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Abstract: Two frequent types of violence by young men in groups are rapes of women and assaults 
on perceived gay men. This article draws on scholarship from multiple disciplines to propose a 
theoretical linkage between these two seemingly disparate forms of violence. It proposes that the 
two forms of violence serve near-identical functions for certain young men. These functions include 
social bonding, the celebration of power, and the public display of heterosexual masculinity 
through the subordination of women and men perceived as feminine. In other words, group rape of 
women and violence against homosexuals are parallel forms of cultural theater, with the victims 
serving as interchangeable dramatic props. This argument is advanced through an examination of a 
2003 case in which athletes from Mepham High School in Long Island, New York, sexually 
assaulted their younger teammates during a week-long summer training camp. 
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At a summer football camp in August 2003, a 

group of upper class boys from Mepham High School in 

Long Island, New York, assaulted several younger 

teammates over a period of days (Pingel, 2004). Three 

younger boys were singled out for especially brutal 

treatment, including anal rape with broomsticks and 

other objects. None of the boys told their coaches what 

had happened; their ordeals only came to light because 

one boy needed medical treatment after he returned 

home. The three main offenders were lightly punished: 

one was sent to a juvenile boot camp, another went to a 

juvenile detention facility, and a third went home on 

probation.  

The victims in this case were not female, nor were 

they—to public knowledge—sexual minority. However, 

this incident links aspects of both antigay violence and 

the group rape of girls and women. Indeed, this 

incident is an example of the functional overlap 

between different forms of violence committed by 

young men in groups. Specifically, it is argued here that 

young men in certain social environments choose 

victims who symbolize the feminine “other,” whether 

they be girls, women, gay men,1 or—as in this case—

younger and weaker males.  

This article posits that the commonplace nature of 

antigay violence and group rape in modern Western 

societies is because both are ideal ways for young men 

to visibly demonstrate their masculinity, which 

includes heterosexuality as a central element. 

Compared with other types of violent crime, these 

crimes are especially likely to involve young males who 

                                                                        
1. This article does not address violence against lesbians, 
which has overlaps with both violence against gay men and 
violence against women more generally (Franklin, 1997). 
The limited empirical research suggests that assaults on 
perceived lesbians are often an escalation of anti-woman 
attacks (Tallmer, 1984; von Schulthess, 1992). Pharr 
(1988) argues that any woman who opposes male 
dominance and control, regardless of sexual orientation, 
may be labeled a lesbian and attacked. The 2003 murder of 
15-year-old Sakia Gunn in Newark, New Jersey (Wang, 
2003), is a recent example of this phenomenon.  
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are strangers or only casual acquaintances to the 

victim, and victims who are outnumbered. In addition, 

most offenders in both categories are never 

apprehended or prosecuted. In both forms of group 

violence, young men ritualistically enact an 

exaggerated version of the gender-role norms expected 

of men in hypermasculine social environments. Their 

victims serve as almost interchangeable dramatic props 

in this performance art, in that both females and gay 

men symbolize the nonmasculine “other.”  

The article starts by outlining a few relevant 

aspects of group violence before describing general 

features of antigay violence and group rape. It then 

examines the Long Island case as an example of the 

almost interchangeable nature of victims in youthful 

male group violence in the service of masculine identity 

development. 

Group Violence 

Because a large proportion of violence is 

committed by individuals who normally obey the law 

(Mawson, 1987; see also Baron & Richardson, 1994), 

scholars are increasingly focusing on situational 

contributors to violence, for example intoxication and 

conditions of anonymity that decrease the likelihood of 

being caught. This situational focus is particularly 

useful in studying youth violence. There is increasing 

research support for the idea that violence is a young 

man’s game, something that most men mature out of 

by their late 20s (Maruna, 2001; Mawson, 1987). As 

they mature and assume adult roles and 

responsibilities, men typically shift their allegiances 

from their teenage friends to their families, partners, 

children, and careers (Sampson & Laub, 1993).  

As this research implies, an important contributor 

to youthful violence is the influence of the group on 

individual behavior. Members of crowds frequently 

behave in ways that contradict their individual values; 

research into juvenile delinquency has largely adopted 

this explanation of crime perpetrated by youth as the 

outcome of group processes. Highly influential was 

Matza's (1964) notion of drift, in which young people 

participate in criminal acts without fully intending to 

do so and without necessarily possessing values that 

condone crime. The result is collective action over 

which the individual feels little control. In such 

situations, each person comes to believe that the other 

members of the group are more committed to carrying 

out the act than they really are. 

Even when motives are consciously formulated in 

a premeditated way, in collective actions there is often 

a large gap between the original motives and the extent 

of actual destruction, through a process of behavioral 

contagion, in which things go further than was 

intended (Polansky, Lippitt, & Redl, 1950). Social 

psychologists have identified several group processes 

that may contribute to violence, including diffusion of 

responsibility and deindividuation, or a temporary loss 

of one’s self-awareness in the spirit of the group.  

