal scholar, Catherine MacKinnon, was an outspoken 

supporter of consciousness-raising as a political strategy in large part due to this 

revelatory capacity. To MacKinnon, consciousness-raising was important not just for its 

ability to inspire recognition of the structural inequalities, but also as a process for 

women to create new social realities. “The point was, and is,” she explained of this 

reality-building function, “that this process moves the reference point for truth and 

thereby the definition of reality as such.”66 The creation of new realities may seem a bit 

lofty, yet when considered in the context of specific examples, MacKinnon’s point 

becomes far more resonant. Although anti-sexual violence advocacy groups address a 

wider audience than the original consciousness-raising groups the core goals of 

increasing awareness and creating political action remain the same. “These stories,” 

according to Rene Heberle, “provide testimony to the reality of rape culture. They will, it 

is thought, encourage the eradication of images and practices of sexual violence 

altogether.”67 By encouraging survivors to speak out about their experiences, anti-sexual 

violence groups hope to make clear to the issue. 

In MacKinnon’s theorization, reality was transformed in several ways for those 

who engaged in acts of consciousness-raising. By exposing individual experiences of 

sexual violence as part of wider shared experiences, consciousness-raising “alters the 

terms of validation by creating community through a process that refines what counts as 

verification.”68 Consciousness-raising groups in this way changed the very way women 

understood the world around them. Similarly, consciousness-raising groups also helped 
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women recognize the validity of their own experiences while shifting their overall 

attitudes about sexual violence. In a best case scenario, the women involved not only 

were able to recognize the ubiquity of sexual violence in their communities, but also felt 

more empowered to act against violent, patriarchal structure writ large. As MacKinnon 

argued, the personal would become political and, as a result, women could better rally 

around the promise of a better future.  

Communication scholars have similarly engaged with the question of how to 

examine feminist political issues when the personal has become political. Beginning with 

Karyln Kohrs Campbell’s “The Rhetoric of Women’s Liberation: An Oxymorn,” many 

rhetorical works have emphasized the usefulness of politicizing sites of personal struggle 

as a feminist method of resistance.69  In particular, I take Campbell’s reading of genre as 

an important precedent for the enthymematic function of the “discourse of doubt.” In a 

criticism of Lloyd F. Bitzer’s “Rhetorical Situation,” Campbell argued that traditional 

rhetorical models excluded the voices of women.70 “[T]he bulk of women’s liberation 

rhetoric,” she wrote, “stand at the farthest remove from traditional modes of rhetorical 

discourse…”71 Campbell argued that women’s groups deserved separate critical attention 

on the grounds of the substantive and stylistic differences in their speech from traditional 

rhetorical models. Chief among these differences was an acknowledgement that “the 

personal and the political” were “central to a conception of women’s liberation as a genre 

of rhetoric.”72 Campbell laid important ground work for the development of separate 

feminist readings of public sphere arguments central to the anti-rape movement by 

distinguishing the style and content of women’s liberation rhetoric from traditional public 

address tropes.  
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As the women’s liberation movement evolved and expanded to include a number 

of groups, the politics of anti-violence manifested differently according to specific group 

goals. An example of one such perspective can be seen in the different theorization of 

“rape culture” by a number of feminist scholars. In “It Can Happen to You: Rape 

Prevention in the Age of Risk Management,” Rachel Hall examined the intersection of 

rape protection strategies and their systematic focus on fear-based appeals. Using 

historical analyses, she noted that there was a long-standing cultural tendency to cast rape 

as a “familiar threat” in order to “terrorize women, curtail their movements, and 

discipline their habits and behaviors.”73 She particularly isolated the late 1980s and early 

1990s as a time of significant change in how this anxiety was communicated to women. 

Due to factors such as “rape’s increased presence in public discourse,” and “the naming 

of date and acquaintance rape,” the notion of mitigating the risk of being raped became a 

central focus of many women’s and feminist groups.74  

Hall outlined two defining features of consciousness-raising that were particularly 

relevant for rhetorical analyses of rape culture: the importance of public discussion and 

the importance of semantic naming conventions when discussing sexual violence. In 

Hall’s conception, increased publicity about rape was built on popular attitudes about 

women’s agency. As she explained, women “are simultaneously assigned a priori victim-

status and expected to avoid the inevitable all on their own.”75 Because women’s subject 

position was always evaluated in relation to their potential victimhood, any experience of 

sexual violence was attributed to a woman’s inability to correctly manage or mitigate 

risks. Instead of criticizing systemic cultural factors that created conditions of danger, 

women were blamed for their failures to mitigate the ever-present risk of violent assaults.  
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 Similarly, the conventions associated with naming different experiences of rape 

also impacted perceptions of women’s blame. As Elyse Merlo found in her Master’s 

thesis, the shifting perceptions of what constituted “rape” determined the lines of 

demarcation for different political movements. Drawing on Celeste Michelle Condit’s 

book Decoding Abortion Rhetoric, Merlo argued that by tracing what constituted “rape” 

in different contexts, scholars could develop a “history of public discourse and how it 

changes, supports, challenges, and creates the arguments that surround and define an 

issue.”76 In Merlo’s study, for example, she took to task the efficacy of the rape reform 

movement of the 1970s and 1980s. Specifically, she interrogated the development of 

terms like “acquaintance rape” and “date rape,” and how they added new layers of 

rhetorical meaning to public discourse about sexual violence.  

This conception of what constituted a legitimate type of violence was significant 

to my reading of Jackie’s experience in “A Rape on Campus.” According to Merlo, the 

importance of this new terminology came from its ability to destabilize the rigid notion of 

“stranger rape’ as the only real kind of rape.”77 In this traditional conception, the only 

legitimate experience of rape was one in which the woman did not know her attacker. 

“The result” of this conception, according to Merlo, “was blanket disregard for all other 

rapes or sexual assaults as misunderstandings, bad sex, or overreactions.”78 This 

disregard for any type of sexual violence socially deemed “not rape” was prominent in 

“A Rape on Campus.”  For example, Jackie’s friendship and romantic involvement with 

Drew vastly complicated her ability within the account to convince her friends that 

“something bad happened.”79 As explained by Helen Bendict in her legal study of 

survivor’s privacy rights, the pervasiveness of this belief is rooted into two central myths 
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about female survivor subjectivity: “(1) that women provoke sexual attacks, and (2) that 

women who say they have been raped are usually lying.”80 The strict adherence to the 

idea of “stranger rape” as the only legitimate form of sexual violence enabled the 

dismissal of Jackie’s experience as either a lie, or the inevitable result of her provocative 

nature.   

Advocacy groups’ reliance on consciousness-raising to resolve these 

misconceptions often takes the form of demands on survivors to come forward. For 

example, Erdely closed “A Rape on Campus” with the instruction that “victims should be 

encouraged to come forward as an act of civic good that could potentially spare future 

victims.”81 This invocation to make survivors visible through public testimony is not 

unique to Erdely, or modern advocacy groups. Indeed, the early feminist and women’s 

rights movements utilized public protest as a form of resistance against violent patriarchal 

legal mandates.82 Since this moment the legal and social landscape has evolved 

substantially. Yet as Shani Orgad noted in her geneology of contemporary survivor 

speech, this older manner of organizing has become the lifeblood of our current “speak 

out” culture. As she explained, “speak out” culture operates almost exactly as it did 

during the initial inception of consciousness-raising as a political strategy. By locating 

“the survivor at the heart and forefront of an urgent political project predicated on making 

visible what largely has been concealed from public view,”83 “A Rape on Campus” 

closely mirrored Orgard’s conception of problematic “speak out” culture.  

As the backlash to “A Rape on Campus” demonstrates, however, this model of 

centering survivors’ acts of disclosure is fraught with complications. Annamaria Ruffino 

further explored this false characterization of the public sphere as a safe space for 
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survivor’s discourse in the context of campus sexual violence. In her thesis, 

“Uncomfortable Performances,” Ruffino criticized the demand for more public 

testimony. “In contemporary culture,” Ruffino noted, “the silence on rape has [already] 

been broken with an outburst of discourse.”84 Heberle ultimately agreed with this 

conclusion, and noted that the continued reliance on consciousness-raising as the 

foundation for political advocacy. “If society has not yet been persuaded as to its reality 

as a rape culture,” she questioned, is the continued insistence that “more stories must be 

told and retold,” really going to convince them?85 Ultimately, the problem with continued 

incidents of gender and sexual violence is not a lack of exposure to the stories of those 

who have experienced it. 

Beyond false depictions of the public sphere, “A Rape on Campus” also falls prey 

to the uncritical belief in speech as the most effective method for resisting patriarchy. As 

Debroah Gerson explained, [s]peaking truth to power does not topple it…”86 

Acknowledging the accomplishments of consciousness-raising efforts, she noted that the 

process of speaking out at its most effective, already served a different purpose than its 

supporters had given it credit for. As she explained: “the freeing of our voices has made it 

clear that women have many voices, many experiences, many ‘truths.’”87 Advocates have 

championed the ability of consciousness-raising to represent a monolithic experience of 

sexual and gender violence. Yet it is the very flattening of the multiplicity of survivors’ 

voices to stand for a single truth that has diluted the effectiveness of consciousness-

raising as a method for change.  

The political costs of allowing rhetorics like the “discourse of doubt” to 

artificially narrow our perception of ‘legitimate’ accounts to a single, idealized narrative 
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are high.88  In her book, “An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public 

Cultures,” Ann Cvetkovich expressed further skepticism about this single narrative 

focused, “magic-bullet theory of sexual trauma.”89 In this model, a survivor engaged in 

an act of consciousness-raising to attain legal justice or emotional release. Similar to 

Gerson, however, Cvetkovich found trouble with how easily the directive to speak 

slipped into the championing of a single, and often times idealized narrative of survivor 

experience. As she explained of her struggle to make sense of her experience as a queer 

survivor, “the story itself couldn’t be articulated in a single coherent narrative—it was 

much more complicated than the events of what happened, connected to other histories 

that were not my own.”90 Where Gerson highlighted that there are a multiplicity of 

survivor experiences, Cvetkovich illustrated there are material harms to allowing such an 

over-simplifying discourse to operate unchallenged.  

In Erdely’s conception of advocacy, the issues highlighted in “A Rape on 

Campus” are effectively addressed by using Jackie’s experience to encourage other 

survivors to come forward. As Gerson and Cvetkovich both argue, however, injecting 

more speech into an inhospitable public sphere carries greater risks than the promised 

rewards. “The process of ‘unlearning’ not to speak,” according to Gerson, ultimately, 

“does not solve the problematic of what is to be said, what is to be done.” Revolutionary 

potential does not come from treating speech or the breaking of silence as an endpoint or 

solution for political struggles. The decision to speak alone does not inform survivors 

about the expectations for their speech—Gerson’s invocation of “what is to be said.”91 

Nor does it dictate a further reaching action focused on combating the system of 

structural inequalities that reinforced the conditions enabling sexual violence in the first 
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place. This battle for control of this discourse, “is a micro-cosmos of a larger battle,” 

according to Orgad, that is “deeply implicated in the struggle over access to material and 

symbolic resources and rights.”92 The stakes of this discursive battle concern access to 

not just political and legal redress for survivors, but the ability to be considered as 

‘truthful’ or ‘legitimate’ survivors at all.  

In “A Rape on Campus,” Jackie’s peers and those in positions of authority 

repeatedly called her status as a legitimate survivor into question. In Erdely’s telling, 

Jackie’s experience represented the ubiquity of women who have a “bad experienced” at 

UVA and were not able to not conceptualize it as rape or even assault. By brining 

Jackie’s experience to light, Erdely argued, there was a greater likelihood other survivors 

would feel empowered to come forward and similarly claim their experiences as 

problematic. Yet as Linda Alcoff and Laura Gray argued, this tacit connection between 

speaking out and survivor empowerment is imbricated in a far more complicated web of 

power relations. In their article, “Survivor Discourse”: Transgression or Recuperation?” 

Alcoff and Gray problematized the methodology of those, like Erdely, who trumpeted the 

efficacy of speaking out as a method of empowerment.  

According to Alcoff and Gray, survivor speech has largely followed a 

confessional model of discourse, which vastly limits its potential to disrupt enthymematic 

status quo value formations. “[A]lthough confessional modes of discourse may appear to 

grant survivors an empowering ‘permission to speak,’” Alcoff and Gray warned, “it gives 

the expert mediator the power to determine the legitimacy of survivor discourse.”93 

Furthermore, within this pattern of discourse, survivors do not dictate the standards by 

which their accounts will be evaluated. As Alcoff and Gray articulated, because the 
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survivor is not able to dictate, “under what conditions [they] speak,” they ultimately have 

no control over if their speech is seen as “true or acceptable within the dominant 

discourse’s codes of normality.”94 Although they did not speak to why the confessional 

has become the expectation for survivor discourse, Alcoff and Gray did a great deal to 

demonstrate the dangers of demanding consciousness-raising testimony from survivors.  

