Media matters: How traditional and new media have shaped our attitudes about rape and sexual assault victims.
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The year was 1991 and rape and its victims had captured the attention of our national media. 

In April the cover story for Newsweek, “Victims of Rape,” raised important questions about why the stigma surrounding sexual violence remained so powerful.  In June Time weighed in with a cover feature of its own.  “Date Rape” was the magazine’s entrée into what they called “an emotional national debate” on the subject of non-stranger sexual violence.  That same month, HBO premiered Rape: Cries from the Heartland, a documentary filmed at the Rape Crisis Center in Memphis, which told the stories of seven victims of rape ranging in age from eight to seventy-two years old.  During that spring every major news outlet featured a story — or stories — on rape and sexual violence.  

A confluence of public events had contributed to the national media attention suddenly being paid to rape.  In March of 1991 William Kennedy Smith had been accused of raping a young woman at his family’s Palm Beach compound (a crime for which he was acquitted).  Senator Joseph Biden, then Chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, released a report showing that there were more reported rapes in the United States in 1990 than ever before, publicly noting that rape “had reached epidemic proportions” in the United States.  And in April of that same year, the United States Supreme Court waded into the national discussion with a 7-2 ruling that protected victims from being harassed on the witness stand with questions about their sexual history.  
The Justices, in their first decision on “rape shield laws,” asserted that an accused rapist could not present evidence about a previous sexual relationship with the victim unless he notified the court well in advance.  Writing for the majority, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor asserted, “Rape victims deserve heightened protection against surprise, harassment, and unnecessary invasion of privacy.”  O’Connor’s written decision pertained to the world within the courtroom, not outside of it.  But it is difficult to read her words today – seventeen years later – without experiencing a regretful chill from the knowledge that such protections for rape survivors are rarely realized in the law and are nearly non-existent in much of our popular and public discourse about rape and abuse.  It is also difficult to imagine our two major weeklies, Time and Newsweek, running substantive cover stories on rape and sexual violence at this particular cultural moment. 
This may be indicative of a prevailing media mindset – it’s only news if it’s “new.”  In 1991, the idea that non-consensual sex between two people with even a passing familiarity with one another could be legally or morally defined as rape certainly constituted “news” for many Americans.  But the current state of free and paid media representations of rape and sexual violence also illuminates the idea that, while more Americans than ever are familiar with the rhetoric of the rape crisis movement (“no means no,” “take back the night,” “I’m a survivor, not a victim”), relatively few in contemporary America seem to view the prevalence of rape as a public health or civil rights crisis.  It has instead been deemed a “feminist issue” – which of course is also true – but one so-called average Americans seem disengaged from and at times skeptical about. 

Put another way, rape has become a “backdrop issue,” one that too often fails to call the culture to anger or action. The problem does not so much seem to be that Americans don’t believe that unwanted or non-consensual sex occurs, but rather that they see such sex as part of the new (or, more accurately, decades old) norm in male-female relations - a symptom of our sexually sophisticated age instead of a crime of devastating consequence.  Rape is talked of more openly today than it was two decades ago, but much of what is being said blames victims for the damage done to them, claims that rape is not a large scale social problem, or posits that accusations of rape often spring from miscommunication, as evidenced by the media’s fascination with “Gray Rape,” a category that does not legally – and cannot actually – exist. 

When gender conscious comedian Sarah Silverman recently joked “I was raped by a doctor – which is so bittersweet for a Jewish girl,” she unwittingly (or wittingly, depending on one’s notions about satire or Sarah Silverman’s savviness) underscored the widely held belief that rape at the hands of a “good” man is in a category all its own.  The underlying premise here, quite widespread in popular belief, is that “non-consensual” sex is so weighted by extenuating circumstances or complex relationships that deeming it criminal is risky. But risky for whom?  

How did we get here from there? 

In 1982-83 in a “shock to the legal establishment” the prominent legal scholar Catherine A. MacKinnon, writing for Signs, a feminist journal published by the University of Chicago Press, said that “the law sees and treats women the way men see and treat women.  Rape is only an injury from women’s point of view.  It is only a crime from the male point of view, explicitly including that of the accused.  Thus is the crime of rape defined and adjudicated from the male standpoint.”  Put in simpler terms:  rape law sees women as the accused rapist sees women.  

Legal theorists may debate whether, twenty-five years after, MacKinnon’s characterization of the law would still be accurate.  But much of the social dynamic that gave rise to her concern has persisted: incidents of sexual assault can still, without exaggeration, be labeled an “epidemic”; reporting by victims of sexual assault remains well below the average for reporting on crimes overall; prosecution and conviction rates remain astonishingly low; and victims’ civil rights are virtually unassured. 
What also seems inarguable is that MacKinnon’s now twenty-five year old thesis about the law could at times be applied to our contemporary media, which too often sees the accuser through the eyes of the accused: as less than credible or worthy of dismissal, as somehow - because of “poor choices” made or inherent weakness - deserving of the violence that has been done to her. 