For youth peer groups, violence serves several 

social functions. One function is the garnering of social 

status by individuals who are cut off from other means 

of achieving it. Another function is to increase group 

solidarity and cohesion through cooperative enterprise; 

this in turn is desired because it bolsters interpersonal 

social support. In a study of convicted robbers, for 

example, Cordilia (1986) found that about one in five 

were “situation-casual offenders” for whom group 

factors overrode monetary gain as a motive. These 

men’s motives included cooperation, companionship, 

and strengthening of group cohesion through play and 

adventure. 

Antigay Violence 

The emergence of the homosexual as a distinct 

social category (D'Emilio, 1986; Katz, 1976) created a 

new symbol for men to contrast themselves against. 

Homosexuality was perceived primarily as deviant 

gender identity, as opposed to sexual attraction, and 

thus was shorthand for effeminate men and masculine 

women who rejected socially proscribed sex roles 

(Marshall, 1981). The fear of being labeled a "sissy" or 

"fag" put pressure on all men to conform to a narrow 

standard of gender behavior. Over the past century, as 

heterosexuality became an increasingly integral 

component of masculine identity (Herek, 1986), young 

men could demonstrate their masculinity not only 

through sexual conquest of women, but also through 

the public denigration of perceived homosexuals. 

Newspaper accounts and anecdotal evidence 
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suggest that antigay violence has been widespread in 

the United States at least as far back as the 1930s, when 

homosexuals began to emerge as a visible minority. 

Although accurate data are difficult to obtain (Franklin, 

2002),2 victimization surveys have consistently 

revealed high levels of harassment and violence against 

gay men and lesbians. Berrill’s (1992) overview, 

summarizing two dozen national, regional, and local 

victimization surveys, remains perhaps the most 

comprehensive. Overall, 80% of sexual minority 

respondents reported verbal harassment, 44% reported 

threats of violence, 33% were chased or followed, 25% 

described being pelted with objects, 17% were 

physically assaulted, 13% were spat upon, and 9% were 

assaulted with objects or weapons. Settings include 

streets and other public venues, private residences, 

schools, and workplaces.  

Surveys of teenagers and young adults suggest that 

targeting of individuals perceived to be sexual 

minorities is so commonplace as to be socially 

normative. For example, 91% of sexual minority youth 

in a national survey (Gay Lesbian & Straight Education 

Network, 2001) reported hearing frequent antigay 

comments at school. About 14% of the youths reported 

being punched or kicked because of their sexuality, and 

another 28% reported being shoved, pushed, or 

otherwise physically harassed (see Human Rights 

Watch, 2001; Russell, Franz, & Driscoll, 2001). 

Assailants are typically in their teens and early 20s, and 

                                                                        
2. One reason that data are unreliable is because sexual 
minority victims—like rape victims—often do not report 
attacks. Historically, antigay assaults were rarely reported 
due to the belief that attackers would go unpunished, and 
fear of secondary victimization by police. Even with the 
advent of modern hate crime laws and a generally more 
favorable environment for gay hate crime victims, 
underreporting remains prevalent. For example, in the 
years 2002-2003 between 53% and 60% of individuals 
who reported antigay victimization to gay community anti-
violence groups did not file police reports (Patton, 2003). 
Of those who did report assaults to police, police refused to 
accept a report in an estimated 15% to 20% of cases. 
Further, police often fail to classify incidents as antigay 
hate crimes, or to report them to the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation under the voluntary guidelines of the Hate 
Crimes Statistics Act of 1990 (Franklin, 2002). Another 
problem is that victimization data rely largely upon 
convenience samples within the gay community, and thus 
exclude closeted sexual minorities as well as heterosexuals 
who are mistakenly perceived as gay, an estimated 10% of 
victims (Patton, 2003).  

come from all races and economic classes (e.g., 

Comstock, 1991; Patton, 2003). 

In a survey of community college students in the 

San Francisco Bay Area (Franklin, 2000), 18% of young 

men reported that they had physically assaulted 

perceived gay men or lesbians, and another 32% 

acknowledged antigay name-calling. Many of these 

assailants were not vehement in their antigay attitudes, 

instead citing negative societal stereotypes about 

homosexuality as justifications for their assaults. Key 

stereotypes cited were that gay people violate gender 

norms and that they are sexually predatory. In 

interviews with juvenile offenders in Australia, Van de 

Ven (1995) found these same stereotypes used to justify 

antigay assaults.  

Research into attitudes toward gay men and 

lesbians supports the prospect that heterosexism—the 

ideological system that stigmatizes nonheterosexual 

forms of behavior and identity—is but one component 

of the broader ideologies of sexuality and gender, and 

that homosexuality violates not only sexual taboos but 

gender norms as well. For example, gay men and 

lesbians who conform to heterosexual gender norms 

are more accepted than those who do not (Millham & 

Weinberger, 1977). Thus negative reactions to gay 

people as well as to heterosexuals who deviate from 

sex-role norms is more of a learned form of social 

control of deviance than a defensive reaction to 

perceived personal threat. 