As but one example of this work, Alcoff and Gray also analyzed the conditions in 

which survivor speech operated and was framed for wider consumption.  “Our analysis,” 

they wrote, “suggests that the formulation of the primary political tactic for survivor 

should not be a simple incitement to speak out, since this formulation leaves unanalyzed 

the conditions of speaking and thus makes us too vulnerable to recuperative discursive 

arrangements.”95 By analyzing the conditions of speaking, they outlined the burdens and 

expectations dictating how survivor’s accounts came to be accepted as truthful. Alcoff 

and Gray also suggested a series of questions to encourage critical reflection and trouble 

quick associations between expected performance and believability. First, they argued, 

we must determine if the “proliferation and dissemination of survivor discourse” has a 

“subversive effect on patriarchal violence.”96 Put differently, is the act of speaking out 

empowering for the survivor in addition to combatting the violent tendencies and 

assumptions of a dominant, patriarchal culture? If the answer to this question is no—

which, as Heberle argued, it often is—the survivor’s speech is likely being “recuperated 

or coopted” in a way that “diminishes its subversive impact” and invalidates its’ status as 

truth. 97 This binary between reparative and coopted speech is central to Alcoff and 

Gray’s evaluative theory. 
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 To protect cultural assumptions about sexual violence that maintain the dominant 

configuration of power relations, survivor speech must be dealt with in a non-threatening 

way. If such speech acts cannot be subsumed within a given discourse,” they explained, 

“they will be disruptive…”98 As Alcoff and Gray argued, this protection of the status quo 

is carried out through recuperative strategies. When a speech act is recuperative, it is not 

simply silenced or eliminated from public discourse. Instead, it is subsumed “within the 

framework in such a way that it is disempowered and no longer disruptive.”99 As 

reactions to Jackie within “A Rape on Campus” demonstrated the most common 

recuperative strategy is to label survivors as liars.  

Jackie was never barred from speaking or sharing her account with a wider audience. In 

fact, after the unraveling of “A Rape on Campus,” there were many calls for both Jackie 

and Erdely to speak more—to face the public and “answer for the wrong” they did.100 

Instead, the majority of public energy was dedicated to proving why the manner or nature 

of her speech evidenced her lack of believability. 

Indeed, as Corey Rayburn argued, “[t]he problem for rape advocacy groups and 

prosecutors is no longer that rape is invisible to the public at large.”101 The problem now 

is that rape is too visible. Jackie’s classmate was, in a sense, correct—the issue of rape no 

longer “hides in locked dorms” or in “upstairs bedrooms and the dark corners of a 

fraternity basement.”102 Markers of sexual violence’s prevalence sit in plain sight. They 

project from our television screens in the form of sensationalized procedural dramas and 

the nightly news. They face us from the informational posters taped to bathroom stall 

doors begging viewers to seek help if “you or a friend has experienced sexual assault.” 

Despite these frequent reminders, the question asked is rarely about combatting structural 
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conditions that enable sexual violence. Instead, the demand is for more public testimony 

by survivors—speech that is inevitably criticized, dismissed, and ultimately written off as 

the work of manipulative, “fabulist” storytellers.103 

Following the unraveling of “A Rape on Campus” the tension between the desires 

for consciousness-raising and the needs of survivors was fully displayed. Jackie was 

simultaneously demanded to speak and signify her status yet also criticized for her 

inability to match with expected narratives of acceptable experience. For example, in an 

interview with the Huffington Post, Know Your IX organizer, Alyssa Peterson explained 

the difficulties of speaking out as a survivor of campus sexual violence. “It’s difficult 

enough to come forward, knowing that you aren’t a perfect victim,” Peterson said. “It’s 

even harder when the outlets and ‘advocates’ that you trust abandon you instead of 

believing you.” As an organization dedicated to educating students about campus sexual 

violence, Know Your IX emphasizes awareness as a necessary political strategy. Yet 

Peterson’s comments actually reflected two major difficulties with relying on 

consciousness-raising: comparisons of the survivor to a “perfect victim,” and the 

prevalence of harmful deployment of survivor accounts in the media.  

In particular, survivor advocacy groups expressed a marked discomfort with 

Jackie’s inability to navigate this tension. As Ashley Fantz explained in her report for 

CNN about the Rolling Stone controversy, advocates’ discomfort with Jackie stemmed 

from worry over “where the conversation” about sexual violence was going after the 

debunking of “A Rape on Campus.”104  For example, as the president of the National 

Alliance to End Sexual Violence, Monika Johnson-Hoslter, argued: “[t]he fallout from 

one story is going to give people a reason to believe that campus sexual assault isn’t a 
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real problem or it’s been overhyped.”105 In a different interview, this time with the 

Huffington Post, Johnson-Hoslter alleged that “A Rape on Campus” disturbed the 

delicate balance many advocacy groups had established in winning public trust in their 

work. “For the first time, we thought people were listening,” she lamented.106 She 

concluded that because of public backlash to the Jackie’s account, “we might be going 

back to where we were before this.”107 Colby Bruno, a managing attorney at the Victim 

Rights Law Center in Boston, similarly noted that the backlash to “A Rape on Campus” 

only severed to reinforce the “stereotypes that some people in our society are dying to 

hold onto:” the notion that most women are lying about their experiences with sexual 

violence.108  

As a result, many survivors and their advocacy groups attempted to strike a 

middle ground between fully supporting Jackie and emphasizing the severity of “actual” 

cases of campus sexual violence. Echoing the concerns of national anti-sexual violence 

organizers, UVA student, Julia Horowitz explained, with “A Rape on Campus” largely 

discredited, there was a very real fear that although there was an “opportunity to move 20 

steps forward, I fear we will be pushed 20 steps back.”109 Horowitz argued that in spite of 

this concern for the credibility of the anti-sexual violence movement, Horowitz argues 

that there was still some valuable to gain from Jackie’s account becoming so highly 

publicized. “It is no accident that the article came out,” she explained, “and it became 

apparent almost immediately that there were very tangible things that we need to 

discuss.”110  In that interview, Horowitz carefully negotiated between denying Jackie was 

believable and making an argument to bolster the credibility of the wider anti-sexual 

violence movement. As she concluded: “[t]here was something in that story which stuck. 
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And that means something.”111 Horowitz’s response represented the stance of many 

advocates. Instead of engaging with the cultural milieu that shaped Jackie’s story or the 

responses it elicited, advocates called for “A Rape on Campus” to serve as a moment to 

raise public consciousness about sexual violence.  

The rhetorical maneuver performed by the above advocates is subtle, but 

significant with regards to how the “discourse of doubt” naturalizes problematic 

methodologies for interpreting survivor discourse. By divorcing Jackie’s experience—

regardless of its veracity—from a so-called “real” instance of sexual violence, advocates 

relied on the same problematic burdens of performance they criticized skeptics for 

holding. The singular “real” account to which Jackie’s was compared reflected standards 

of believability that all survivors must meet to be considered credible. By continually 

evaluating survivors’ speech against this singular narrative society has collectively 

created a paradoxical speaking situation for survivors. 

The “Discourse of Doubt” & Rhetorical Burdens of Performance  

 Cultural reliance on the “discourse of doubt” structures public attitudes about 

sexual violence in destructive ways. As my above analysis of “speak out” culture 

evidences the “discourse of doubt” maintains a narrow conception of acceptable or 

credible survivor speech. These burdens of performance, in spite of being shaped through 

the application of rape myths, are expected to mark credible survivor speech. Beginning 

with the content analyses of Nancy Worthington and Helen Benedict, I outline what each 

of these rape myths is, and how they have shaped expectations for survivor speech in 

negative ways. I then examine how Communication scholars have analyzed these rape 

myths in the context of campus sexual violence. Finally, I demonstrate how each of these 



34 

 

myths has contributed to particular burdens of performance that undermined the 

credibility of Jackie’s public testimony and as a result, of survivors’ speech more 

broadly.  

 For the purposes of developing a “discourse of doubt,” Nancy Worthington’s 

model of tracing written and verbal manifestations of public beliefs about rape myths is 

highly instructive. By tracking the use and evolution of these rape myths in journalistic 

discourse, Worthington demonstrated the importance of engaging with rhetorical 

questions about how discourse is generated around particular topics.  In her article 

“Explaining Gang Rape in a ‘Rough Town’: Diverse Voices in Gender Violence News 

Online,” Worthington analyzed mainstream media framing of a sexual assault case in 

Richmond, California.112 The value of Worthington’s analysis, although it was specific to 

only one case study, is its ability to “determine the dominant meanings that emerge in 

online representations of gang rape” in order to “illuminate how social power is 

manifested in those journalistic constructions.”113 In examining the Richmond assault, 

Worthington found that the dominant media frames closely mirrored widely circulated 

cultural rape myths.  

Worthington outlined the four dominant tropes of rape myth utilized in coverage 

of the Richmond assault. These generic tropes were: the abnormality of the perpetrators; 

the inevitability of such an event in “that part of town”; the survivor’s “poor choices”; 

and “culturally proscribed dominant masculinity.”114 Each of these frames not only 

distanced readers from the reality of the violence in their community, but also served to 

direct blame back onto the survivor. For instance, Worthington found that by labeling the 

perpetrators as abnormal, media consumers were encouraged to “mitigate suspect 
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responsibility by setting gender violence beyond the boundaries of normal male 

behavior…”115 By artificially differentiating between normal or abnormal assault 

behaviors, these distancing gestured excused violent or misogynistic attitudes that 

stopped short of physical assault. The invocation of the young women’s “poor choices” 

further demonstrated the displacement of blame away from cultural attitudes about sexual 

violence. By inviting media consumers to question and criticize the woman’s behaviors, 

blame was shifted away from the inexcusable nature of the attack and onto begging the 

question of whether or not she invited it. 

Helen Benedict has also made critical contributions to Communication 

scholarship with her work on the development, maintenance, and function of these 

dominant victim-blaming media frames. In her book, Virgin or Vamp: How the Press 

Covers Sex Crimes, Benedict explored dominant cultural rape myths and determined that 

there were two pervasive frames used to characterize survivors: the virgin or the vamp. 

Benedict outlined three major category of rape myths: those involving the nature of rape, 

those involving the assailant’s character, and those involving the survivor’s character.116 

According to Benedict, rape myths involving the nature of rape itself stemmed from a 

fundamental misinterpretation about the severity of the act. “The idea that rape is sexual 

rather than an aggressive act,” she argued, “encourages people not to take it seriously as a 

crime.”117 Because holders of this belief conflated sexual activity writ large with rape, 

they often failed to recognize that rape harms the victim at all. 

The second category of rape myth encompassed misunderstandings and overly 

romanticized notions about masculinity and male behavior. Included within these were 

the beliefs that an assailant is motivated by lust, abnormal or perverted, or occupies a 
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racial or class-based minority position.118 The effect of these myths was to excuse a 

majority of aggressive or misogynistic behaviors. For example, when an assailant was 

seen as lustful instead of violent it excused his expression of sexual aggression by 

attributing it to his nature as a healthy, “hot-blooded” man.119 In cases where lust could 

not be blamed, the assailant was then rendered as “other.” In this view the assailant was 

crazy or perverse. By upholding the preexisting belief that these individuals are in some 

way “other” or abnormal, blame was shifted by attributing violent behavior to their 

overall social deviance.  

The final and most expansive category of rape myth detailed by Benedict 

involved the characterization of survivors as either provoking or deserving rape and then 

lying about it for revenge.120 The belief that women either provoked or deserved rape 

manifested itself in a variety of ways. From the assumption that the way a woman dressed 

or behaved indicated that was ‘asking for it,’ the blame ultimately fell not on the “rapist 

who ‘caused the rape” but “the woman who failed to prevent herself from enticing 

him.”121 As Benedict summarized: “[e]very time a woman has knowingly or carelessly 

taken a risk before she was attacked, such as going home with a man, going to a party 

alone, or taking a walk at night, this myth is brought in to blame her.”122 One of the most 

salient examples of this harmful characterization of survivors was the perpetuation of the 

notion that “women like to use accusations of rape as a tactic for revenge, or simply to 

get attention.”123 The combined effect of these collective rape myths served to 

characterize survivors in two dominant media frames: the virgin (a true, innocent victim 

of her own poor judgment); or the vamp (a seductress who provoked the assailant and is 
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now lying.) The result in each case was a deflection of blame for sexual violence onto the 

survivor.124 

For their part, Communication scholars have also engaged with campus sexual 

violence and the resulting public dialogues that high-profile cases have generated. In 

particular, scholars have focused on one recent case study: the Duke University Lacrosse 

scandal. In March of 2006, three Duke Lacrosse players were accused of sexually 

assaulting an exotic dancer, Crystal Mangum, at an off-campus house party. After a 

yearlong investigation and media firestorm, charges were ultimately not filed against the 

three players accused of the assault: David Evans, Reade Seligmann, and Collin 

Finnerty.125 Communication scholars have approached this case from two dominant 

angles: public relations theory and discourse theory.  

Scholars such as Maria Len-Rios or John A. Fortunato and Barbara Barnett, who 

have studied the coverage of the Duke University case through the lens of public relations 

theory, have generated very in-depth analyses.126 Yet for the purposes of understanding 

how the “discourse of doubt” operates at a discursive and enthymematic level their 

scholarship is far less useful. These public relations studies of the Duke University case, 

while very thorough, have done little to explicate the cultural habits of discourse that 

shape public interpretation of survivors’ speech.  

