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By Mohadesa Najumi
Many people object to the phrase “rape culture.”
They don’t understand how a culture as civilized
as ours can be defined by a force as destructive as
rape. They deem it an overstatement, an “overanalysis” by angry bra-burning feminists. Some
even consider it an oxymoron. And others quite
simply don’t understand the term.
Rape culture is the condoning and normalizing of
physical, emotional and sexual terrorism against women and girls and marginalized subjects. It is
the production and maintenance of an environment where sexual assault is so normative that
people ultimately believe that rape is inevitable.
Society operates formally and informally based on attitudes, beliefs, customs and rituals that
members agree are acceptable and normal. Rape is embedded in our culture through our collective
beliefs and this has rendered sexual violence acceptable and normal. Rather than viewing the
culture of rape as a problem that needs changing, people in a rape culture consider its persistence
as “just the way things are.”
We’ve accepted rape as part of our society and allocated gender roles only aid in exasperating this.
How do we normalize rape? Professor Lynn Phillips answers this question very well: “Everywhere
you turn there’s condoning, trivializing, and eroticizing rape, and collectively it sets a tone that says
this is no big deal, or this is what women deserve.” A common misconception is that we have to
agree with rape in order to be a part of a rape culture. This is not true. We do not need to give
consent to be a part of a rape culture. We already live in one. Rape culture is not necessarily about
you accommodating or agreeing to an actual rape. It’s about participating in a culture that says
“rape is no big deal” via various communicative mediums such as media, advertising, law, jokes, TV,
film, etc., and not calling it out and resisting it.
This is most easily revealed in the ways that the language of rape culture exists in everyday
conversation; trending social media topics like “the rape sloth;” meme “jokes” like “Oh you don’t
want sex? Challenge Accepted,” and even “I’ve got a dick and a knife, at least one of them is going
inside of you tonight;” popular phrases like “I raped that test;” and movies where entire plots revolve
around teenage boys wanting to throw a party so they can get girls drunk and have sex with them
(i.e. American Pie).
Hip Hop artist Rick Ross recently rapped a verse on the Rocko song U.O.E.N.O that not only
condoned rape but encouraged listeners to engage in date rape. He boasted,
Put molly all in her champagne, she ain’t even know it. I took her home and I
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enjoyed that, she ain’t even know it.
The line preceding Ross’s line, “she ain’t even know it,” explicitly engages slipping a well known
date rape drug, MDMA, also known as “Molly,” into a girls’ champagne glass. In this song,
regardless of apology or intention, Ross is advocating date rape through drugging women. There is
no consent here, and no consent=rape. Such examples have a universal impact on how we view
rape and sexual violence.
The synthesis between rape and culture is created through social customs and relations, politics,
religion, advertising, entertainment, media, etc., which too often sexualizes violence, blames
victims, and propagates myths about race, gender, class and sexual assault. In rape culture, we
often take responsibility away from rapists by saying things like “maybe she could have taken
precautions to ensure the sexual assault didn’t happen?” or teaching that because a woman wasn’t
modestly dressed or drunk, she deserved the rape a little bit more than others. This is wrong.
Rape prevention must focus on eliminating the conditions in society that make women easy targets
for it. Victim control or rapist control alone are not effective. Victim control teaches women that they
are rape-able and that it’s their job to avoid rape. However, this is not only sexist, it doesn’t reduce
the threat of rape. Furthermore, rape cannot always be avoided, no matter what precautions the
woman takes. Social training and gender constructs exasperate the rape culture that we live in.
Men are taught to be powerful and macho and women are taught to be victims–who need saving.
Rape can be viewed as a means of control over women. A strategy for eliminating women’s
vulnerability to rape involves altering the power relationship between women and men. This would
require eliminating the erroneous gender constructs that facilitate this imbalance. Some women are
reluctant to challenge men’s offensive behavior because of their social conditioning (i.e. it’s not
proper to “make a scene”). And frequently, women psychologically distance themselves from the
issue of rape and from each other by adopting the attitude that “It can’t happen to me,” or that “Only
immoral women are raped.”
So, what can we do to help change this?
1. Interrupt jokes that are sexist/misogynistic and make rape an issue. Laughing or saying
nothing when someone tells one of these jokes normalizes rape and sexual violence
against women.
2. Write a letter to the editor or producer if media coverage of sexual assault is disrespectful,
objectifying, or victim-blaming.
3. E-mail complaints and concerns to advertising agencies, magazines, broadcasting
companies, and newspapers who participate in the production of images that degrade
minorities or glorify violence.
4. E-mail compliments to artists and public personalities who publicly take a stance against
rape.
5. Refuse to buy products whose advertisements promote the notion that women should or do
get sexual pleasure from being dominated against in any way–without consent.
6. Engage male allies. Explain that rape is not simply a woman’s issue, and that men play a
key role in stopping rape.
7. Help dispel some commonly held rape myths.
8. Make rape culture known to everyone around you–friends, family and colleagues. The more
people that know about it, the more chances we have to rid our society of its destructive
force.
9. Continue to educate yourself about rape culture by reading books, such as Transforming a
Rape Culture by Emilie Buchwald, Pamela Fletcher, and Martha Roth or by watching
documentaries such as Rape Culture.
_________________________________________________
Mohadesa Najumi is a History and Politics Undergraduate and a
passionate feminist. Originally from Kabul, Afghanistan Mohadesa
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