In a series of empirical explorations, Herek (1987) 

found that attitudes toward gay people served different 

psychological and social functions for different 

individuals. Each of the three symbolic functions 

identified by Herek allows individuals to define 

themselves by using homosexuals as abstract symbols 

of who they are not. In the “value-expressive” function, 

antigay bias helps individuals affirm their identities by 

expressing personal values, such as being a good 

Christian. In the “social-expressive” function, 

individuals win membership in a social group by 

denigrating homosexuals as outsiders. In the 

“defensive” function, an individual might attack 

homosexuals to reduce anxiety caused by internal 

psychological conflicts.  

Franklin (2000) extended Herek’s research from 

attitudes to behaviors. Surveying 500 young adults, she 
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found four primary motivations for antigay assaults. 

The first of these was antigay ideology, in which 

assailants saw themselves as enforcing societal norms 

against gender-deviant behavior. The second was 

perceived self-defense, in which respondents described 

themselves as victims of homosexual aggression or 

flirtation.  

The final two motivations were primarily group-

related in nature, and support the idea that much 

antigay assault is aimed at demonstrating 

masculinity—e.g., toughness and heterosexuality—to 

peers. Peer dynamics assailants reported assaulting 

gays in order to prove their toughness and 

heterosexuality and to live up to their friends’ 

expectations. They tended to lament the harm to their 

victims, but minimized their own roles and freedom of 

choice. Thrill-seekers said they wanted to feel strong, 

have fun, and alleviate boredom. They tended to 

minimize the level of harm done and to depict incidents 

as amusing.  

Given the peer-related functions of antigay 

violence, it is not surprising that a large percentage of 

such assaults are committed by young men in groups. 

In Franklin’s (2000) survey, about three-quarters of 

the young adults who admitted antigay assaults said 

they did so within a group context. Just more than half 

of assailants reported being in groups of three or more, 

and another 20% were in pairs. In contrast, their gay 

victims were typically alone. About a third of incidents 

reported to gay community anti-violence projects 

involve multiple assailants (Patton, 2003). In 2002, the 

most recent year for which data were available, 72% of 

these group attacks involved two to three offenders, 

and 28% involved four or more offenders. 

If antigay violence is a vehicle for young males to 

demonstrate their toughness and heterosexuality to 

their peers, group rape is an even more direct means of 

achieving the same goal. Both forms of violence have 

the additional advantages of offering little risk of 

injury, and providing direct and corroborated 

evidence—unlike second-hand accounts of sexual 

conquests—of one’s masculine virility. 

Group Rape3 

Despite its prevalence, group rape is rarely 

examined as a distinct phenomenon; indeed, it has 

been called the most understudied of all serious 

criminal offenses (Geis, 1971). As the literature on rape 

proliferates, the past few decades have seen only a 

handful of scholarly publications on group rape or its 

motivations (e.g., Blanchard, 1959; Ehrhart & Sandler, 

1986; Geis, 1971; Gidycz & Koss, 1990; Groth & 

Birnbaum, 1979; Hamilton, 1979; Holmstrom & 

Burgess, 1980; O’Sullivan, 1991, 1998; Rozee-Koker & 

Polk, 1986; Sanday, 1990). This is in contrast to the 

attention on the phenomenon in the popular news 

media,4 as well as in popular language, through such 

terms as running trains, and gang banging.  

Like antigay violence, the rape of women is 

widespread. The percentage of surveyed women 

reporting rape or attempted rape varies from a low of 

14.5% to a high of 54%, with most studies indicating a 

lifetime prevalence rate of about one in four women 

(Koss, 1998; Sanday, 2003). The percentages are 

higher in certain settings, such as the U.S. military 

(Nelson, 2002).  

Not only do large percentages of women report 

being sexually assaulted, but large percentages of men 

report committing sexual assaults.5 In one recent 

survey (Knight, 2003), 38% of blue-collar men and 15% 

of male college students admitted having sex with a 

                                                                        
3. In this article, the terms group rape and gang rape are 
used interchangeably to define multiple-assailant rape, 
that is, a rape involving two or more assailants. Some 
authors (e.g., Groth, 1979; O’Sullivan, 1998) further 
distinguish between pair rapes and rapes involving three 
or more assailants. 
4. In one recent year, for example, Scotland Yard detectives 
described a wave of gang rapes by young teenage males 
(Burrell, 2002); a special task force was established in the 
Boston area after a rash of gang rapes (Farmer, 2002); 20 
adolescents went on trial in Paris for gang raping a 15-year-
old girl (“Twenty accused,” 2002); and members of an elite 
university club in Japan admitted a string of gang rapes 
(“Members of Japanese,” 2003). 
5. This article limits itself to male-on-female sexual 
assault. Male-on-male sexual assault is an underreported 
and understudied phenomenon (Groth & Burgess, 1980; 
Scarce, 1997), which has sufficient distinctions that it 
merits separate analysis. In a study of group rapes by 
Groth (1979), 10% of the victims were male. There is 
evidence that sexual assault victimization is more common 
among gay than heterosexual men (Duncan, 1990).  
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woman whom they knew did not want to have sex. In 