I found precedent for an analysis of the wider public circulation of arguments 

about Jackie’s credibility in “A Rape on Campus” in the work of Anna Kimberly Turnage 

as well as that of Joshua Daniel Phillips and Rachel Alicia Griffin. In “Scene, Act, and 

the Tragic Frame in the Duke Rape Case,” Turnage argued for a reading of the rhetoric 

surrounding the Duke University case in terms of Burke’s theory of “scene-act ratio.”127 
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Turnage’s work did not engage with previous concepts of rape culture or its particular 

manifestations in the Duke University case. Instead, she argued that the case was a 

“social drama in which issues of class, race, and privilege came to the fore” resulting in 

the creation of discourse that ultimately clouded the judgment of those involved.128 To 

this end, she focused on the public arguments made by those who supported or did not 

support the players themselves. By categorizing the different public arguments 

surrounding the case, Turnage’s work illustrated that despite the localized debate 

surround the controversy, the implications of the incident had a far wider circulation.  

In contrast, Joshua Daniel Phillips and Rachel Alicia Griffin highlighted the 

importance of examining the particular subject position of survivors when conducting 

rhetorical analyses. In their article “Crystal Mangum as Hypervisible Object and Sexual 

Subject,” they utilized Black feminist thought to examine how “public perceptions of 

sexual violence are influenced by factors such as race, class and access to voice.”129 They 

argued that despite the extensive visibility of Mangum through media coverage, very 

little of her voice or specific subjectivity was represented. In other words, she was “made 

simultaneously hypervisibile and invisible: her race, gender and class were amplified and 

objectified in public discourse, but her voice was silenced and absent.”130 Despite the 

amount of coverage around the Duke case, Phillips and Griffin concluded that very little 

of it served the needs of Mangum as a survivor. 

There were two aspects of Phillips and Griffin’s rhetorical method I found 

instructive for deconstructing the enthymematic tropes in “A Rape on Campus.” First, 

they demonstrated the importance of attention to the public pedagogy surrounding high 

profile cases of sexual violence.131 For example, in the case of Crystal Mangum, the 
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public pedagogy surrounding the case was “immersed in controlling images of Black 

womanhood” that uniquely mediated the presentation and interpretation of her speech as 

a survivor.132 “[W]hen Mangum came forward,” wrote Phillips and Griffin, “the danger 

and vulnerability of Black women publically identifying themselves as survivors became 

crystal clear.”133 By avoiding the temptation to cast all survivors’ experience as 

homogeneous or representative of only a larger epidemic of violence, Phillips and Griffin 

made visible a more complex network of values that influences public reactions and 

receptiveness to survivor accounts.  

Second, by raising the question of survivor speech as a paradoxical position, 

Phillips and Griffin began the complicated task of problematizing the trope of “speaking 

out” as a solution to campus sexual violence. Although “A Rape on Campus” had not yet 

been written at the time of the Duke University case, Phillips and Griffin aptly pointed to 

the same tensions among speech, silence, and empowerment in Mangum’s experience 

that manifested in my analysis of Jackie’s account. As they succinctly explained:  

Mangum was objectified, her interests were minimized, 

and she was presumed guilty of making false 

accusations—all before the charges against Finnerty, 

Seligmann, and Evans were legally dismissed. This raises 

the question: ‘Why would any survivors be willing to 

come forward when they witness these types of public 

reactions?134 

 

The tendency for public speech to be either unhelpful to or at odds with the needs of 

survivors is not isolated to the Duke University case. Using critical rhetorical methods, 

Phillips and Griffin demonstrated the power disruptive scholarship has in exposing the 

normalized operations of problematic public pedagogies dictating survivor believability.  



40 

 

 Given this prior scholarship, I argue there is an important job to be done by 

rhetoricians in calling out the unsaid assumptions that animate public pedagogies about 

survivor believability in negative ways. Although the Duke University case—much like 

“A Rape on Campus”—has now been discredited as a false allegation narrative, this 

should not deter rhetorical analyses. Instead, by using “A Rape on Campus” to explore 

how and why certain standards have to come to define survivor credibility I argue that the 

failure to examine so-called false allegations rhetorically has only strengthened the power 

of the “discourse of doubt.”  

Each of these rape myths corresponds with a related set of rhetorical burdens that 

survivors must meet when publicly speaking about their experience of sexual violence. In 

Chapter 3, I examine “A Rape on Campus” for examples of each of these three rape 

myths. By pinpointing the way each of these frames was mobilized in “A Rape on 

Campus,” I argue survivor speech operates as a genre where the unchecked use of these 

tropes assumes unique rhetorical form: a “discourse of doubt.” The application of a 

narrative frame from the “discourse of doubt” is not always a consciously made choice by 

a rhetor. Instead, as Jackie’s case suggests, the articulation of these tropes can easily 

manifest in the form of normalized assumptions about survivors’ character and 

believability. By providing an explanation of Jackie’s experience as a simple 

‘misunderstanding’ or ‘fabrication’ of a sexual encounter, the nature of the violent act of 

rape is cast into doubt. By protecting the assailant’s right to masculine expression and 

privilege, even the most violent of behaviors is romanticized, deemed hysterical, or 

denied. Similarly, by relying on the assumption that Jackie did something to provoke the 
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attack or was lying, public discourse about “A Rape on Campus” placed Jackie in an 

untenable position.  

The goal of my work is to offer a critical disruption to this habituated script for 

evaluating survivor believability. Without examining the “discourse of doubt” and how it 

manifests in and enthymematically shaped perceptions of Jackie’s credibility, this 

paradox will continue to dictate only two possible interpretations of survivors’ speech: 

that those speaking are either a virgin victim or a violence-deserving vamp. In either case, 

survivors’ experiences and voices will continue to be deemed unbelievable.   
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Chapter 3—“A Rape on Campus”: Tropes, Myths, and Performative Burdens  

 

 Erdely used “A Rape on Campus” to recount Jackie’s assault at UVA fraternity 

house to make an argument for greater public attention to the issue of campus sexual 

violence. According to the Columbia Journalism School’s Review of “A Rape on 

Campus,” Erdely began her research for the piece searching “for a single, emblematic 

college rape case, that would show what it’s like to be on campus now.”135 Setting aside 

the problematic nature of Erdely’s goal, her selection of Jackie’s account for this purpose 

is telling. In explaining why she chose Jackie’s account, Erdely explained that she felt 

Jackie “had this stamp of credibility.”136 Yet following the unraveling of “A Rape on 

Campus,” even Erdely expressed doubts about Jackie’s believability as a survivor. When 

Jackie couldn’t spell Drew’s real name (Drew being his Rolling Stone imposed 

pseudonym), for example, Erdely became incredibly skeptical of Jackie. “An alarm bell 

went off in my head,” she said, “How could Jackie not know the exact name of someone 

she said had carried out such a terrible crime against her—a man she professed to fear 

deeply?”137 This shifting sense of credibility animates much of the narrative tropes and 

performative burdens presented in “A Rape on Campus.” 

 In this chapter, I analyze the prominence of enthymematic “discourse of doubt” 

tropes within “A Rape on Campus” through the lens of genre criticism. I argue that 

regardless of the veracity of Jackie’s account, the manner in which her credibility as a 

survivor was either established or denied was intimately tied to her performance of her 

role as the survivor of “a monstrous crime.”138 By parsing “A Rape on Campus” for each 

of Benedict’s three rape myths, I argue the genre expectations for Jackie’s credible 

performance reinforced harmful burdens of performance for survivors more broadly. For 
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every invocation of these myths, there was a reciprocal expectation for Jackie to perform 

or shape her account to satisfy the related burdens of performance. By demonstrating how 

these burdens of performance function to influence Jackie’s credibility, I argue that there 

is a paradoxical position faced by survivors of sexual violence on a larger scale.  

Genre Criticism & “A Rape on Campus” 

In Chapter 1, I discussed the false optimism within the field of Communication 

surrounding “speaking out” as a remedy for sexual violence. 139 Although for some it may 

be cathartic or even empowering, the false equation between “speaking out” and the 

transformation of rape culture as a universalized experience has created a unique 

challenge for survivors of sexual violence. Because the “discourse of doubt” functions 

enthymematically, expectations for believable survivor speech are patterned according to 

a set of tacit genre expectations. This construction of survivor speech as a genre, with 

associated rhetorical burdens and standards for believability, has created a paradoxical 

position for survivors.  

 To understand how public reliance on the “discourse of doubt” has negative 

structured the demanded genre of survivor speech, it is first necessary to understand the 

evolution of genre criticism as a rhetorical tool. The historical foundations of modern 

genre criticism, as with many rhetorical concepts, can be traced to the work of Aristotle. 

Acknowledging this basis, Walter Fisher traced the evolution of Aristotle’s three initial 

topoi—deliberative, forensic, and epideictic—through their many evolutions in the works 

of Herbert Wichlens, Edwin Black, Kenneth Burke, and more.140 Summarizing their 

contributions, he noted, “generic concepts, whether in regard to the nature or to the forms 

of rhetorical discourse, determine the character of specific acts of criticism.”141 His point 
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being, that the specific nature of rhetorical criticism—no matter what its basis—would in 

some way be influenced by the genre expectations of the audience and the interpreter 

themselves. 

The significance of this gesture is later outlined by Fisher, who argued that at its 

heart, the question of “what is a genre” is just as important to a good critic as an analysis 

of a genre’s contents.142 Given this, Fisher provided a functional definition of a genre as a 

type of heuristic. Put most simply, “a genre is a classification of a thing. That thing, in 

this consideration, is discourse.”143 By establishing this sense of genre as a fluid and 

discursively influenced categorical tool, Fisher provided a basis for the later development 

of the genre as a containing many hybrids.  

This future hybridity is precisely what gave many earlier critics pause about 

adopting genre criticism as a common rhetorical form. As Thomas Conley explained of 

his misgivings, “I am afraid all we are going to end up with, should such a tendency 

prevail, is a rather elaborate taxonomy of genres and subgenres.”144 The fluidity of form 

that Fisher foresaw as both inevitable and as the strength of genre criticism represented 

for Conley its potential weakness.  

By viewing the genre merely as a tool for generating linkage between otherwise disparate 

artifacts and texts, Conley overstated the regimentation of genre criticism’s classificatory 

powers. Although it is true that genres can draw distinctions between a variety of forms 

and their subsets, the ends of these investigations need not lead us, as Conley said, 

“exactly where it got ancients—nowhere.”145 By addressing the content of these 

particular generic categories, Conley’s fears were at least partially abated by later critics.  
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Carolyn Miller, for example, argued for the benefit of applying genre criticism 

models to controversial public sphere deliberations. In her article, “Genre as Social 

Action,” she cited Karlyn Kohrs Campbell to argue genre criticism had unique benefits 

for rhetoricians.146 According to Miller, the benefit of genre criticism derived not from its 

classificatory function, which she referred to as its “taxonomy creation” purpose, but 

instead because “it emphasizes some social and historical aspects of rhetoric that other 

perspectives do not.”147 To Miller, genre did not represent a repetition of the content or 

form. Rather, genre as a discursive form derived from “the action it is used to 

accomplish.”148 In this way, genre came not to represent general occurrences of speech 

but instead pointed to culturally specific repetitions of rhetoric and the ends it was meant 

to accomplish. 

Because of this methodological background, I find genre criticism to provide a 

useful heuristic for analyses of survivor speech and the “discourse of doubt” for several 

reasons.  

I argue that survivor speech operates as a particular category of discourse. Accordingly, 

the classificatory function of genre criticism to partition certain rhetorical acts according 

to their common discursive underpinnings is of great important in my analysis of “A 

Rape on Campus.” Similarly, by acknowledging survivor speech as a genre of rhetorical 

expression, I argue that a rhetorical analysis of the “discourse of doubt” reveals the 

enthymematic nature of public arguments present in the tropes of “A Rape on Campus.” 

In isolating what enthymematic beliefs and attitudes animate the “discourse of doubt” as 

it manifested in “A Rape on Campus,” genre criticism is an essential tool for identifying 
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rhetorical burdens of performance and how they influence perceptions and cultural 

markers of a “truthful” survivor experience.  

 As I noted in previous chapters, the question of what constitutes a “real rape” to 

the public is a fraught one. Journalistic coverage and fictionalized TV programming have 

repeated certain narrative frames about sexual violence and those have become 

naturalized within the public imaginary. As a result, people have become more aware of 

what rape should be considered, while simultaneously conditioning themselves to believe 

only limited instances of sexual violence constitute rape. When a survivor like Jackie 

testifies, they are not just convincing others that they are telling the truth, they must 

“compete with every movie, television program, book, magazine, newspaper, and website 

depicting rape or consensual sex,” that the audience has ever seen.149 As a result, even 

when survivors recount their experiences with complete accuracy, unless their account 

matches with the normalized narrative of “real rape,” they will likely encounter 

skepticism.   

 Rayburn analyzed survivors’ lack of a neutral speaking position in detail in his 

study of American legal culture. In the trying of a sexual violence case, he explained, 

there was a firm expectation for the accuser to perform their role “correctly” in the mind 

of the judge, jury, or audience.150 For example, in trying cases of sexual violence the 

sexual history of the accuser is often a critical point of consideration, while the assailant’s 

history is unmentioned or unquestioned. Ultimately, Rayburn concluded that regardless 

of what categorical frame a survivor was sorted into, her behavior more so than any of 

her assailant’s was under a greater deal of critical scrutiny.  
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Before exploring how Benedict’s specific categories of rape myth map onto the 

particularities of Jackie’s representation in “A Rape on Campus,” I argue there is a 

necessary addition to her theory. In Virgin or Vamp, Benedict described the tendency of 

the media to depict assaults, assailants, and survivors according to particular traits or 

behavioral expectations. In other words, she measured the appearance of these rape myths 

through their demarcation of what type of character/behavior was expected within each 

category. An assault described via myth, for example, was marked by its conflation of 

sex with violence, where a description of a survivor was determined according to how 

explicitly they were depicted as provoking the assault. These myths were all present in 

and prominent within “A Rape on Campus.” 

