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College certainly is a varied experience: challenging with its many assign-
ments, higher academic standards, and new vocabularies; frustrating, when
concepts don’t seem to sink in and instructors seem too demanding; fulfilling,
with the satisfactions that come from forming new friendships and the sense
of accomplishment that comes with passing courses and mastering new ideas;
and, at the end, threatening, when the world of work and careers looms and,
by comparison, college life suddenly appears so comfortable and inviting.

On many campuses, fraternities are part of college life, a welcome
respite from onerous classroom demands. They provide friendships, fun, and
an escape from responsibilities with like-minded, compatible people who
share your sentiments. In some cases, bonds forged in fraternities become
significant foundations for successful careers. Some fraternities have a
darker side, however; a definition of masculinity that includes a calculated
exploitation that destroys people. Not all fraternities are the same, though,
and this selection exposes cultural elements that minimize or maximize the
exploitation of women.

Date rape and acquaintance rape on college campuses are topics of
concern to both researchers and college administrators. . . .

Although considerable attention focuses on the incidence of rape, we know
relatively little about the context or the rape culture surrounding date [and]
acquaintance rape. Rape culture is a set of values and beliefs that provide[s]
an environment conducive to rape. The term applies to a generic culture
surrounding and promoting rape, not the specific settings in which rape is
likely to occur. We believe that the specific settings also are important in
defining relationships between men and women.

Some have argued that fraternities are places where rape is likely to
occur on college campuses and that the students most likely to accept rape
myths and be more sexually aggressive are more likely to live in fraternities
and sororities, consume higher doses of alcohol and drugs, and place a
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higher value on social life at college. Others suggest that sexual aggression is
learned in settings such as fraternities and is not part of predispositions
or preexisting attitudes. To prevent further incidences of rape on college
campuses, we need to understand what it is about fraternities in particular
and college life in general that may contribute to the maintenance of a rape
culture on college campuses.

Our approach is to identify the social contexts that link fraternities to
campus rape and promote a rape culture. Instead of assuming that all
fraternities provide an environment conducive to rape, we compare the
interactions of men and women at fraternities identified on campus as
being especially dangerous places for women, where the likelihood of rape
is high, to those seen as safer places, where the perceived probability of rape
occurring is lower. . .

� Method

We observed social interactions between men and women at a private
coeducational school in which a high percentage (49.4 percent) of students
affiliate with Greek organizations. The university has an undergraduate popu-
lation of approximately 4,500 students, just more than one third of whom are
women; the students are primarily from upper-middle-class families. . . .

We used a variety of data collection approaches: observations of
interactions between men and women at fraternity parties and bars, formal
interviews, and informal conversations. The first author, a former under-
graduate at this school and a graduate student at the time of the study,
collected the data. She knew about the social life at the school and had estab-
lished rapport and trust between herself and undergraduate students as a
teaching assistant in a human sexuality course.

. . . In our study, 40 women students identified fraternities that they
considered to be high risk, or to have more sexually aggressive members and
higher incidence of rape, as well as fraternities that they considered to be safe
houses. The women represented all four years of undergraduate college and
different living groups (sororities residence halls, and off-campus housing).
Observations focused on the four fraternities named most often by these
women as high-risk houses and the four identified as low-risk houses.

Throughout the spring semester, the first author observed at two frater-
nity parties each weekend at two different houses (fraternities could have
parties only on weekends at this campus). . . . The observer focused on the
social context as well as interaction among participants at each setting. In
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terms of social context, she observed the following: ratio of men to women,
physical setting such as the party decor and theme, use and control of
alcohol and level of intoxication, and explicit and implicit norms. She noted
interactions between men and women (i.e., physical contact, conversational
style, use of jokes) and the relations among men (i.e., their treatment of
pledges and other men at fraternity parties). . . .

� Results

The Settings

Fraternity Parties We observed several differences in the quality of the
interaction of men and women at parties at high-risk fraternities compared
to those at low-risk houses. A typical party at a low-risk house included an
equal number of women and men. The social atmosphere was friendly, with
considerable interaction between women and men. Men and women danced
in groups and in couples, with many of the couples kissing and displaying
affection, toward each other. Brothers explained that, because many of the
men in these houses had girlfriends, it was normal to see couples kissing on
the dance floor. Coed groups engaged in conversations at many of these
houses, with women and men engaging in friendly exchanges, giving the
impression that they knew each other well. Almost no cursing and yelling
was observed at parties in low-risk houses; when pushing occurred, the
participants apologized. Respect for women extended to the women’s bath-
rooms, which were clean and well supplied.