another study (Hall, Teten, & Sue, 2003), 38% of 

European American men and 33% of Asian American 

men acknowledged sexual coercion of women. In yet 

another study (Koss, 1998), 25% of men acknowledged 

sexual aggression, with 4.4% admitting rape. Similarly, 

in three surveys of U.S. Navy recruits, between 10% and 

12% reported committing rape before joining the 

military (Merrill, 2001). In a study by Malamuth 

(1981), 35% of male college students indicated they 

might rape a woman if they could be assured of not 

getting caught. In circumstances of protracted warfare, 

rape and group rape become endemic, often as a 

weapon of warfare (Koss, Heise, & Russo, 1997). 

The precise percentage of rapes committed by 

multiple assailants is unknown, but it is probably 

somewhere between 10% and 33%. At the low end, U.S. 

government crime victimization data suggest that one 

out of 10 sexual assaults involves multiple offenders 

(Greenfeld, 1997). A somewhat higher figure comes 

from a survey by Koss (1998), in which 16% of the men 

who admitted raping women said they acted in concert 

with other men. Based on a survey of the literature, 

Rozee-Koker and Polk (1986) estimate that about one-

third of reported rapes were perpetrated by multiple 

offenders, with a whopping three-fourths of all rape 

offenders being group rapists. About 41% of self-

identified date rapists in a study by Kanin (1985) 

reported participating in group rapes. In a 1965 study 

by Amir (as cited in Geis, 1971), 43% of reported rapes 

in Philadelphia involved multiple offenders, with 71% 

of reported rapists being group rape offenders. Finally, 

Mosher and Anderson (as cited in Muehlenhard & 

Schrag, 1991) found that 10% of a sample of college 

men reported waiting their turn in line with other men 

to share a “party girl.” 

The victim in group rape—like that in antigay 

violence—is reduced to nothing more than a dramatic 

prop through which the assailants simultaneously 

prove their heterosexuality and bond with each other 

through the sharing of fear and danger. The 

performance aspect is central, as group rapists 

ritualistically take turns, converse about taking turns, 

watch each other, and engage in simultaneous sex with 

victims. The symbolic status of the victim is suggested 

by the fact that she is typically a stranger, or at most a 

casual acquaintance, to the assailants. Whereas more 

than 80% of women know their attacker in single-

assailant rapes, more than three-quarters of group 

rapists are strangers (Greenfeld, 1997).  

Similar to the ideological function of antigay 

violence, another function of group rape is as an 

exercise of social control, with "the deployment of the 

penis as a concrete symbol of masculine social power 

and dominance” (Sanday, 1990, p. 10). In her in-depth 

interviews with convicted rapists, Scully (1990) 

identified revenge-punishment as a recurrent theme. 

This punishment may be directed against a particular 

woman or against the entire female sex. Just as antigay 

violence is used to punish individuals who deviate from 

societally proscribed gender roles, group rape is used to 

punish women who are perceived as violating gender 

norms for females, such as by being promiscuous or 

outside of male control.  

Connected with this function of social control and 

punishment is the exhibition of aggression. Multiple-

assailant rapes often involve more violence, threats of 

violence, and weapons than do individual rapes, with 

the amount of aggression and degradation often 

increasing as an attack progresses (Gidycz & Koss, 

1990; Groth & Birnbaum, 1979; Mawson, 1987; Rozee-

Koker & Polk, 1986; Scully, 1990). This aggression can 

be seen as essential to proving toughness and bravery, 

that is, masculinity. It may also be a group expression 

of male contempt for women and feminity. The current 

popularity of bukkake, a symbolic group rape in which 

multiple men—up to 75 at a time—degrade a woman by 

squirting semen on her face attests to the prevalence of 

such contempt. A Google search for this term in March 

2004 met with 3.4 million hits, with web sites that 

glory in the degradation and objectification of women. 

The Mepham High School Case 

The parallels between antigay violence and group 

rape of women can best be understood if one conceives 

of the victim in each case as fundamentally a symbolic 

prop, a vehicle for a dramatic production performed by 

young men for each other’s consumption. The main 

goal of the drama is to visibly demonstrate one’s 

masculine prowess to peers. On an ideological level, the 

production also serves to graphically prove masculine 
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power and feminine weakness. This lens enables us to 

see the similarities not only between antigay violence 

and group rape, but also the overlaps with other, 

superficially dissimilar forms of male group aggression. 

The case of the Mepham High School football team is 

one such example. 

Between August 22 and August 27, 2003, the 68 

football players of Mepham High School in Long 

Island, New York, attended a training camp in Wayne 

County, Pennsylvania. They were chaperoned by five 

adult coaches. During the weeklong camp, a group of 

three upperclass boys, ages 15, 16, and 17, repeatedly 

assaulted certain younger players, singling out three 

younger boys for the worst abuse. 