After mapping the appearance these myths, however, an additional layer of 

scripting emerged. The myths deployed in “A Rape on Campus” mark not only the 

presence of certain traits or behaviors; they also demonstrate a clear attempt to mark the 

absence of certain traits as well. If my analysis only accounted for rape myths established 

through Benedict’s lens of presence, I would have to exclude half of the burdens of 

performance implicated by the “discourse of doubt.” Accordingly, I include both myths 

of presence and absence in my analysis of “A Rape on Campus.” 

Myth 1: Nature of Rape 

 The first category of rape myth outlined by Benedict involved misinterpretations 

or misrepresentations about the nature of rape as an act. In “A Rape on Campus,” there 

were tropes marking both the presence and absence of expected performative burdens 

about the nature of Jackie’s assault. When myths of presence are deployed, the 

descriptions of sexual violence employed frames that undermined the severity of sexual 
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violence by conflating acts of consensual sex with the inherent violence of rape. For 

example, early on in “A Rape on Campus,” there was attention drawn to the “hook-up 

culture” at UVA. As Erdely explained in the paragraph preceding a description of the 

assault, “Jackie’s orientation leader had warned her that UVA students’ schedules were 

so packed that ‘no one has time to date—people just hook up.”151 Erdely invoked hook-

up culture a second time when describing an interaction between Jackie and her 

insensitive friend, Cindy. As Erdely quoted: 

Cindy, a self-declared hookup queen, said she didn’t see why Jackie was 

so bent out of shape. ‘Why didn’t you have fun with it?’ Cindy asked, ‘A 

bunch of hot Phi Psi guys?152 

 

Cindy’s comments to Jackie about just “having fun” or not having grounds to be 

upset because the men were sexually desirable demonstrated the danger of conflating 

hook-up culture with sexual violence writ large. This conflation has echoed beyond just 

“A Rape on Campus.” In one article, Jonathan Zimmerman argued that hook-up culture 

was problematic that because it was “marked by a lack of commitment and especially of 

communication.”153 He concluded that because of this lack of communication, the 

necessary result was “an appalling amount of unwanted sex.”154 His point, and Cindy’s 

attitude, both reflect the prominence of Benedict’s first rape myth in American culture.  

The idea that “unwanted sex” is the same as sexual violence ignores the 

fundamentally violent nature of assault. Rape is not a sexual act, or even about sex. Rape 

is not about sex at all; it is about power and control. To suggest that sexual violence is the 

same as “unwanted sex” is not only to ignore the violence of sexual assault, but also to 

assume that “rape does not hurt the victim any more than does sex.”155 As another 

survivor, Alice Owens, affirmed in an op-ed about her experience with sexual violence, 
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sexual assault is definitely not about sex. “Lest you think I’m being dramatic, or simply 

had a couple less-than-dreamy rendezvous, let me get to the punch,” she wrote, “in 

college I was date-raped with a tranquilizing drug.”156 For Owens, Jackie, and many other 

survivors of sexual violence, their assaults were not about sex. They were about the 

power and control of their assailants and the violence they used to obtain it.  

This attitude of indifference or skepticism about sexual violence was repeated 

several other times in “A Rape on Campus.” For example, in one section Erdely 

highlighted UVA’s culture of “polite activism” as an illustration of the student body’s 

lack of concern for the severity of sexual violence: 

The pinnacle of its polite activism is its annual Take Back the Night vigil, 

which on this campus of 21,000 students attracts an audience of less than 

500 souls. But the dearth of attendance isn’t because rape doesn’t happen 

in Charlottesville. Its because at UVA, rapes are kept quiet, both by 

students—who brush off sexual assaults as regrettable but inevitable 

causalities of their cherished party culture—and b y an administration that 

critics say is less concerned with protecting its students than it is with 

protecting its own reputation from scandal.157 

 

Several notable elements in this section from “A Rape on Campus” illustrate 

Benedict’s first myth. The first element was the UVA student body’s reaction to 

incidences of sexual violence in their community. From the lack of attendance at the 

campus’ Take Back the Night event, to the belief by students that sexual violence was 

“regrettable but inevitable,” the students at UVA were frequently depicted dismissing the 

severity of sexual violence.158 As one girl explained to Erdely, at UVA people did not 

experience sexual assault, they merely had “bad experiences.”159 This reaction was 

echoed later in “A Rape on Campus,” when Erdely revealed how survivors were 

commonly treated at UVA. “That reaction of dismissal, downgrading and doubt is a 

common theme UVA rape survivors hear,” according to Erdely.160 To further support this 
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claim about campus attitude, Erdely additionally quoted one of Jackie’s friends, and 

fellow survivor, Emily Renda. According to Renda, after reporting her assault other 

students at UVA treated her far differently. “They were silent and avoided me 

afterwards,” Renda said.161 Ultimately, every time survivors publically spoke out at UVA 

they “were brushed off, with attackers defended.”162 In each case, the beliefs about the 

non-severity of sexual violence as merely a regrettable but necessary part of campus 

culture are prime examples of misunderstanding the nature of sexual violence.  

The second element that resonates with Benedict’s first rape myth from this 

section of “A Rape on Campus” was the attitude of administration officials towards 

Jackie. According to Erdely, their attitude was one of calculated disinterest—a concern 

for their own status over the well being of their students. This is an accusation Erdely 

returns to the close of the piece when she repeats what the UVA administration had 

communicated to the Phi Kappa Psi national executive director, Shawn Collinsworth. 

According to Collinsworth, he recalled of Jackie’s assault: 

[O]nly being told of a vague, anonymous ‘fourth-hand’ allegation of a 

sexual assault during a party. ‘We were not told that it was rape, but rather 

something of a sexual nature took place,’ he wrote to RS in an email. 

Either way, Collinsworth says, given the paucity of information, ‘we have 

no evidence to substantiate the alleged assault.163 

 

 Beyond the administration’s desire to protect their own reputation, the type of 

information they passed along to other investigative bodies eerily echoed the student 

body’s attitude about sexual violence. In particular, the administration’s—and 

subsequently Collinsworth’s—description of Jackie’s assault as not rape, but merely 

“something of a sexual nature,” exemplifies Benedict’s concerns about the conflation 

between rape and sex. Erdely’s criticism in this section was directed explicitly at UVA. 
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Yet the stated intent of her piece was to “sound an alarm about campus sexual assault” in 

order to “challenge Virginia and other universities to do better.”164 Furthermore, her 

invocation of the other “Title IX investigations of 86 schools suspected of denying 

students their equal right to education by inadequately handling sexual-violence 

complaints” vastly expanded the scope of criticism beyond just UVA.165 The structural 

nature of Erdely’s argument, painted a larger picture about the enthymematic nature of 

the conflation between sex and violence.  

 By tracking the frequency of misunderstandings about the nature of rape in “A 

Rape on Campus” Benedict’s method of analyzing only the presence of this attitude 

becomes too narrow. The prominence of misunderstandings about the nature of rape 

within “A Rape on Campus” did point to a larger social issue deserving of criticism. 

Equally important to criticize, I argue, was the presentation of Jackie’s experience as 

“totally plausible,” in opposition to other types of sexual violence constructed via rape 

myth as merely bad sex.166 By marking the absence of certain traits and tropes within 

Jackie’s account, “A Rape on Campus” and its’ supporters attempted to make an 

argument against status quo conceptions of sexual violence by relying on the same 

problematic framing strategies as skeptics.  

 As but one example, Erdely’s description of Jackie’s assault exemplified a 

stereotypical “real rape.” Jackie entered a room that was “pitch-black inside,” before 

someone told her to “shut up” and forced her to the floor—“crashing through a low glass 

table.”167 Unlike other instances of so-called “grey area” rape, where the survivor knows 

the assailant and questions of consent are raised, the violence of Jackie’s experience was 

immediately demarcated as non-consensual.168 According to Benedict, group violence 
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was “overwhelming committed by teenage boys on a lone female, and is likely to involve 

more sexual humiliation, beating, and torture than single-assailant rapes.”169 In line with 

this perception of a credible experience, Erdely described Jackie’s assault in the 

following way: 

There was a heavy person on top of her, spreading open her thighs, and 

another person kneeling on her hair, hands pinning down her arms, sharp 

shards digging into her back, and excited male voices all around her. 

When yet another hand clamped over her mouth, Jackie bit and, and the 

hand became a fist that punched her in the face…‘Grab its motherfucking 

leg,’ she heard a voice say. And that’s when Jackie knew she was going to 

be raped.170 

 

 In opposition to the type of media coverage analyzed by Benedict, where 

reporters emphasized only the most stereotypical aspects of an assault, I argue that 

Erdely’s description of Jackie explicitly avoids such tropes. This description creates a 

stark contrast between Jackie’s experience and other un-believable accounts by 

emphasizing the omnipresence of violence. In spite of Jackie’s later question about 

whether she did “something that could have been construed as that’s what [she] wanted,” 

there was little room for questions of consent in Erdely’s description.171 The language 

utilized by Jackie’s attackers further demonstrated the pure violence and humiliation of 

the experience. The men’s behavior also left little doubt about the non-sexual and 

violence nature of their intentions. While one attacker referenced Jackie exclusively as an 

“it,” others told her to “shut up”—neither of which evidenced consent or a desire to seek 

it. Finally, the similarities between Erdely’s descriptions of the men and Benedict’s 

prototypical “real rape” scenario further centered the violence of Jackie’s experience. 

Beyond the initial description of the men’s physical restraint of Jackie, Erdely also 

described the more humiliating aspects of the assault. For example, in the next paragraph 
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that began with the statement that Jackie “remembers every moment of the next three 

hours in agony,” Erdely described the callousness of the men: 

She remembers how the spectators swigged beers, and how they called 

each other nicknames like Armpit and Blanket. She remembers the men’s 

heft and their sour reek of alcohol mixed with the pungency of marijuana. 

 

 The emphasis on the assailants’ violence and horrifying indifference in “A Rape 

on Campus” reified the dominance of a single, credible experience of sexual violence.  

The men were not just participating in restraining and assaulting Jackie. The raucous 

atmosphere and blatant disregard for the severity of their actions further reflected 

Benedict’s description of what the media considers a credible experience of sexual 

violence. Erdely’s support or upholding of tacit rape myths about the nature of sexual 

violence was likely unintentional given her stated purpose in writing “A Rape on 

Campus.” I argue that such unintentional support for problematic rape myths, however, 

only evidences the pervasiveness of the “discourse of doubt,” and the necessity of 

rhetorically deconstructing it.   

Myth 2: Nature of the Assailant  

 The second category of rape myth explored by Benedict includes 

misunderstandings of and overly romanticized notions about male behavior, as well as, 

the types of men perceived as capable of committing sexual violence. In Chapter 2, I 

outlined the tropes Benedict considered to be indicative of harmful beliefs about the 

nature of assailants. These tropes were depictions of assailants as motivated by lust or as 

abnormal/perverse.172 In “A Rape on Campus,” the assailants are described according to 

their relative status at UVA as either lustful or perverse. Before analyzing the presence of 

rape myths about the nature of Jackie’s assailants, Erdely’s journalistic ethics in 
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contacting them must be noted. The major journalistic errors committed by Erdely in the 

reporting of “A Rape on Campus” involved her failure to contact or interview either 

Jackie’s friends or assailants. Although the scope of my argument does not encompass an 

evaluation of whether Erdely was in error, it is important to acknowledge that her 

journalistic process likely influenced the possible descriptions of the assailants. Even so, 

the description of the men in “A Rape on Campus” still reflected many commonly 

circulated beliefs about men’s nature in relation to sexual violence.173 

 Despite the large number of Jackie’s assailants, only two were singled out in “A 

Rape on Campus.” These two men were Jackie’s date, Drew, and a nameless boy from 

her anthropology class. Erdely’s description of these men—as well as of the general 

group of attackers— varied according to their relative socioeconomic class and status 

within the UVA social hierarchy. While Drew is constructed as lustful, the boy from 

Jackie’s class and the rest of the men are described in terms of their perversion and 

abnormality. Drew’s construction as lustful stemmed from his depiction as a classically 

masculine and respectable man. As Erdely described, Jackie met Drew in a traditionally 

acceptable way: “working lifeguard shifts together at the university pool.”174 Drew then 

invited Jackie not just to his fraternity’s “date function,” but also took her out to a nice 

dinner.175 By all measures, Drew’s behavior toward Jackie was shown as normative and 

reflected idealized standards of romantic engagement. Beyond this framing of his 

character, Drew and his fraternity were explicitly equated with status, wealth, and power: 

The ‘upper tier’ frat had a reputation of tremendous wealth, and its 

imposingly large house overlooked a vast manicured field, giving ‘Phi Psi’ 

the undisputed best real estate along UVA’s fraternity row known as 

Rugby Road.176 
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 The class-based associations between Drew, his fraternity, and cultural status all 

bolstered his credibility. Not only was Drew a member of a fraternity—a reflection of 

social class in and of itself—he was a member of a top fraternity that occupied a 

prestigious position amongst the rest. According to Title IX Attorney, Wendy Murphy 

there is danger inherent in accepting male credibility based on wealth and power. “In 

these situations,” Murphy said, “the one who gets the most protection is either a wealthy 

kid, a legacy kid or an athlete. The more privileged he is, the more likely the woman has 

to die before he’s held accountable.”177 By linking Drew to this type of status and power, 

Erdely emphasizes the extent to which Drew was acting as a healthy, sexually aggressive 

man who driven beyond self-control by lust. 