At high-risk houses, parties typically had skewed gender ratios, some-
times involving more men and other times involving more women. Gender
segregation also was evident at these parties, with the men on one side of a
room or in the bar drinking while women gathered in another area. Men
treated women differently in the high-risk houses. The women’s bathrooms
in the high-risk houses were filthy, including clogged toilets and vomit in
the sinks. When a brother was told of the mess in the bathroom at a high-
risk house, he replied, “Good, maybe some of these beer wenches will leave
so there will be more beer for us.”

Men attending parties at high-risk houses treated women less respect-
fully, engaging in jokes, conversations, and behaviors that degraded women.
Men made a display of assessing women’s bodies and rated them with
thumbs up or thumbs down for the other men in the sight of the women.
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One man attending a party at a high-risk fraternity said to another, “Did you
know that this week is Women’s Awareness Week? I guess that means we
get to abuse them more this week.” Men behaved more crudely at parties at
high-risk houses. At one party, a brother dropped his pants, including his
underwear, while dancing in front of several women. Another brother slid
across the dance floor completely naked.

The atmosphere at parties in high-risk fraternities was less friendly over-
all. With the exception of greetings, men and women rarely smiled or
laughed and spoke to each other less often than was the case at parties in
low-risk houses. The few one-on-one conversations between women and
men appeared to be strictly flirtatious (lots of eye contact, touching, and very
close talking). It was rare to see a group of men and women together talk-
ing. Men were openly hostile, which made the high-risk parties seem almost
threatening at times. For example, there was a lot of touching, pushing,
profanity, and name calling, some done by women.

Students at parties at the high-risk houses seemed self-conscious and
aware of the presence of members of the opposite sex, an awareness that was
sexually charged. Dancing early in the evening was usually between women.
Close to midnight, the sex ratio began to balance out with the arrival of more
men or more women. Couples began to dance together but in a sexual way
(close dancing with lots of pelvic thrusts). Men tried to pick up women
using lines such as “Want to see my fish tank?” and “Let’s go upstairs so that
we can talk; I can’t hear what you’re saying in here.”

Although many of the same people who attended high-risk parties also
attended low-risk parties, their behavior changed as they moved from
setting to setting. Group norms differed across contexts as well. At a party
that was held jointly at a low-risk house with a high-risk fraternity, the
ambience was that of a party at a high-risk fraternity with heavier drinking,
less dancing, and fewer conversations between women and men. The men
from both high- and low-risk fraternities were very aggressive; a fight broke
out, and there was pushing and shoving on the dance floor and in general.

As others have found, fraternity brothers at high-risk houses on this
campus told about routinely discussing their sexual exploits at breakfast the
morning after parties and sometimes at house meetings. During these
sessions, the brothers we interviewed said that men bragged about what they
did the night before with stories of sexual conquests often told by the same
men, usually sophomores. The women involved in these exploits were
women they did not know or knew but did not respect, or faceless victims.
Men usually treated girlfriends with respect and did not talk about them in
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these storytelling sessions. Men from low-risk houses, however, did not
describe similar sessions in their houses. . . .

Gender Relations

Relations between women and men are shaped by the contexts in which
they meet and interact. As is the case on other college campuses, hooking up
has replaced dating on this campus, and fraternities are places where many
students hook up. Hooking up is a loosely applied term on college campuses
that had different meanings for men and women on this campus.

Most men defined hooking up similarly. One man said it was something
that happens

when you are really drunk and meet up with a woman you sort of know,
or possibly don’t know at all and don’t care about. You go home with her
with the intention of getting as much sexual, physical pleasure as she’ll give
you, which can range anywhere from kissing to intercourse, without any
strings attached.

The exception to this rule is when men hook up with women they admire. Men
said they are less likely to press for sexual activity with someone they know and
like because they want the relationship to continue and be based on respect.

Women’s version of hooking up differed. Women said they hook up
only with men they cared about and described hooking up as kissing and
petting but not sexual intercourse. Many women said that hooking up was
disappointing because they wanted longer-term relationships. First-year
women students realized quickly that hook-ups were usually one-night
stands with no strings attached, but many continued to hook up because
they had few opportunities to develop relationships with men on campus.
One first-year woman . . . said, “It was fun in the beginning. You get a lot of
attention and kiss a lot of boys and think this is what college is about, but it
gets tiresome fast.”

Whereas first-year women get tired of the hook-up scene early on, many
men do not become bored with it until their junior or senior year. As one
upperclassman said, “The whole game of hooking up became really mean-
ingless and tiresome for me during my second semester of my sophomore
year, but most of my friends didn’t get bored with it until the following year.”

In contrast to hooking up, students also described monogamous rela-
tionships with steady partners. Some type of commitment was expected, but
most people did not anticipate marriage. The term seeing each other was
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applied when people were sexually involved but free to date other people.
This type of relationship involved less commitment than did one of
boyfriend/girlfriend but was not considered to be a hook-up.