According to a subsequent Grand Jury 

investigation report (Pingel, 2004), the assaults began 

on the first night of camp, when one of the young 

victims was taped to his bed. The boy was then forced 

to go to an adjoining cabin and put powder and gel in 

the hair of another underclassman. The next day, two 

assailants held down a boy while a third assailant 

sodomized him with a broomstick. This was done in 

front of other players, who laughed and joked about it. 

The broomstick assault was repeated the day after that. 

This time, the assailants applied duct tape to the 

victim’s pubic area, buttocks, legs, and eyebrows, 

inflicting severe pain by pulling off the hair on these 

parts of his body. Again, other players witnessed the 

assault.  

In all, three younger players were sodomized with 

objects, including broomsticks, pine cones, and—in one 

case —a golf ball that was inserted into a boy’s anus and 

rammed in further with a broomstick. Two players 

endured these assaults on multiple occasions, and were 

also forced to assault each other in front of the other 

players. For example, they were forced to put Mineral 

Ice on their testicles and then alternately kick each 

other in the groin. Another time, an assailant made one 

victim place a banana in his boxer shorts, after which 

the boy’s friend was forced to eat the banana out of the 

shorts. Following this, a player was forced to lie naked 

with a potato chip on his buttocks, while another player 

ate the chip from that location. A victim was forced to 

make “degrading racial epithets” to an African 

American player. The younger players were also beaten 

with plastic bags of ice on their bare backs. Two of the 

victims later required medical treatment, including 

rectal surgery in one case (Henican, 2003).  

This case is an example of a not-unusual 

phenomenon in which the bullying of younger, weaker 

boys takes on a sexualized and/or antigay flavor; 

indeed, there is significant overlap among so-called 

hazings, group rapes, and antigay assaults. For 

example, a study (see Chase, 2001) of antigay violence 

in Washington State schools chronicled eight gang 

rapes of boys and girls that were motivated by the 

victims’ suspected homosexuality. In addition, several 

of the killers in a rash of school shootings in the 1990s 

throughout the country had been persistently harassed 

as gay. 

The Mepham case bears resemblance to both 

antigay assault and group rape in its ritualized 

enactment of masculine power. Older, physically 

stronger, and more prestigious players engaged in a 

public display of masculinity, celebrating their strength 

by violently emasculating their weaker—that is, less 

manly—teammates. The theatrical element is evident in 

the requirement of an audience; the laughing approval 

of this audience provided visible endorsement of the 

upperclassmen’s gendered entitlement. That 

vilification of the feminine was a core component is 

illustrated by the emasculation of the victims, through 

forcing them to assume the female role in simulated 

sexual acts as well as through the depilation ritual in 

which one boy was feminized through painful removal 

of his body hair.  

This case illustrates both the heterosexist and 

misogynistic components of masculinity ideology. The 

boys were younger and weaker; therefore, they were 

treated like women or gay men. Masculinity ideology 

requires boys to be strong and tough, lest they be 

reduced to the status of women and dominated by 

other men. Thus, other players did nothing to intervene 

or to inform their coaches of what was transpiring in 

the cabins, either out of a belief that the victims 

deserved punishment for being weak, or out of fear of 

the consequences to themselves. Far better to be a 

ringside spectator than to play the role of victim in this 

drama. 
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Leaders and Followers 

In the Mepham case, all participants were not 

equal. The lead actor was a 16-year-old boy with a long 

disciplinary record for threatening teachers and 

assaulting schoolmates. This is frequently the case in 

antigay assaults and group rapes, in which a more 

delinquent leader plans the act and is the first to throw 

a punch or have intercourse with the victim. In a study 

by Groth and Birnbaum (1979) of 30 multiple-assailant 

rapes, in most cases one man was the identifiable 

leader. The leader hatched the plan and was the first to 

sexually assault the victim; leaders were more likely to 

have previous convictions for solo rapes.  

Interviews with assailants suggest that the 

instigator often acts out of a need to prove his 

leadership—and by implication his masculinity—to the 

others (Franklin, 1997, 1998). The followers provide 

the leader with the courage to commit the assault. 

They, in turn, are often emotionally dependent on the 

leader, and they may feel enormous pressure to live up 

to his expectations. 

In interviews with a group of boys who had 

engaged in a series of egg- and orange-throwing 

incidents targeting gay men, Weissman (1978) found 

this difference between the motivations of the group’s 

acknowledged leader and his followers. The leader 

described feeling a need to prove himself to the group: 

“Sometimes you're forced into doing something to 

prove yourself to others" (p. 12). A follower, in contrast, 

described it as “like a game of chicken—someone dared 

you to do something and there was no backing 

down....It was a symbol of prestige" (p. 10). Each boy 

described feeling covertly reluctant but not wanting to 

express fear; afterwards, the boys reported feeling very 

close to each other.  