 Erdely’s also described Drew with a great deal of social entitlement. According to 

Erdely, Jackie changed her shift at work to avoid seeing Drew again. Yet two weeks later, 

he confronted her during work and demanded to know: “[a]re you ignoring me?”178 He 

continued that he “wanted to thank you for the other night,” and that he “had a great 

time.”179 Drew’s comments not only normalized the nature of his aggression, but also 

suggested that he saw no issue with his behavior. The fact that he found it necessary to 

track Jackie down at work further evidenced his feelings of entitlement to Jackie’s time 

and attention. When this type of behavior is accepted as lustful or evidencing some 

amount of romantic interest, I argue, the assailant’s responsibility for committing an act 

of sexual violence is minimized.  

In Erdely’s telling, Cindy’s skepticism about Jackie’s experience stemmed from 

an investment in “hook-up culture” and a desire to maintain the complication-free nature 

of their friend groups’ relationship to the fraternity party scene. For men, however, this 



56 

 

relationship with skepticism is slightly different. “For men, skepticism is a form of self-

protection too” Erdely wrote.180 She further explains the typical thought process that 

upholds misrepresentations of assailants in their own minds or amidst peer groups: 

For much of their [men’s] lives, they’ve looked forward to the hedonistic 

fun of college, bearing every expectation of booze and no-strings sex. A 

rape heralds the uncomfortable idea that all that harmless mayhem may 

not be so harmless after all.181 

 

 Erdely argued that for men, this relationship to skepticism was one of necessity. 

The promise of debauchery was a “hedonistic” paradise promised to men for years. And 

because rape is typically viewed as an act of sex, not violence, the pursuit of sex even in 

extreme situations was seen as an acceptable goal. According to Benedict, it is rarely 

those who lack access to sex or regular sexual partners who commit sexual violence. “In 

fact,” she argued, “research has shown that far from being frustrated men with no other 

sexual outlet, most rapists have normal sex lives at home.”182 Because Drew was seeking 

Jackie out as a sexual partner, his pursuit was more easily excused in the eyes of Drew 

and his peers. As Erdely’s narrative showed, as long as Drew was perceived as a 

respectable adult male, he fit within a societal stereotype about male behavior. Jan Jordan 

further supported this sense of male privilege in her historical analyses of rape trials. She 

noted that accusations against “men of class and substance were increasingly viewed as 

suspected, and the difficulties associated with successfully charging such men with rape 

are still apparently today.”183 After all, like one of Benedict’s interviewees explained of a 

serial assailant, men who are perceived as normal or even admirable have no need to 

rape. As long as “he had all the girls” there is no perception that “he didn’t need to rape 

anybody.”184 Because Drew was able to pass—and indeed, was depicted—as a healthy, 

sexual, upper-class male his behavior within the UVA campus culture was excused.  
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 While Drew represented one side of Benedict’s second rape myth, the other 

assailants in “A Rape on Campus” occupied a very opposite position. Because of his 

general character and socioeconomic status, Drew’s behavior was articulated and 

rationalized as motivated by lust. This explanation does not reflect the framing or 

rationalization of the other fraternity brothers or the singled out pledge from Jackie’s 

class. In the case of these assailants, the behavior was cast in terms of perversion or 

deviance. As Benedict explained, this characterization of an assailant as “perverted, ugly, 

seedy, or insane” were deployed when the act was “extremely grotesque or when the 

victim cannot easily be pegged as having provoked it.”185 Indeed, many responding 

articles referred to them as “a wolf pack of sexual sadists,” as a gesture to the 

egregiousness of the assailants.186 In “A Rape on Campus,” Erdely described Jackie’s 

experience in a way that resonated with these markers of depravity and perversion. 

 The actions of the other men were in stark contrast to Drew’s role in the assault. 

In addition to describing their callousness, Erdely also included the detail that they 

referred to each by uncouth nicknames like “Armpit” and “Blanket.”187 By referring to 

these men by their fraternity nicknames, the nature of their actions is contrasted from the 

lustful pursuits of Drew. Similarly, Drew was never described as laying a hand on Jackie. 

The last mention of him playing any role in her assault was Erdely’s comment that he 

“gave instructions and encouragement.”188 By describing the depravity of the other men, 

two related myths about the nature of assailants were upheld: the inexplicable innocence 

of any “normal” man, and the assured depravity of the “true” assailant.  

 Erdely’s description of the only assailant Jackie recognizes further evidences this 

enthymematic habit in public perceptions about sexual violence: 
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As the last man sank onto her, Jackie was startled to recognize him: He 

attended her tiny anthropology discussion group. He looked like he was 

going to cry or puke as he told the crowd he couldn’t get it up. ‘Pussy!’ 

the other men jeered. ‘What, she’s not hot enough for you?’ Then they 

egged him on: ‘Don’t you want to be a brother?’ ‘We all had to do it, so 

you do, too.’189 

  

 Beyond the characterization of the other brothers as perverse, there was an 

interesting parallel drawn between this boy and Drew. While Drew was masculine and 

lustful, the boy from Jackie’s class was fearful and timid. His inability to “get it up” 

further emasculated him in comparison to Drew. In spite of Jackie “silently begging him 

not to go through with it,” the boy forcibly penetrated Jackie after being “handed a beer 

bottle” by one of the people in the crowd.190 Because he was not classically masculine 

like Drew, his actions could not be attributed to or written off as healthy sexual 

expression. Instead, he is portrayed as fearful and in desperate need of approval. As 

Benedict explained, assailants who lack masculine credibility often lash out at their 

targets in order to “dominate, punish, or degrade.”191 Because this boy was not able to 

assert his masculinity, his actions reflected a perversity expected of all rapists within the 

public imaginary.  

 In describing public skepticism about the possibility of certain individuals as 

agents of sexual violence, the “discourse of doubt” played a profoundly influential role in 

“A Rape on Campus.” Although Erdely pointed out both the responsibility of Drew and 

the exceeding deviance of the other assailants, she did little to highlight the sad truth 

about sexual violence—that a majority of cases do not rise to the extreme of Jackie’s 

experience. This is not to say that these incidents do not occur, because unfortunately, as 

our willingness to accept Jackie’s account showed, they do. However, it is also true that 

there are more cases of “gray area” rape in which “a neat distinction between rape and 
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not rape,” is difficult to distinguish for survivors and outsiders alike.192 Due to the 

normalizing function of the “discourse of doubt” these enthymematic belief that 

assailants are always either lustful or perverted often distracts from the larger truth: there 

is no such thing as more or less likely to rape, only those who do. 

Myth 3: Nature of the Survivor 

 Benedict’s final and most frequently invoked category of rape myth involves 

mischaracterizations or stereotypical representations of survivors as provoking or 

deserving assault and then lying about it. Within this frame, assailants’ actions are read as 

either lustful or perverse, while survivors’ actions are assumed to have provoked, 

deserved, or lied about their experience.  In “A Rape on Campus,” there were more 

examples of this type of rape myth about Jackie’s character than anything else.  

According to Benedict’s analysis, there were three types of behaviors that 

rendered survivors unbelievable: provocative behaviors, deserving behaviors, and lying 

behaviors. Provocative behavior myths perpetuated the idea that “women invite sexual 

assault” because they were behaving in an “overtly sluttish way.”193 In this thinking, 

women acted, dressed, and even spoke in particular ways when they were open to sexual 

activity. As Benedict explained, women became “bad’ by virtue of having been raped” 

because, “she would not have been attacked if she had not provoked the assailant with her 

sexuality…”194 Even in scenarios where women were not behaving overtly “sluttish,” 

there was an overriding perception that women were playing hard to get in order to mask 

otherwise rampant sexual desires. According to Jan Jordan, this manifested from a 

cultural belief about women’s perceived sexuality. She explained that supporters of this 

mindset believed that women avoided consenting up front because they though they 
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“should resist men’s sexual advances, initially at least, so as not to appear sluttish.”195 

Women’s refusal in this mindset was then interpreted not as a rejection of sexual activity, 

but as an indication for men to try harder. As a result, even a clear denial of consent could 

still be rationalized or interpreted as an indication of a woman’s interest.  

When these myths about Jackie’s provocative nature appeared in “A Rape on 

Campus,” they emphasized her appearance and behavior towards Drew as evidence of 

her consent. Where so-called provocative behavior signaled a Jackie’s intent to have sex, 

any action she took that didn’t avoid potentially a sexual or dangerous situation 

represented her situational consent. In this thinking, when women behave carelessly—

such as walking alone at night, or going to a party and drinking—they must know the 

type of risk they were taking and therefore are prepared for the consequences. Although 

these “risks” were often normal behaviors, in the wake of an attack they become 

representative of a predetermined consent. As a result, the perception became that of the 

survivor “deserved it” because she demonstrated a “failure” to protect herself.196 Unlike 

the myths about a survivor’s appearance or enticing behavior, these myths of consent 

more directly involved the situations or locations a survivor chose to enter. By reading 

these locations as evidence of consent, attention and blame was ultimately shifted away 

from the assailant’s role and onto the inability of the survivor to correctly avoid danger.  

 The final survivor rape myth behavior present in “A Rape on Campus” involved 

Jackie’s widespread perceptions of Jackie as a liar. Although in reality survivorship is not 

a monolith, the expectations for believable survivor status have vastly narrowed this 

multiplicity of experiences into a single, believable narrative. According to Janice 

Haaken, because there was a belief that survivors must demonstrate a lack of both 
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consent ad intent, narratives of sexual violence operate in a moral economy “where 

women’s abilities to make demands and to legitimately express their outrage depend on 

whether they can establish an unambiguous violation of sexual innocence.”197 In this 

thinking, survivors are responsible for proving not only their absolute innocence, but also 

the absolute guilt of their assailant(s).  

 In “A Rape on Campus,” Jackie was depicted as either exhibiting or attempting to 

explicitly avoid all three of these behaviors. For example, Erdely’s characterization of 

Jackie initially emphasized the non-provocative nature of Jackie’s behavior and 

appearance. In contrast to the hard-partying and hook-up happy campus culture, Jackie 

was consistently depicted more conservatively. For example, Erdely’s initial description 

of Jackie in the opening paragraph of “A Rape on Campus”: 

Sipping from a plastic cup, Jackie grimaced, then discreetly spilled her 

spiked punch onto the sludgy fraternity-house floor. The University of 

Virginia freshman wasn’t a drinker, but she didn’t want to seem like a 

goody-goody at her very first frat party—and she especially wanted to 

impress her date, the handsome Phi Kappa Psi brother who’d brought her 

here.198 

 

 Compared to the description Erdely provided of UVA campus culture and the 

other partygoers, Jackie’s characterization stood out. While the rest of the party was 

“crammed with rowdy strangers guzzling beer and dancing to loud music.”199 The wider 

party scene at UVA painted a picture of similarly widespread debauchery:  

Hundreds of women in crop tops and men in khaki shorts stagger between 

handsome fraternity houses, against a call-and response soundtrack of 

‘Whoo!’ and breaking glass. ‘Do you know where Delta Sig is?’ a girl 

slurs, sloshed. Behind her, one of her dozen or so friends stumbles into the 

street, sending a beer bottle shattering.200 

 

 Where other girls staggered around in revealing outfits, “sloshed,” Jackie only 

sipped her “spiked punch” before she “discreetly spilled” it onto the floor.201 Erdely 
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further qualified her description of Jackie to include the detail that she was entirely 

“sober but giddy with excitement” on the night of the assault.202 Jackie’s sobriety was 

referenced multiple times in “A Rape on Campus,” as further evidence of her relative 

innocence.  

 Similarly, Jackie was depicted as an overwhelming straight-edged, “goody-

goody.”203  

As Erdely explained, at the time of her assault: 

18-year-old Jackie was crushing it at college. A chatty, straight-A achiever 

from a rural Virginia town, she’d initially been intimated by UVA’s aura 

of preppy success…But despite her reservations, Jackie had flung herself 

into campus life, attending events, joining clubs, making friends and, now, 

being asked on an actual date.204 

 

 By describing Jackie as a “straight-A achiever from a rural Virginia town,” Erdely 

associated Jackie with desirable traits such as intelligence and hard work. Second, by 

casting the rest of the “toned, tanned and overwhelmingly blond students” at UVA as part 

of a culture that intimidated Jackie, Erdely argued the protagonist of her article is humble 

and unlike those around her.205 Finally, Jackie’s willingness to socialize and engage with 

multiple parts of campus life outside of partying soundly rounded out her characterization 

as a seemingly good kid with the correctly moral values.   