The general consensus of women and men interviewed on this campus
was that the Greek system, called “the hill,” set the scene for gender rela-
tions. The predominance of Greek membership and subsequent living
arrangements segregated men and women. During the week, little interac-
tion occurred between women and men after their first year in college
because students in fraternities or sororities live and dine in separate quar-
ters. In addition, many non-Greek upper-class students move off campus
into apartments. Therefore, students see each other in classes or in the
library, but there is no place where students can just hang out together.

Both men and women said that fraternities dominate campus social life,
a situation that everyone felt limited opportunities for meaningful interac-
tions. One senior Greek man said,

This environment is horrible and so unhealthy for good male and female
relationships and interactions to occur. It is so segregated and male
dominated. . . . It is our party, with our rules and our beer. We are allowing
these women and other men to come to our party. Men can feel superior in
their domain.

Comments from a senior woman reinforced his views: “Men are dominant;
they are the kings of the campus. It is their environment that they allow us
to enter; therefore, we have to abide by their rules.” A junior woman
described fraternity parties as

good for meeting acquaintances but almost impossible to really get to know
anyone. The environment is so superficial, probably because there are so
many social cliques due to the Greek system. Also, the music is too loud and
the people are too drunk to attempt to have a real conversation, anyway.

Some students claim that fraternities even control the dating relationships of
their members. One senior woman said, “Guys dictate how dating occurs on
this campus, whether it’s cool, who it’s with, how much time can be spent
with the girlfriend and with the brothers.” Couples either left campus for an
evening or hung out separately with their own same-gender friends at frater-
nity parties, finally getting together with each other at about 2 A.M. Couples
rarely went together to fraternity parties. Some men felt that a girlfriend was
just a replacement for a hook-up. According to one junior man, “Basically a
girlfriend is someone you go to at 2 A.M. after you’ve hung out with the guys.
She is the sexual outlet that the guys can’t provide you with.”

� FRATERNITIES AND RAPE CULTURE �

41



Some fraternity brothers pressure each other to limit their time with and
commitment to their girlfriends. One senior man said, “The hill [fraternities]
and girlfriends don’t mix.” A brother described a constant battle between
girlfriends and brothers over who the guy is going out with for the night,
with the brothers usually winning. Brothers teased men with girlfriends with
remarks such as “whipped” or “where’s the ball and chain?” A brother from
a high-risk house said that few brothers at his house had girlfriends; some
did, but it was uncommon. One man said that from the minute he was a
pledge he knew he would probably never have a girlfriend on this campus
because “it was just not the norm in my house. No one has girlfriends; the
guys have too much fun with [each other].”

The pressure on men to limit their commitment to girlfriends,
however, was not true of all fraternities or of all men on campus. Couples
attended low-risk fraternity parties together, and men in the low-risk
houses went out on dates more often. A [man] in one low-risk house said
that about 70 percent of the members of his house were involved in rela-
tionships with women, including the pledges (who were sophomores).

Treatment of Women

Not all men held negative attitudes toward women that are typical of a rape
culture, and not all social contexts promoted the negative treatment of women.
When men were asked whether they treated the women on campus with
respect, the most common response was “On an individual basis, yes, but when
you have a group of men together, no.” Men said that, when together in groups
with other men, they sensed a pressure to be disrespectful toward women.
A first-year man’s perception of the treatment of women was that “they are
treated with more respect to their faces, but behind closed doors, with a group
of men present, respect for women is not an issue.” One senior man stated, “In
general, college-aged men don’t treat women their age with respect because 90
percent of them think of women as merely a means to sex.” Women reinforced
this perception. A first-year woman stated, “Men here are more interested in
hooking up and drinking beer than they are in getting to know women as real
people.” Another woman said, “Men here use and abuse women.”

Characteristic of rape culture, a double standard of sexual behavior for
men versus women was prevalent on this campus. As one Greek senior man
stated, “Women who sleep around are sluts and get bad reputations; men who
do are champions and get a pat on the back from their brothers.” Women also
supported a double standard for sexual behavior by criticizing sexually active
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women. A first-year woman spoke out against women who are sexually active:
“I think some girls here make it difficult for the men to respect women as a
whole.”

One concrete example of demeaning sexually active women on this
campus is the “walk of shame.” Fraternity brothers come out on the porches
of their houses the night after parties and heckle women walking by. It is
assumed that these women spent the night at fraternity houses and that the
men they were with did not care enough about them to drive them home.
Although sororities now reside in former fraternity houses, this practice
continues and sometimes the victims of hecklings are sorority women on
their way to study in the library. . . .