The division of participants is crucial to 

understanding male group aggression. In masculinist, 

assault-prone environments, men fall into one of three 

categories: dominators, dominated, and followers 

(Sanday, 2003). Followers feel like they must go along 

with the dominators, lest they be branded as 

nonmasculine, risk expulsion from the group, or, in 

extreme cases, become victims themselves. With so 

much riding on their participation, many find it hard to 

decline. As a member of the Cincinnati Bengals who 

was implicated in a 1990 rape by a dozen other players 

explained, “It was very hard for you to say, ‘Nah, no, 

no,’ because you’re going to get ragged about it. You’re 

going to get teased” (Benedict, 1998, p. 46). 

Participants in antigay assaults and group rapes 

usually recall feeling positive emotions at the time. 

During the assault, there is a drug-like high produced 

by the excitement and danger. Afterwards, there is a 

feeling of closeness and camaraderie, a sense of 

bonding produced by communal transgression. But 

there may also be an enormous, collective sigh of relief, 

in that they have survived this public test with their 

masculinity intact. 

In other words, underneath the experienced 

veneer of camaraderie and warmth is a desperate 

struggle to achieve dominance, maintain status, or even 

to get through the ordeal with one’s masculinity intact.6 

This competition for status or survival is not directly 

acknowledged. Rather, it is camouflaged by the 

ostensible goal of debasing a weaker, more feminine 

outsider. 

This brings up a potential difference between 

assaults on younger or weaker boys and antigay 

assaults or group rapes. Unlike females or gay males, 

some heterosexual male victims have the prospect of 

being rewarded for enduring the abuse by an 

opportunity to join the dominant group in the future. 

This was presumably true in the Mepham case, 

involving younger members of the football team; it is 

also true in fraternity hazings. However, dominant boys 

often target outsiders who have no prospect, or desire, 

to join the bullies. These include not only females and 

gay males, but also racial minorities, individuals with 

physical or mental handicaps, and anyone else outside 

the assailants’ clique. 

                                                                        
6. At times, the competitive nature of the sport is more 
obvious. Groth and Birnbaum (1979) quote a group rapist 
as describing how, “after we had her, we asked her who 
was best” (p. 116). In other cases, young men engage in 
contests to see how many women they can conquer. For 
example, a group of white suburban athletes in Lakewood, 
California, who dubbed themselves the “Spur Posse,” 
competed for the highest number of sexual conquests, with 
the high scorer accumulating 66 points by the time of their 
arrests (O’Toole, 1997). 
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A Climate of Abuse 

According to the Grand Jury investigation report, 

the Mepham assaults resulted from the failure of high 

school officials to intervene in multiple, prior incidents. 

The report described “a custom or history of hazing” at 

the school, which included regular beatings of younger 

players by dominant jocks. Authorities had not 

adequately intervened in prior incidents of violence by 

athletes at the school, such as a 1995 incident in which 

a boy was beaten, stripped, and held upside down while 

his head was plunged into a urinal (Vitello, 2003). The 

regularity, and seeming normality, of abuse at the 

school may explain why numerous classmates 

witnessed and/or knew of assaults, but closed ranks 

and did not report them (Henican, 2003). 

A social climate in which certain dominant males 

are tacitly permitted to harass and assault females and 

weaker males is a common ingredient in environments 

with high rates of group rape and antigay violence. This 

climate was a striking backdrop to two notorious 

crimes of recent years—the 1989 gang rape of a 

mentally retarded girl in Glen Ridge, New Jersey, and 

the 1999 school shooting massacre in Littleton, 

Colorado.  

In the Glen Ridge rape case, a group of athletes 

lured a mentally retarded girl to their basement 

hangout and sexually assaulted her, forcing her to 

orally copulate them and then raping her with a broom 

handle and a bat. This case resembled Mepham in 

several striking ways in addition to the use of objects as 

symbolic penises. The assailants were athletes, 

members of the football, baseball, and wrestling teams. 

A large group of boys was present, with some as 

spectators and others—the dominators of the group—as 

lead actors. The instigators had disciplinary records for 

prior abuse of schoolmates and others. Teachers and 

school administrators had not intervened against their 

rampant sexual harassment, which included pinning 

girls against lockers and grinding their bodies against 

them, or pulling out their penises and masturbating at 

girls in class (Lefkowitz, 1997). One of the group’s 

favorite activities was so-called voyeuring, in which 

one boy would stage a sexual act with a girl while the 

other boys covertly watched; the boys bragged at school 

about these activities, and even passed around a 

videotape of one such dramatic production.  

This was similar to the atmosphere at Columbine 

High School that so enraged outsiders Eric Harris and 

Dylan Klebold, whose shooting rampage killed 13 and 

wounded 21. Like at Glen Ridge and Mepham, athletes 

at Columbine reigned supreme. The state wrestling 

champion, the leader of a clique of athlete bullies and 

the symbol of injustice for the school shooters, was 

allowed to park his $100,000 Hummer all day in a 15-

minute parking space. The school indulged athletes’ 

rampant sexual and racial bullying and physical abuse 

of others, including Harris and Klebold (Adams & 

Russakoff, 1999). For example, a sports coach did 

nothing when the athletes targeted a Jewish boy in gym 

class, singing songs about Hitler when he made a 

basket, pinning him to the ground and doing “body 

twisters” that left him bruised all over, and threatening 

to set him on fire. Like at Glen Ridge, the abuse was so 

severe that some students feared going to school.  