Conventional wisdom holds that widespread media coverage of just a few high-profile cases involving charges of rape - perhaps most notably the events at Duke University and the Kobe Bryant rape trial - have had a devastating effect on contemporary attitudes about rape victims.  Indeed, the stakes for those who come forward with charges of rape are higher than ever, not only in the courtroom but in the court of public opinion, as defense attorneys, supported by publicists and media advisors, furiously sow seeds of doubt in the media, presumably hoping that such seeds will generate anti-victim suspicions in the courtroom. 

Of course, there is nothing new about “victim blaming” media coverage. In fact, William Kennedy Smith’s accuser was the subject of a 1991 article in New York Times that revealed her name and laid out irrelevant and in several cases merely rumorous details of her background. What is different today is that defense or media-driven attempts to discredit victims will be picked up, amplified, and endlessly recycled in the online world.  The consequence for individual victims, and our movement, has been devastating.   

New media, new rules:  Where we are now 

The media landscape has changed radically in recent years (in fact, it has changed in recent months and even weeks).  We live in the age of YouTube, blast-emails, real-time blogging, incessant “BlackBerrying,” ever-changing Wikipedia definitions, and twittering.  The abundance of simplistically partisan websites that prefer rumor to fact, and sensation to substance, is contributing to the viral spread of misinformation about rape and sexual violence.  In a July 28, 2008 Newsweek essay on our new media landscape, Jonathan Alter noted “After a decade of waiting for the first ‘Intenet Election’ it’s finally here, and we’re adrift from all of the old-media moorings. Today, we’re all press lords, or can be.  But the ‘crowd sourcing’ of news … can coarsen, spread lies and degrade the national conversation.”  

Such a mutation of the media landscape has posed particular challenges for our movement, which has failed to invest adequately in winning what we might call the “message wars,” even in the more traditional forms of media.  If an investment in direct services, legal reform, and victim advocacy have been critical in the first wave of the anti sexual violence movement, then a large scale investment in communications is a must have – not a “nice to have” – in our second wave if we seek to change public attitudes about rape and its victims.    

Too many of our past efforts have been uncoordinated and poorly (or unprofessionally) conceived.  Little attention has been paid to messaging in the online world.  In fairness, resources are limited within our movement, and the immediate legal and practical needs of survivors are great.  But our failure to give higher priority to strategic communications, and to invest accordingly, has had implications for legal reform, victim services, and public attitudes at large.  We cannot change the culture of rape we live in without changing our communications model.  

Forging alliances with communications companies and media or public relations professionals is critical if our goal is to shape and not merely respond to the media.  Finding new ways to partner with those guiding and creating other forms of media — including advertising, marketing, music, and television — is also important.    

If we take the position that the media too often fails to “get it right” as regards sexual violence, we need to create new media outlets that we, and not others, will own and govern.  Voicesandfaces.org, a virtual introduction to survivors and their stories, is one such media vehicle.  It was built through a private-public sector partnership, with content created by – and for – sexual violence survivors.   The millions of hits the site has received underscore the power of encountering real survivors, and hearing their stories.  The possibilities for such storytelling are great in our new media environment.  But proceeding with care is essential because those who come forward with testimony face new risks in the new media world.

Every survivor’s voice matters and survivor testimony is the lifeblood of our movement.  But every survivor is not ready, willing, or trained to go public, particularly under the harsh and eternal glare of the online media.  A single and impassioned voice can be a political force for cultural change, but none of us is well served when a spokesperson is thrust into the spotlight without adequate support and without training that enables her to speak to the issue of sexual violence in both personal and political terms.  A greater investment in media training for survivor-spokespersons is not only the smart thing to do, it is the ethical thing to do when one considers the unique challenges survivors who “go public” face. 

We must also consider questions of diversity and inclusion in our movement, recognizing that too often it has been “good victims” (white/privileged/raped by a stranger) who have captured the attention of the media. It is time – in fact, long past due – that we develop more effective media strategies for inclusion and representation.  A solid communications strategy must be informed by a true commitment to diversity. 

Disavowing the victim

Although troubling attitudes about rape and its victims are being amplified in the 24/7 world of the blogosphere, identifying “ground zero” for such attitudes is a complex business. The role that the law, the patriarchy, and traditional religious attitudes about women and sexuality have played in shaping prevailing media and public attitudes has been well explored by other writers.  But questions of how our use and misuse of language has contributed to our victim-blaming discourse have not been as carefully considered. 
“Stop playing the victim,” Dr. Phil frequently declares to those patient-guests who seek his televised advice.  Usually what he means by this phrase is “stop making excuses and own up to the truth about yourself.”  Even though Dr. Phil’s scolding makes a mockery of standard therapeutic etiquette, statements such as “Stop making excuses” or “Are you telling the whole story?” might effectively call someone on such behavior.  

Yet the phrase “playing the victim” — which is not Dr. Phil’s alone, but has become a kind of contemporary jargon featured on shows as disparate as The L Word and Everybody Loves Raymond — suggests a larger scale discomfort with the very idea of the victim.  This discomfort has obvious implications for our efforts on behalf of victims of sexual violence.   Terms originally coded as sociological inquiry — such as “victimology,” “victimhood,” and even “victimization” — have come to be used in the media, and by the public at large, as descriptors for a cultural mindset, usually cast as liberal, that perceives victims in every corner of society.