 Beyond Jackie’s sobriety and overwhelmingly good nature, however, Erdely also 

focused on the conservative nature of Jackie’s appearance. The majority of girls, 

including Erdely’s campus guide, were described as being “expertly-clad in the UVA-

after-dark uniform of a midriff-baring sleeveless top and shorts.”206 In contrast, Jackie 

was described as having “taken three hours getting ready, straightening her long, dark, 

wavy hair. She’d congratulated herself on her choice of a tasteful red dress with a high 
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neckline.”207 Unlike the other girls, Jackie selected a dress with a high neckline, not a 

crop top or shorts and was more in awe of her fellow partygoers than seeking to join. As 

Haaken explained, this association between goodness and truthfulness or credibility is 

almost assumed. The political construction of as “all-good” the cultural assumption that 

“good victims are virtuous and always tell the truth” became ingrained and elevated to 

the level of tacitly accepted cultural value. By associating Jackie with markers of virtue, 

Erdely attempted to foster the perception that the rest of Jackie’s account and 

performance were credible. 

Unfortunately, there were also many examples in “A Rape on Campus” where 

Jackie’s behavior was associated with her failure to protect herself from seemingly 

obvious risks. By going upstairs with Drew, Jackie invoked the idea of situational 

awareness and accordingly, the enthymematic belief that by going upstairs she was 

giving situational consent to some type of sexual activity. Beyond the fact that Jackie 

went upstairs, Erdely’s description of her as excited and wanting to impress Drew further 

supported this mischaracterization of Jackie’s consent. Earlier in the night, Erdely 

describes Jackie as smiling at Drew, who in response “smiled enticingly back.”208 

Similarly, when Drew asked Jackie to go upstairs she exhibited a similar excitement or 

acceptance of his advances. In this line of thinking, the fact that “Jackie’s heart 

quickened,” and that she “took his hand as he threaded them out of the crowded room and 

up a staircase,” indicated her desire or at least awareness of the situation she was getting 

into.209  

 Truthfully, going upstairs with a potential partner does not equate to consent for 

any kind of sexual activity absent an affirmative agreement from both persons. Even 
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more so, going upstairs with a potential partner especially does not equate to consenting 

to the type of violent attack Jackie experienced. In spite of this, however, the notion that 

Jackie willingly went upstairs with Drew, is for many, an unshakeable doubt about 

Jackie’s innocence. In Erdely’s telling, Jackie herself expressed this fear of perceived 

consent or failure to protect herself from harm: 

Jackie tells me of a recurring nightmare she’s been having, in which she’s 

watching herself climb those Phi Kappa Psi stairs. She frantically calls to 

herself to stop, but knows it’s too late: That in real life, she’s already gone 

up those stairs and into that terrible room, and things will never been the 

same.210 

 

  Jackie expressed this sentiment even more explicitly when she asked Erdely 

“[d]id I do something that could have been construed as that’s what I wanted [to 

happen]?”211 The idea that women would not go home with men or go to parties if they 

had no desire for sexual activity is unfortunately common. According to Benedict, the 

cause of this belief stems from media’s framing of survivors as occupying a position of 

absolute innocence or absolute guilt. As a result, women like Jackie are either “entirely 

pure and innocent, a true victim attacked by monsters—the ‘virgin’ of my title—or she is 

a wanton female who provoked the assailant with her sexuality—the ‘vamp.’”212 Because 

Jackie willingly went upstairs with Drew, her credibility as a so-called “true victim” was 

compromised. 

 Jackie’s inability to prove her absolute innocence also stemmed from the 

omnipresence of the final attitude about sexual violence: the belief that survivors are 

always lying. There were numerous examples in “A Rape on Campus” when 

enthymematic beliefs about survivors’ inherent falsehood negatively influenced Jackie’s 

credibility. Throughout “A Rape on Campus,” Erdely depicted Jackie responding to her 
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status as a survivor in both passive and active ways. Because of the dominance of the 

“discourse of doubt,” Jackie’s passivity was prized over her activism as an indication of 

her credibility.  

 As Rosaria Champagne explained, “the difference between a survivor of violence 

and a victim of violence is the political meaning made of the traumatic experience and its 

resulting and residual after effects of abuse.”213 The difference between an individual 

being viewed as a victim versus as a survivor, in Champagne’s theorization, was largely 

dependent on the performance of agency. When an individual performed passively it 

seemingly reflected the legitimacy of the trauma inflicted upon them, while their activism 

suggested insincerity or malice. Because of this passivity, the victim was perceived as 

correctly suffering, and therefore as more credible than a survivor who publically claimed 

their experience. In reality, both of these options are undesirable for those who have 

experienced sexual violence because of the rampant skepticism maintained via the 

“discourse of doubt.” 

Initially, Jackie was depicted following her assault as understandably upset and in 

shock.  

After escaping from the fraternity house, “face beaten, dress spattered with blood,” Jackie 

called a friend and exclaimed, “[s]omething bad happened. I need you to come and find 

me!”214 Once her friends arrived, the group debated Jackie’s fate while she stood there 

“mute in her bloody dress, wishing only to go back to her dorm room and fall into a deep, 

forgetful sleep.”215 In the weeks that followed, Erdely frequently described Jackie as 

crying, or depressed. For example, take Jackie’s reaction to encountering Drew for the 

first time following the assault: 
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She didn’t go to classes for the rest of the week, and soon quit her 

lifeguarding job—the first time she could remember quitting anything. She 

would never again return to the Anthropology course she shared with one 

of her assailants. She was constantly on the edge of panic, plagued by 

flashbacks—and disgusted by her own naiveté.216 

 

  The continued intensity of Jackie’s depression further supported her passive 

characterization. This behavior continues to the middle of Jackie’s first semester where: 

Jackie’s alarm would ring and ring and ring in her dorm room until one of 

her five suitemates would pad down the hall to turn it off. Jackie would 

barely stir in bed. ‘That was when we realized she was even there,’ 

remembers suitemate Rachel Soltis. ‘At the beginning of the year, she 

seemed like a normal, happy girl, always with friends. Then her door was 

closed all the time.217 

 

 By the conclusion of the first semester, “Jackie had slept through half a semester’s 

worth of classes and had bought a length of rope with to hang herself.”218 In each of these 

examples, Jackie was overwhelmed with the gravity of what she had experienced. On one 

hand, this level of emotional spectacle is commonly expected of survivors to signal their 

credibility.  

This expectation for emotional performance was substantiated by Jan Jordan’s extensive 

historical analyses and first-hand interviews with women who reported their assaults to 

the police.  

In her book, Word of a Woman: Police, Rape, and Belief, Jordan argued that there 

is a unique expectation for women to present themselves in an emotional manner to be 

perceived credibly. According to Jordan, the women she interviewed frequently 

commented “they felt the police were looking for them to behave or act in a particular 

way, as if a typical of expression or behavior would be exhibited by genuine rape 

victims.”219 Jordan cited the interview of one woman, Emma, to demonstrate this theory. 
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Emma claimed her testimony was perceived as less credible because of her detached and 

calm manner when reporting to the police. As Emma said: 

I think that was something they really couldn’t understand, that I was so 

calm. There were no tears, there was no hysteria, there was nothing, and I 

think they couldn’t accept that I wasn’t dissolving.220 

 

 Linda Alcoff and Laura Gray echoed this concern about the expected emotional 

nature of survivor testimony. They write: “if the survivor does not cry when she tells her 

sorry, she will not believed.”221 The transition in Jackie’s character from a “normal, 

happy girl, always with friends,” to someone who was “abandoned by her original crew” 

and sleeping through classes, should have signaled her credibility. Yet as evidenced by 

my prior discussion of Jackie’s peers, because of the omnipresence of the “discourse of 

doubt,” few, if any of them found her emotional performance believable.  

 Jackie was similarly unable to signify her performance credibly when she claimed 

her survivor status and began speaking out. Erdely described Jackie’s choice to speak 

with the head of the UVA Sexual Misconduct Board, Nicole Eramo, as “a big step for 

Jackie.”222 According to Erdely, “Jackie left her first meeting with Eramo feeling better 

for having unburdened herself.”223 As I argued in Chapter 1, however, this positive 

framing of “speaking out” is far more perilous than advocates like Erdely suggest. The 

amount of disdain Jackie received following her transformation into a speaking survivor 

similarly reflects this complication relationship between survivor speech and credibility.  

 After Jackie discovered UVA’s student-run anti-sexual violence group, One Less, 

she shared her experience frequently with other members as she became more active in 

campus education efforts. Erdely portrayed Jackie in these interactions as gaining 

increased confidence. For example, while Jackie initially “poured out her story, wiping 
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her eyes with napkins,” she soon “dove into her new roles as peer adviser and Take Back 

the Night committee member and began to discover how just how wide her secret UVA 

survivor network was.”224 In spite of Erdely’s positive framing of Jackie’s transition, the 

experience was not an entirely positive one for Jackie and did little to bolster her 

credibility. Because of her active role in a consciousness-raising group, Jackie was 

subject to violence and greater skepticism from her peers: 

But payback for being so public on a campus accustomed to silence was 

swift. This past spring, in two separate incidents, both Emily Renda and 

Jackie were harassed outside bars on the Corner by men who recognized 

them from presentations and called them ‘cunt’ and ‘feminazi bitch.’ One 

flung a bottle at Jackie that broke on the side of her face, leaving a blood-

red bruise around her eye.225 

 

 In Benedict’s final rape myth about the nature of survivors, questions of intent, 

consent, and proper conduct following an assault are all levied against those claiming 

survivor status. For Jackie, once she decided to speak out, she was exposed not only to 

more overt skepticism but also the threat of physical violence from her peers. Towards 

the end of “A Rape on Campus,” Erdely depicted Jackie as aware of the imminent danger 

around her at all times. As she walks across campus, Jackie was described as having “a 

pocketknife and pepper spray tucking into her handbag, and a rape whistle hanging from 

her chain,” ultimately, “prepared for a Friday night at UVA.”226 The student body’s, and 

indeed the wider public’s skepticism and venom towards Jackie can be explained by 

analyzing “A Rape on Campus” for the presence of Benedict’s final myth: the belief that 

women mischaracterize or lie about sexual violence.  

 Jan Jordan pointed to an interesting contour of this paradoxical position for 

survivors like Jackie. “When women accuse men of wrong doing,” she wrote, “they are 

doubted; when they retract they are believed.”227 Once Jackie began to claim her survivor 
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status, Jordan’s notion of “true lies” and “false truths” aptly framed the paradox of 

credibility Jackie faced. Because of Jackie’s perceived intent, consent, and falsehood, her 

performance did not match enthymematically held standards for a believable 

performance. As a result, Jackie’s experience was dismissed as a hoax.  

 Jordan wrote that “expressing doubts about the credibility of women’s words,” in 

particular when they are “accusing men of sexual violence towards them, is an 

ideological notion supported by a more universal and enduring belief system.”228 Without 

questioning the operation of these ideological processes—as operationalized through the 

“discourse of doubt”—texts like “A Rape on Campus” will continue to uncritically 

mobilize and reflect rape myths, which serve as a synecdoche for a larger narrative about 

campus sexual violence as a whole. In the next chapter, I examine the danger of allowing 

a therapeutic frame like the “discourse of doubt” to serve as the controlling screen for 

how the public engages in dialogue over sexual violence. As Jackie’s experience 

demonstrates, the result of these frames functioning unchecked—being articulated as a 

habitual discursive response to instances of sexual violence (the “discourse of doubt”)—

has been the shifting of blame away from the structural entrenchment of sexual violence 

on college campuses (the subject of Chapter 4). Instead, Jackie was blamed for her 

inability to establish credibility as a survivor due to her inability to meet paradoxical, and 

inevitably impossible, burdens of performance. 
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Chapter 4—The “Discourse of Doubt” as Therapeutic Rhetoric  

 

Given the dominant configuration of power relations surrounding survivors’ 

speech, there are two theoretical questions to answer: how do we characterize the 

function of the “discourse of doubt” and secondly, what can we, as rhetoricians, do about 

its dominance in public discourse? Using "Dana Cloud’s “Control and Consolation in 

American Culture and Politics” as a foundational text, I argue that the “discourse of 

doubt” and its associated burdens of performance functioned as a form of therapeutic 

rhetoric in “A Rape on Campus.” 229 I also draw from the work of Naomi R. Rockler to 

examine the ways therapeutic rhetoric has been applied to case studies at the intersection 

of feminism and public sphere scholarship. Building on her work, I argue for a 

consideration of “the discourse of doubt” as an exemplar of therapeutic rhetoric. Finally, 

this chapter explores how by deconstructing the “discourse of doubt,” the structural 

realities enabling sexual and gender violence can be more clearly seen and as a result, 

challenged.   

Theoretical Foundations of Therapeutic Discourse  

 According to Dana Cloud, a therapeutic discourse at its most broad was one that 

“refers to a set of political and cultural discourses that have adopted psychotherapy’s 

lexicon—the conservative language of healing, coping, adaptation, and restoration of 

previously existing order—but in the contexts of sociopolitical conflict”230 There are two 

significant components to this definition: the rhetorical content of its specific language 

and the ultimate political result of its deployment. The first feature Cloud highlights in 

this definition is the reliance in therapeutic rhetoric on the discourse or language of health 

and wellness. “To heal,” explained Cloud, “is to restore a previously realized order to the 



71 

 

body and mind.” 231 Because of this, therapeutic discourse can be considered at its core a 

conservative rhetoric. By championing a restoration of personal order, those deploying 

therapeutic rhetoric shift the focal point of controversies away from their external, 

systemic loci to the realm of private and individual choices.  