Where there is rampant sexual harassment of girls 

and women, there is usually antigay harassment as 

well. This was true at Columbine High School, where 

Harris and Klebold had endured repeated antigay 

harassment by the jocks, and persistent rumors that 

they were a gay couple. It was also true at many of the 

other schools where shootings erupted in the past 

decade.7 

Masculine Environments and the 
Antifeminity Norm 

In all of these cases, the ringleaders were athletes. 

The folkloric notion that athletes tend to be more 

sexually aggressive than other men has been borne out 

by research (Benedict, 1998; O’Toole, 1997). Higher 

rates of rape are concentrated among the more 

aggressive team sports, such as football and basketball, 

                                                                        
7. Barry Loukaitis, who killed a teacher and two students in 
Washington state, had been taunted by school jocks as a 
“faggot.” Luke Woodham in Mississippi, who killed two 
students and wounded seven others, was often called “gay” 
by classmates. Michael Carneal, who killed three fellow 
students and wounded five in Kentucky, was labeled as 
“gay” in the school newspaper. Charles Williams in Santee, 
California, who shot at 15 students and adults and killed 
two, had been derided as “a skinny faggot” (Chase, 2001; 
“Deadly lessons,” 2000; see also Newman, Fox, Harding, 
Mehta, & Roth, 2004). 
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and in particular revenue-producing sports. Benedict 

(1998) argues that sexual violence is not an inherent 

aspect of athletics. Rather, sports stars are more likely to 

commit sexual assaults because of their sense of 

entitlement and superiority. This certainly appears to be 

the case at Mepham, Glen Ridge, and Columbine high 

schools, where athletes were regarded as above the law. 

Benedict further argues that sexual coercion within sports 

is due to how masculine identity is defined within certain 

sports environments.  

This argument can be extended to other 

environments as well. Not surprisingly, a central feature 

of masculine subcultures with high rates of group rape 

are social norms that condone sexual coercion (O’Toole, 

1997). Social norms provide rules for individual behavior 

within a given social context; they help us determine what 

is socially correct, based on what other people think is 

correct (Cialdini, 1988). It is commonsensical that when 

men associate with other men who endorse sexual or 

antigay violence, they will be more likely to find such 

violence acceptable. Indeed, in a study of fraternities with 

high versus low levels of violence toward women, Boswell 

and Spade (1999) found that social norms vary by 

context; men from the more sexually egalitarian 

fraternities became more abusive toward women when 

attending parties at the misogynist houses. 

Environments with social norms supportive of 

antigay violence and group rape include certain 

fraternities, military forces, street gangs, police 

departments, rock groups, and sports teams. Fraternities 

are a prevalent site of group rapes. For example, of 50 

group rapes on college campuses documented in one 

study (Ehrhart & Sandler, 1986; see also Martin & 

Hummer, 1989), "the great majority" were at fraternity 

parties; a number involved college athletes. And both 

group rape and antigay violence are endemic in the U.S. 

military, which Nelson (2002) describes as a training 

ground for institutionalized misogyny. Women and gays 

are the butts of frequent jokes and crude songs, such as a 

rewrite of the popular “Candyman” song entitled “the S 

and M man,” which celebrates gang rape and intercourse 

with dead women. Among Navy recruits, there is 

competition to demonstrate sexual prowess and conquest 

of women through anal intercourse, known as “earning 

one’s brown wings.”  

Explaining the hostility toward women and gay men 

in these environments is their shared preoccupation with 

masculinity, or the extrusion of all things feminine. 

Although most of us know masculinity when we see it, it 

is not so easily defined. Indeed, an emerging body of 

scholarship has taken on the task of exploring the 

multiple masculinities in modern culture (e.g., Bowker, 

1998; Connell, 1995; Kimmel, 1997; Rotundo, 1993; Sabo, 

Jupers, & London, 2001). Masculinity has been described 

as “terrifyingly fragile” (Kaufman, 1997) because it exists 

only in men’s minds, as an ideology or a set of behaviors. 

In other words, it is not biologically endowed; it exists 

only in contrast to its supposed opposite, “femininity.” 

McCarthy (1994) traces modern notions of 

masculinity back to the European and American 

expansionism of the mid-nineteenth century and the 

consequent emergence of social Darwinism, which 

repopularized medieval "warrior values and myths" 

regarding physical courage, strength, and honor in order 

to justify colonial domination of “inferior” peoples. Under 

this version of masculinity, men measure themselves 

against the standard of the successful “Marketplace Man,” 

who wields economic and social power over others 

(Kimmel, 1997). Since few men can achieve this ideal, 

most spend their lives in relentless pursuit of masculinity, 

constantly fearing exposure as frauds. Indeed, Kimmel 

argues that fear is the overriding emotion driving men’s 

behaviors—fear of being dominated, of being seen as 

weak, of being humiliated. In one study, for example, 

when women and men were asked what they most feared, 

women reported a fear of being raped and murdered, 

whereas men confessed that their greatest fear was being 

laughed at (Noble, 1992, as cited in Kimmel, 1997, p. 