Such language stems from a long history of Western individualist thought.  Our discomfort with the word and in fact the very idea of "victimhood" has created a cultural environment in which sexual violence victims are often blamed and shamed for the violence they have experienced.  The current state of much media coverage — and the law — reflects such attitudes. 

Rethinking our use of language


Our movement’s preference for the term “survivor” — instead of “victim” — is both a symptom of and contributor to our culture’s conflicted feelings about and representations of those who have been sexually violated.  The anxiety seems to be that being called a victim might lead to victimhood as a permanent condition.  Such a rhetorical insistence takes its cue from the broader culture, which remains uncomfortable with victims of rape and sexual assault.  But the therapeutic practicality that might arise from the imperative to help women heal by limiting the possibility that they will be culturally stigmatized may also, if only accidentally, reinforce prejudices about victims of sexual violence.

Language — in the culture, in the law, and in the media — matters.  Its precise use is not only critical during a trial but in all areas of public discourse.  The admirable instinct to use language to empower victims has too often given way to a discomfort with words that have important meanings. If one has been raped or sexually violated, one has indeed been victimized.  When a victim of such violence has the courage to press charges, ought we to deem the use of the word “accuser” as inappropriate in describing that victim?  We think not. 

Using language carefully is critical if we are to bring about a change in public attitudes.  And using language strategically when speaking to the public or the media is just as important.  Rape is a social justice and civil rights issue; and challenging the rape culture we live in is critical for those of us who consider ourselves feminist.  But in our public statements and pronouncements we have at times missed the opportunity to use words that will effectively reach the mainstream, relying instead on terms esoteric to our movement that may not resonate with average Americans.   Re-thinking our use of language can re-energize our public discourse.   
The challenge posed by high profile cases

Whatever the specifics surrounding the events at Duke University or the Kobe Bryant trial, this truth seems self-evident:  victim advocates were outspent, outthought, and outnumbered by defense teams that effectively challenged both individual accusers and basic notions of what it means to be a victim.  That such tactics were deeply damaging to the accuser in each case is obvious.  But because a critical component of the defense campaigns in each of these cases involved fueling general myths about rape and its victims, our movement itself was in a very real sense put on trial.  Such tactics demanded a careful and coordinated response from the anti- sexual assault movement.   Too often, we did not provide such a response.

As advocates, our first job is to believe and respect the victim.  But when we talk about a high-profile case in the media we need to talk less about the specifics of that case and more about what we see on a larger scale, including the blaming and shaming of all who come forward with rape charges.  Then we need to articulate why such attitudes inhibit the public safety of all of us.  When specific cases are tried in the court of public opinion we cannot — must not — weigh in without facts. 

Put another way, rape is a systemic problem that will not be solved by a single guilty verdict and cannot be deemed illegitimate by a not-guilty verdict.  The art of talking about individual cases in a way that respects the victim or accuser involved in the case while at the same time advancing a big-picture agenda is one that few of us have mastered. Yet in the world of the blogosphere — where our public statements about rape and abuse will be challenged, fact-checked, and picked up and recycled endlessly — we must be more careful than ever about how, when, and where we weigh in. We must also be scrupulous in our use of data. We need to continue to speak out loudly when high profile cases emerge.  It is imperative that we show great care and compassion when speaking on behalf of, or about, victims of sexual violence.  But we must also speak precisely in those spaces, unless we are willing to cede the discussion to those who have a vested professional and economic interest in fueling damaging myths about rape and its victims. 
Exploring new ways to engage online and offline writers and editors in a conversation about their coverage of sexual violence is also important.  We need to challenge unfair coverage (and reward responsible coverage) with a strong response, weighing in through “letter to the editor campaigns” and online posts.  It is also critical that we not allow “the perfect to be the enemy of the good” as we consider the merits of coverage and respond to individual journalists.  Most journalists are not advocates (we should not want them to be).  They cannot reasonably be expected to write from the advocate perspective. What we do want from them — and should demand — is work that shows a real understanding of rape and the damage it does to its victims, families and communities.  A more active, and respectful, engagement with the media can lead to such an understanding.   

Moving forward

We believe that an often-ignored aspect of civic engagement, particularly in our present cultural moment, is the importance of understanding those outside of our own ideological or professional spheres, and finding creative and strategic ways to reach them.  We must meet others where they are, and through thought, action, and strong moral persuasion bring them to where we wish them to be.   

We have often said, in our work on behalf of sexual violence survivors through The Voices and Faces Project, that the enemy of change is silence.  But in examining and thinking comprehensively about how the media influences our collective quality of life, we have come to conclude that helping to break the silence about sexual violence is in fact only the beginning.  Speaking out is not enough if our voices are not heard and received broadly, if our stories are not told responsibly, in the right ways and places.  It is time for those of us who care deeply about the victims of sexual violence to find new ways to shape and not merely respond after the fact to the media.  An investment in strategic communications on a large scale is critical if we seek to change attitudes in the courtroom and in the culture.  
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