Fraternity men most often mistreated women they did not know
personally. Men and women alike reported incidents in which brothers
observed other brothers having sex with unknown women or women they
knew only casually. A sophomore woman’s experience exemplifies this
anonymous state: “I don’t mind if 10 guys were watching or it was video-
taped. That’s expected on this campus. It’s the fact that he didn’t apologize
or even offer to drive me home that really upset me.” Descriptions of sexual
encounters involved the satisfaction of men by nameless women. A brother
in a high-risk fraternity, described a similar occurrence:

A brother of mine was hooking up upstairs with an unattractive woman
who had been pursuing him all night. He told some brothers to go outside
the window and watch. Well, one thing led to another and they were
almost completely naked when the woman noticed the brothers outside.
She was then unwilling to go any further, so the brother went outside and
yelled at the other brothers and then closed the shades. I don’t know if he
scored or not, because the woman was pretty upset. But he did win the
award for hooking up with the ugliest chick that weekend. . . .

� Discussion and Conclusion

These findings describe the physical and normative aspects of one college
campus as they relate to attitudes about and relations between men and
women. Our findings suggest that an explanation emphasizing rape culture
also must focus on those characteristics of the social setting that play a role
in defining heterosexual relationships on college campuses. The degradation
of women as portrayed in rape culture was not found in all fraternities on
this campus. Both group norms and individual behavior changed as students
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went from one place to another. Although individual men are the ones who
rape, we found that some settings are more likely places for rape than are
others. Our findings suggest that rape cannot be seen only as an isolated act
and blamed on individual behavior and proclivities, whether it be alcohol
consumption or attitudes. We also must consider characteristics of the
settings that promote the behaviors that reinforce a rape culture.

Relations between women and men at parties in low-risk fraternities
varied considerably from those in high-risk houses. Peer pressure and situ-
ational norms influenced women as well as men. Although many men in
high- and low-risk houses shared similar views and attitudes about the
Greek system, women on this campus, and date rape, their behaviors at
fraternity parties were quite different. . . .

The social scene on this campus, and on most others, offers women and
men few other options to socialize. Although there may be no such thing as
a completely safe fraternity party for women, parties at low-risk house . . .
encouraged men and women to get know each other better and decreased
the probability that women would become faceless victims. Although both
men and women found the social scene on this campus demeaning, neither
demanded different settings for socializing, and attendance at fraternity
parties is a common form of entertainment.

These findings suggest that a more conducive environment for conversa-
tion can promote more positive interactions between men and women. Simple
changes would provide the opportunity for men and women to interact in
meaningful ways such as adding places to sit and lowering the volume of
music at fraternity parties or having parties in neutral locations, where men are
not in control. The typical party room in fraternity houses includes a place to
dance but not to sit and talk. The music often is loud, making it difficult, if not
impossible, to carry on conversations; however, there were more conversa-
tions at the low-risk parties, where there also was more respect shown toward
women. . . .

The degree of conformity required by Greeks may be greater than that
required in most social groups, with considerable pressure to adopt and
maintain the image of their houses. The fraternity system intensifies the
“groupthink syndrome” by solidifying the identity of the in-group and creat-
ing an us/them atmosphere. Within the fraternity culture, brothers are
highly regarded and women are viewed as outsiders. For men in high-risk
fraternities, women threatened their brotherhood; therefore, brothers
discouraged relationships and harassed those who treated women as equals
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or with respect. The pressure to be one of the guys and hang out with the
guys strengthens a rape culture on college campus by demeaning women
and encouraging the segregation of men and women . . .

Not all men and women accepted the demeaning treatment of women, but
they continued to participate in behaviors that supported aspects of a rape
culture. Many women participated in the hook-up scene even after they had
been humiliated and hurt because they had few other means of initiating
contact with men on campus. Men and women alike played out this scene,
recognizing its injustices in many cases but being unable to change the course
of their behaviors. . . .

Our findings indicate that a rape culture exists in some fraternities,
especially those we identified as high-risk houses. College administrators are
responding to this situation by providing counseling and educational
programs that increase awareness of date rape including campaigns such as
“No means no.” These strategies are important in changing attitudes, values,
and behaviors; however, changing individuals is not enough. The structure
of campus life and the impact of that structure on gender relations on
campus are highly determinative. To eliminate campus rape culture, student
leaders and administrators must examine the situations in which women
and men meet and restructure these settings to provide opportunities for
respectful interaction. Change may not require abolishing fraternities;
rather, it may require promoting settings that facilitate positive gender
relations.

� � �

Thinking Critically

As you read this selection, ask yourself:

1. Based on this article, what social factors produce rape?

2. Compare the characteristics of the high-risk and low-risk fraternities
analyzed in this selection. Why do you think that fraternities differ so
greatly?

3. How do the findings reported in this selection support or detract from
the main sociological principle emphasized in Sociology—that even our
intensely personal characteristics (our attitudes, self-evaluations, and
points of view) have social origins and are socially maintained?
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