The second element of Cloud’s definition involves the political effects of coding 

socio-politically contentious issues through therapeutic rhetoric. “The rhetorical function 

of therapeutic discourse in such contexts,” as Cloud explained, is not benign.232 Instead, 

therapeutic rhetoric “encourage(s) audiences to focus on themselves and the elaboration 

of their private lives rather than to address and attempt to reform systems of social power 

in which they are embedded.”233 In this manner, therapeutic rhetorics like the “discourse 

of doubt” are deployed not to empower individuals in their battle against systemic 

oppressions but, instead, to relegate public sphere antagonism into privatized questions of 

personal discontent.  

Naomi Rockler further supports the notion of therapeutic rhetoric’s subversive 

nature. As she explained, therapeutic rhetoric was a discursive strategy that emphasized 

“changing one’s behavior on a personal or family level, as opposed to understanding 

individual problems as the result of systemic issues such as patriarchy, racism, or class 

structure.”234 Indeed, by emphasizing individual culpability, therapeutic rhetoric works to 

uphold the dominant order of power relations by undermining the ability of dissenting 

speech to be disruptive. 

According to Rockler, this emphasis on personalization has become an 

ideological guide—filtering perceptions of the world to help different persons make sense 

of their lived realities. “The vocabulary of individualism,” Rockler explained, “allows 
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Americans to…understand certain perceptions easily, while rendering other kinds of 

perception more difficult to understand.” 235 Because within therapeutic rhetoric the 

individual was promoted as the site of politics, the subsequent perception of political and 

economic realities are filtered through this same interpretive lens. By treating popular 

discontent as a “personal ‘disease’ that can be cured through a change in consumer 

behavior or attitude,” 236 the dominant sociopolitical order can be maintained by directing 

attention away from the systemic factors that structure inequalities.  

The “discourse of doubt,” in this sense operates as a strategy for enthymeme 

blocking and substitution. Years earlier, using the fur controversy of the late 1980s as a 

test case, Kathryn M. Olson and Thomas G. Goodnight analyzed the process by which 

cultural enthymemes were both disrupted and maintained.237 They argued that through 

engaging previously held beliefs, anti-fur activists were successful in overcoming 

industry messages through their ability to deploy a series of enthymeme disruption or 

“blockage” strategies. By substituting the language of collective oppression for that of 

personal responsibility, the “discourse of doubt” successfully blocks the substitution of 

new enthymemes when describing survivors of sexual violence. 

This emphasis on individual responsibility is reflected in the current orientation of 

the anti-sexual violence movement. According to Rene Heberle, the modern “movement 

against sexual violence works to expose the realities of rape culture through the narration 

of women’s experiences in the public sphere in speak outs and through the media.”238 

Within this “speak out” culture paradigm, the thinking is that if advocates are able to 

prove the existence of sexual violence through the attachment of the concept to an 

individual’s body and words, the reality of rape culture will become undeniable. As 
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Heberle explained of the relationship between survivors and advocates, unless a 

performance occurs such that the public can “put faces to the numbers,” both the survivor 

and their advocates fail in the act of “persuading society as to its reality as a rape 

culture.”239 The need for personalization is also apparent in Erdely’s call for other 

survivors to come forward. By emphasizing the importance of individual speech—in this 

case, Jackie’s—as a model for empowerment, “A Rape on Campus” mirrors the 

prevalence of the “discourse of doubt” in public discussions of sexual violence.  

Although therapeutic rhetoric has been deployed in response to a variety of 

situations, Cloud and Rockler both noted that the application of this discourse occurred in 

profoundly gendered ways. At a fundamental level, the intersection of women’s 

oppression and therapeutic rhetoric occurs along three vectors. The first and most 

obvious is the coding of women’s seemingly deviant behavior as indicative of madness or 

mental illness. In this regard, any feminine “anger at, rebelliousness against, or 

victimization by an oppressive gender system is often translated in the dominant culture 

into terms of madness.”240 The second way therapeutic rhetoric plays on dominant gender 

dynamics is by emphasizing the role of the private sphere. By forcing “social issues into 

the private sphere,” Cloud explains that the expected norms of performance were shifted 

to a traditional constellation where “attention to the emotional and social needs of the 

family is typically met by women.”241 Similarly, the last intersection of gender and 

therapeutic discourse is tied to the desire for citizens’ private lives to represent and 

uphold a traditional family structure.  

Given these qualities, I argue that the articulation of the “discourse of doubt” 

within “A Rape on Campus” exemplifies a therapeutic rhetoric. Consisting of patterns of 
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discourse forwarding the three predominant  ‘virgin’ or ‘vamp’ rape myths outlined by 

Benedict, the “discourse of doubt” structured public conversations to shift attention onto 

Jackie and away from the structural or institutional causes of violence. Accordingly, the 

“discourse of doubt” meets all three of the criteria necessary for a discourse to be 

considered as a therapeutic rhetoric: the language of self-care, the act of providing 

consolation, and finally, its operation in highly gendered manners.  

The “Discourse of Doubt” as Therapeutic Rhetoric 

First, the “discourse of doubt” encourages and “deploys the language and themes 

of self-care, consolation, coping, self-esteem, family psychology, and ministration.”242 

Jackie’s invocation of “bad decisions” and her own responsibility reflect a variety of 

therapeutic notions. As Jackie said at the end of “A Rape on Campus”: “[e]verything bad 

in my life is built around one bad decision that I made. All because I went to that stupid 

party.”243 Erdely’s intent given the content and structure of “A Rape on Campus,” was to 

support Jackie and other survivors of campus sexual violence. Yet by centering the 

discussion on Jackie’s perception of her own culpability, the locus of political 

responsibility was shifted away from its structural points of origin.  

Then-Rolling Stone editor, Will Dana’s initial retraction statement demonstrated 

the dangers of allowing such a powerful discourse to center Jackie’s culpability as a 

causal factor in her assault. When the retraction was first published, Dana went to great 

lengths to divorce Rolling Stone from any responsibility for the “discrepancies in Jackie’s 

story.”244 Furthermore, Dana also said that the Rolling Stone had ultimately “come to the 

conclusion that [their] trust in her was misplaced.”245  The editor of “A Rape on 

Campus,” Sean Woods, further supported this sentiment when he commented that Rolling 
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Stone’s biggest error was in being “too deferential to our rape victim,” and that they 

“honored too many of her requests in our reporting.”246 In reality, the fault for the 

journalistic errors in “A Rape on Campus” fell squarely on Dana, Wood, and all those at 

Rolling Stone who failed to vet Erdely’s reporting methodology. Steven Coll and his 

colleagues at the Columbia School of Journalism found, in their review of “A Rape on 

Campus” that there were “multiple layers of mistakes and easily fixed lapses of judgment 

from Erdely, multiple editors, a fact-checker and an in-house lawyer.”247 Although Dana 

and others were eventually forced to remove and apologize for these statements, their 

comfort with shifting blame onto Jackie demonstrated the omnipresence of the “discourse 

of doubt” in discourse surrounding “A Rape on Campus” and survivor speech.  

 Beyond shifting blame onto Jackie, however, the editors’ language choices further 

invoked therapeutic notions of individual responsibility essential to the “discourse of 

doubt.” Indeed, as Coll noted, “the editors and Erdely have concluded that their main 

fault was to be too accommodating of Jackie because she described herself as the 

survivor of a terrible sexual assault.”248 According to the editors, it was not that Rolling 

Stone inherently failed at their jobs. It was that they honored Jackie’s “requests” and 

were “deferential” to her desires. This discursive move closely mirrors Cloud’s 

description of how therapeutic discourse privatized the blame for larger, structural issues. 

As Cloud explained, therapeutic discourse not only places “social and political conflicts 

onto individuals.” It also, “privatizes both the experience of oppression” by treating 

political issues as “psychological issues to be resolved through personal, psychological 

change.”249 As Coll’s review demonstrated, the magazine independently chose to “not 

pursue important reporting paths even when Jackie had made no request they refrain.”250 
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By arguing that their organizational failures were a result of Jackie’s poor character and 

personal choices, however, both Dana and Wood avoided accepting responsibility for 

their part in the controversy surrounding “A Rape on Campus.” 

 Even more notably, by employing this form of therapeutic rhetoric, the Rolling 

Stone editors argued their mistakes were actually part of an attempt to act in the best 

interests of other—real—sexual violence survivors.  “[I]nstead of fully owning up to their 

obvious and egregious journalist errors,” Jessica Valenti quipped, “Rolling Stone blames 

their failures on—wait for it—caring too much about rape victims.”251 By juxtaposing 

their lack of support for Jackie specifically with their statement of affirmation for real 

survivors’ experience, the editors positioned themselves in a rhetorically advantageous 

position. As Cloud explained, the power to “admit to the existence of suffering without 

having to transform the society publicly or structurally” is a hallmark of therapeutic 

politics wielded by those in a position of power.252 By admitting that there are genuine 

instances requiring survivor deference, the Rolling Stone editors suggested that they 

believed in supporting survivors—just not Jackie. This deployment of conservative 

rhetoric allowed Dana and Wood to appear supportive of broader social change without 

accepting responsibility for their errors or encouraging public discourse to operate in a 

truly more equitable way.  

 The second therapeutic marker of the “discourse of doubt” is its deployment in a 

consoling manner “as a response to social conflict with regard to issues of race, class, and 

gender” in “A Rape on Campus.”253  As Cloud explained in “a moment of political anger 

or disaffection, rebellion is possible,” yet reliance on therapeutic discourse “effectively 

translates resistance into ‘disease’ and locates blame and responsibility for solutions in 
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the private sphere.”254 The response of Rolling Stone, and indeed those within the 

narrative of “A Rape on Campus,” clearly demonstrated this attention to transforming 

structural errors into results of Jackie’s individual fault. Beyond just this notion of 

displacement, however, the “discourse of doubt” can be further classified as therapeutic 

in the manner it effective prevents structural changes.  

 In spite of the potential for survivor speech to be radical and disrupt dominant 

configurations of racial, economic, and social privilege, its ultimate translation into the 

language of individual or privatized responsibility dulled its impact. In other words, the 

political climate in which survivor speech is both demanded and expected to occur 

according to a set of performative burdens, “blunts the edge of potential options to the 

system.”255 Unlike the goals of consciousness-raising supporters, the political effect of 

survivor speech under these conditions is rarely revolutionary or empowering. 

 The intersection of Jackie’s testimony in “A Rape on Campus” and the wider anti-

campus sexual violence movement demonstrates the problem of relying on a single 

survivor’s account as the fulcrum for larger political action. Following the publication of 

“A Rape on Campus,” many anti-sexual violence groups claimed Jackie’s account 

represented a turning point for the anti-violence movement. Prior to the unraveling of 

Jackie’s account, supporters claimed that students were “in school at a transitional 

moment,” in which “the problems of sexual assault and harassment are receiving 

unprecedented attention.”256 From a revitalization of Take Back the Night marches to the 

development of entirely new campus advocacy groups like, Know Your IX and Carry 

That Weight, those involved in the movement credited the “sudden convergence of 

exposure and outrage” surrounding sexual violence for increased interest.257 As Erdely 
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argued, the controversial subject matter of “A Rape on Campus” elicited a response that 

propelled many institutions to be “on the cusp of making changes” in order to “better 

protect women from sexual assault.”258 The reality, however, stood in stark contrast. 

As soon as Jackie’s account came under scrutiny, the potential moment for 

change represented by “A Rape on Campus” was subverted. As attention shifted to 

criticism of Jackie’s individual flaws, the opportunities to criticize and leverage change at 

UVA were diminished. Just as Cloud explained, the deployment of therapeutic 

sentiments—this time via the “discourse of doubt”—not only shut down discussion about 

macro-level changes, but also diverted attention from structural causes of inequality by 

translating them into personal issues. As Linda Alcoff and Lara Gray further explain, as 

attention is focused “onto the [survivor] and her psychological state,” public outrage is 

“deflect[ed] away from the perpetrator.” Although they are speaking in a more limited 

sense about the relationship between a survivor and their assailant, this notion of 

deflection is equally important when considered at a structural level. Once the Jackie’s 

psychological health became the determinant for credibility, attention and criticism was 

largely deflected away from the institutional conditions enabling sexual violence.  

The final therapeutic characteristic of the “discourse of doubt” is its profoundly 

gendered operation. Although the “themes of self-care and consolation” are deployed 

frequently in response to social crises, therapeutic discourses have historically operated in 

ways that reinforce dominant gender stereotypes and institutionalized oppressions.259  For 

Cloud, these discourses can be traced back through not only a variety of dominant social 

discourse, but also to the very fabric of the feminist consciousness-raising movement 

itself.260 More significant than the gendered history of therapeutic discourse, however, 
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was the manner in which this history influences the modern day operation of the 

“discourse of doubt.” In particular, the gendered nature of the “discourse of doubt” 

manifests primarily two ways: the pushing of sexual violence into the private sphere, and 

the perpetuation of strategies for delegitimizing women’s—in this case, Jackie’s—anger 

her experience with sexual violence, and the pushing of sexual trauma into the private 

sphere.  

In her book, Archive of Feelings, Ann Cvetkovich explored this complicated 

dynamic of sexual violence as both a public and private matter. Her theoretical 

articulation of “trauma cultures,” explained the development of “public cultures that form 

in and around trauma.”261 According to Cvetkovich, trauma events like sexual violence 

had the potential to open “space for accounts of pain as psychic, not just physical,” as 

well as to “forge overt connections between politics and emotions.”262 The value of 

“trauma cultures,” in other words, is in their ability not only to reveal traumatic 

experiences that are not always physically apparent, but also in how they motivated 

collective understandings of an issue. Sexual violence, for Cvetkovich, represents a 

particularly challenging example of trauma cultures because of its unique position at the 

intersection of the public and private spheres. She argues that sexual violence is not just a 

physical matter, but also profoundly psychic. Because of this, it runs the risk of seeming 

“invisible because it is confined to the domestic or private sphere.”263  

In “A Rape on Campus,” the “discourse of doubt” functions in a gendered way by 

virtue of its ability to force ““social issues into the private sphere” where they became 

issues of “emotional and social needs.”264 Even within the earlier feminist movement, 

private spheres represented feminine zones from which to begin discussions. Because 
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power was located in “the realms of identity, discourse, and personal life,” the domestic 

sphere became equated with the suppression of discourse from the public eye.265 

Similarly, Cvetkovich notes that the power of “trauma cultures,” comes in their ability to 

invert the normal divisions of the public and private realms. As she explained, these 

“trauma cultures” took “sexuality out of the bedroom,” and made it “the focus of 

collective conversations” as a method of discussing sexual violence.266 Although Cloud 

and Cvetkovich were making different arguments their attention to the private and 

ultimately gendered nature of sexual violence is evidence enough of its therapeutic 

character. 

The second gendered element of therapeutic rhetoric, and in particular, the 

“discourse of doubt” is the way it delegitimized Jackie’s anger. According to Cloud, 

“women’s anger at, rebelliousness against, or victimization by an oppressive gender 

system is often translated in the dominant culture in terms of madness.”267 There is no 

such thing as the neutral presentation of an account or testimony. For survivors like 

Jackie, however, dominant social values map onto and greatly inhibit the “the 

development of an unmediated and oppositional survivor discourse.”268 As Janice Haaken 

explained, the therapeutic function of classifying women’s trauma discourse as mad was 

frequently evidenced with this larger historical trend. “But just as the medieval clerics’ 

search for the mark of the devil on a woman’s body said more about the preoccupations 

and anxieties of the male inquisitors than it did about the women, ‘witches,’” so too did 

the emphasis on survivors’ supposed hysteria reflect larger societal insecurities.269 It is 

safer for those in power to conceptualize and treat women’s testimonies of sexual 
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violence as abnormal, or as evidence of only one person’s mania when the alternative is 

recognition of the pervasive and structural nature of sexual violence.  

This therapeutic coding of survivors’ experience as madness can be seen 

throughout both “A Rape on Campus,” and the public debates that followed. For 

example, in “A Rape on Campus,” Erdely’s described the interaction between Jackie and 

her then-friend, Cindy as follows: 

Their other two friends, however, weren’t convinced. “Is that such a good 

idea?” she recalls Cindy asking. “Her reputation will be shot for the next 

four years.”…Detached, Jackie listened as Cindy prevailed over the group: 

“She’s gonna be the girl who cried ‘rape,’ and we’ll never be allowed into 

any frat party again.270 

  

 Cindy didn’t explicitly call Jackie “crazy” or “hysterical.” The underlying 

meaning of her statement, however, registered far differently. In this part of Jackie’s 

account, she has just called her friends to pick her up from the fraternity house. Yet in the 

heat of the moment, Cindy’s first reaction was not to “get [Jackie] to the hospital,” as 

their friend, Randall suggested.271 Instead, her reaction was to suggest that Jackie was 

overreacting and crying wolf—in this case, the “girl who cried rape.”272 Cindy not only 

framed Jackie’s feelings as an overreaction generally, but in particular, highlighted the 

irrationality of speaking out with such high costs to their reputations on the line. 

 Jackie was unable to avoid the perception of madness whether she performed her 

survivor status in an active or passive manner. In early sections of “A Rape on Campus,” 

when Jackie was represented more passively, she was frequently described as “frightened 

and withdrawn,” or as standing “mute.”273 Although Cindy construed Jackie’s discontent 

as just a case of her “be[ing] a baby,” when Jackie becomes an anti-sexual violence 

advocate later in “A Rape on Campus,” her concerns are also treated as an overreaction. 
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When explaining the importance of speaking out to one of her roommates, Jackie 

explains that her response wasn’t concern, merely whether or not Jackie wanted to “be 

responsible for something that’s gonna paint UVA in a bad light?”274 Jackie’s roommate, 

like Cindy, also didn’t use the language of madness. But by juxtaposing Jackie’s activism 

with the potential consequences, however, the intention of her comments is quite clear. 

Regardless of how Jackie presented her discomfort her actions were still inappropriate or 

deviant. As Orgad summarized the public perception of survivors: “survivorship is 

legitimate and desirable as long as it is devoid of anger or criticism, as long as agency is 

directed to harmonious and peaceful activities.”275 In terms of the gendered dynamic of 

the “discourse of doubt,” nowhere was this more clear than in the way others regarded 

Jackie as the credibility of her survivor status fluctuated.   

 In a more general sense, the presence of these three rape myths within “A Rape on 

Campus” reflects a wider manifestation of problematic beliefs about sexual violence 

within the wider public sphere. As my examination of “A Rape on Campus” shows, the 

differences in burdens of presumed guilt between survivors and assailants are significant. 

Because of cultural presumptions and enthymematic beliefs, examining “A Rape on 

Campus” for the demarcations of what signaled Jackie’s account as credible or untrue, 

speaks volumes about the current order of power relations. 
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Conclusion—Deconstructing the “Discourse of Doubt” and Beyond  

 The therapeutic operation of the “discourse of doubt” as a response to accounts of 

sexual violence must be rhetorically challenged as a method of disrupting its problematic 

and violent nature.  According to Alcoff and Gray,  “we must develop and identify 

methods and forums in which their expression can actualize the subversive potential of 

survivor outrage.”276 But given the dominant configuration of power relations dictating 

standards of believability for survivors, what manners of expression are left? In this 

thesis, I argued for a critical examination of how the “discourse of doubt” operated in “A 

Rape on Campus” to reveal its enthymematic foundations. By examining the “discourse 

of doubt” as it manifested in “A Rape on Campus,” rhetoricians can develop strategies 

for denaturalizing the tacit connection between accounts of violence and presumed 

falsehood.  As Cloud suggests, the so-called “antidote to a therapeutic society” does not 

come from simply encouraging more speech.277 Instead, rhetoricians should seek to 

reveal the collective enthymematic values responsible for the political and cultural 

structures that simultaneously enable and deny sexual violence.  

How rhetoricians should work to reveal these enthymematic structures, however, 

is far less clear. Many scholars of survivor speech agree that the goal of politics should 

ultimately be the creation of environments that are safe for the survivors involved. Where 

many people disagree, is on what habits should be formed instead. For example, Alcoff 

and Gray argue for the development of collectively responsible politics. As an example, 

they offered an effort by students at Brown University in the early 1990s to anonymously 

write lists of accused rapists on bathroom walls all over campus as an ideal performative 

politics.278 The disruption caused by this act was disproportionately large. As they 
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explained, “custodians were instructed (in some cases against their wishes) to erase the 

lists as soon as they appeared” and yet “the lists kept reappearing, and grew from ten 

names to about thirty.”279 Although there was already a sanctioned way survivors were 

encouraged to share their narratives, by creating an alternative discursive display, the 

students drew attention not only to the issue of campus sexual assault, but also the 

ineffectiveness of formal and performatively sanctioned channels.  

For other scholars, however, collective politics has far more to do with the types 

of discourses that are promoted as a replacement for problematic habits of thinking and 

speaking. As Haaken argued, there is not only a need to delegitimize current discourse 

but also to produce something different in its wake. “We need to claim as much cultural 

space as we can for meaningful debate,” she explained, “for exploring ambiguities and 

uncertainties that emerge as women struggle to find their own voices, past and 

present.”280 Similarly, Cloud supported the need for greater public engagement. She 

argued that as “critical scholars,” we have “an obligation to find diverse audiences and 

for a for our work, articulated in accessible language and designed to encourage not only 

more talk but also collective public action for social change.”281 In both of these 

accounts, collective action is premised not only on expanding the focus of inquiries to 

include structural questions, but also ensuring equal access to a variety of individuals.   

 Although both of these approaches are valuable, I explore a third way: the act of 

rhetorical criticism as a method for revealing the enthymematic structures that tacitly 

support sexual violence and the reflexive disbelief of survivors. I agree with Heberle 

when she suggests that the issue with our current politics of resistance is that we 

individualize the problem of sexual violence and address only its effects. As a result, we 
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accept the idea of “a monolithic reality” of violence where “it could happen to us” more 

readily than we believe that the eradication of enabling structures is possible.282 By 

leaving unchallenged the tacit associations between survivor narratives and markers of 

truthfulness, paradoxical burdens of performance continue to be naturalized. In her own 

Master’s thesis, AnnaMarie Ruffino echoed this call—albeit in response to a different, 

more visual contextualization of survivors’ speech. She noted, that rhetoricians shouldn’t 

continue to repeat and uphold these tacit belief structures that manifest in the structural 

perpetuation of sexual violence. Instead, she argued, “we need to focus our energies 

toward problematizing representation itself and work toward a political subversion of 

such representations, in order to generate modes of resistance.”283  That has been the goal 

of my work, and what I hope demonstrates the viability of future rhetorical research. 

Nancy Worthington outlined a useful model for conducting this work in her 

article, “Negotiating News Representations of Rape: Reporting on a College Sexual 

Assault Scandal.” In this piece, Worthington argued for the reform of reporting practices 

in coverage of campus sexual violence stories.284 By focusing on the “interplay between 

structural constraints and human agency,” Worthington hoped to “illuminate openings for 

journalists and activists interested in reforming sexual assault news.”285 Instead of 

focusing on the media reaction to one scandal, Worthington examined the reactions of a 

local news station to campus sexual violence incidents over the course of five years.  

Over a five-year period, Worthington found that only nine stories were produced 

covering issues of campus sexual violence in the area. Examining these nine stories, 

Worthington concluded there were three themes that when deployed correctly helped 

mitigate problematic frames. These three effective themes were that: “(1) male students 
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who perpetrated sexual assault against female students were inadequately punished; (2) 

administrators covered up the incidence of assault on campus to protect the college’s 

public image; and (3) the college administrators mishandled the response to the 

assaults.”286 According to Worthington, these frames avoid the predominant 

“virgin/whore dichotomy” by shifting the burden of representation for the audience.287 

Instead of positioning coverage as a referendum on the survivor’s behavior, these frames 

flip the script and make the institutions culpable for structural failures in campus culture 

and policies.  

Worthington’s work is structured from the perspective of altering journalistic 

practices, yet her choice of forums and critical methods have much to do with her 

communicative focus. In the final section of this article, Worthington emphasized the 

importance of public communicative agents who are tasked with presenting stories of 

gender violence to do so in the least harmful way possible. “[E]ven under the constraints 

of profit-oriented news conglomerates,” she wrote, “individual journalists may find 

opportunities to exercise agency in ways that can produce progressive news 

representations.”288 This same challenge can be issued to those in the discipline of 

Communication producing public scholarship on campus sexual violence. Even within 

the context of larger institutions, the ability for individual agents to make responsible 

decisions about how they represent survivor speech and gender violence can be 

significant.  

 Thus far, anti-sexual violence advocates have encouraged greater survivor speech 

as a political strategy for challenging a system that is designed to delegitimize them, 

instead of challenging the problematic beliefs, which structure that reality. Advocates 
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have called for survivors to bring forth more truth of their experiences—to testify, before 

a reflexively disbelieving public—in the hopes that those people, who hold suspicions 

about survivors they don’t even, realize they have, will finally change their minds. So 

long as the focus of rhetorical criticism remains on interrogating the subject position of 

survivors themselves only small advances will be made in altering public discursive 

habits. Although there are valuable and empowering results to consciousness-raising 

work both within and outside the academy, there is still more work to be done. I argue 

critical attention must be shifted from interrogating whether or not certain individuals 

“rightly” qualify for survivor status. My analysis is clearly only the beginning of this 

project. 

 The lack of a singular, “magic bullet” solution to the problem of sexual violence 

and the “discourse of doubt” represents the strength of my work. By refusing to dictate a 

monolithic “solution” to sexual violence, my model of rhetorical criticism instead opens 

space for the discussion of a multiplicity of unique instances of survivor speech. By 

deconstruction the appearance of the “discourse of doubt” through its three dominant rape 

myths in “A Rape on Campus,” I argue that I have created a different starting point for 

discussion. Only by continuing this critical deconstruction of the “discourse of doubt” as 

it manifests in both academia and popular belief, can further opportunities be created for 

the formation of new enthymematic models within public discourse about sexual 

violence.  
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