235). 

The unrelenting drive to prove their manhood leads 

males to frantically distance themselves from all things 

considered feminine. Empirical evidence of this 

antifemininity norm as a fundamental component of 

masculinity crystallized in the mid-1980s. Thompson and 

Pleck (1986; see also Brannon & Juni, 1984) analyzed 

young men's descriptions of stereotypical male attributes 

and identified three primary components: (a) gaining 

status and respect, (b) self-reliance and toughness, and 

(c) avoidance of femininity. 

Although attributes of masculinity vary depending 

upon economic class and race, masculine signifiers in 

childhood include toughness, fighting ability, and skill at 
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boys' games, whereas in adulthood they include 

heterosexual prowess, confident bodily comportment, 

and occupational achievement. It is during the 

developmental stage in which they are striving to 

establish their masculine identity that young men are 

most likely to engage in exaggerated public 

demonstrations of masculinity. This is also the age in 

which men share the highest allegiance with other men, 

and are most likely to be focused on all-male activities 

and environments, making the respect and acceptance of 

other men of critical importance.  

Men’s prisons provide a classic example of how men 

in hypermasculine environments demonstrate their 

masculinity through dominating, or feminizing, others. 

Stripped of all social power except their status as men, 

prisoners can lose this too if they are perceived as weak or 

passive—that is, feminine. Through rape, "the ultimate 

humiliation," a man is symbolically emasculated and 

redefined as "female," becoming the property of his 

conqueror (Rideau & Wikberg, 1992, p. 75; Sabo, Jupers, 

& London, 2001). That the defense of masculinity is 

central to this ritual is suggested by prison rapists' stated 

motivations, such as "We're going to take your manhood" 

or "We're going to make a girl out of you" (Roskey, 1988, 

pp. 52-53). The irony of male-on-male rape as a way to 

demonstrate heterosexual prowess suggests that 

masculinity is less about sexual behavior than personal 

identity.  

Masculine subcultures with high rates of group rape 

share a core set of social norms, values, and practices. 

According to O’Sullivan (1998), these include: (a) women 

being viewed as a threatening “other”; (b) heterosexual 

sex without intimacy (men who are tender with women 

are ridiculed as “pussy-whipped”); (c) pervasive 

homophobia; (d) a sense of entitlement due to their group 

prestige; (e) cooperation combined with competition, 

especially competition to perform risky acts; (f) cultural 

practices of misogyny, such as songs and jokes glorifying 

sexual violence; (g) sharing of sexuality, for example 

through mandatory reporting of sexual experiences and 

through voyeuring, or watching each other have sex; and 

(h) hazing as a common practice. 

In a study of college date rapists, Kanin (1985) found 

that rapists were much more likely than a control group 

to be immersed in a “hypererotic male culture” that 

condoned sexual aggression against “deviant” women, 

such as “teasers” and “loose” women. These date rapists 

were much more likely than the controls (41% versus 7%) 

to have engaged in “gang-bangs.” 

Similarly, Boswell and Spade (1999) found that 

fraternity houses where women felt at risk of rape had a 

misogynistic atmosphere in which men and women 

mingled less, more alcohol was consumed, the volume of 

the music was higher, and men engaged in more crude 

behaviors, sexual innuendo, and cursing. Interestingly, 

the researchers noted that the women’s bathrooms in 

these houses were filthy, signifying the members’ 

outspoken contempt for women. The members of these 

houses were more likely to play varsity athletics, and less 

likely to have steady girlfriends. 

Homoeroticism and Homophobia 

Linking antigay violence and group rape may seem 

counterintuitive, because of their different 

relationships to sex and sexuality. The one is visibly 

sexual, with obvious homoeroticism; the other is 

nonerotic. One is manifestly antigay; the other is not 

necessarily concerned with homosexuality at all. But 

these superficial differences exist on a continuum, and 

should not mask the fact that both forms of violence are 

aimed primarily at publicly demonstrating masculinity 

and heterosexuality.  

The homoeroticism of group rape was pointed out 

in one of the first scholarly treatments of group rape, by 

Blanchard (1959), who commented that "the idea of 

'sharing the girl among us fellows,' congregating 

around a common sexual object, and being sexually 

stimulated together as a group certainly have their 

homosexual implications" (p. 259). Similarly, in her 

ethnographic study of fraternity culture, Sanday (1990) 

commented on the obvious homoeroticism in the 

widespread practice of “pulling train”: “A group of men 

watch each other having sex with a woman who may be 

unconscious. One might well ask why the woman is 

even necessary for the sexual acts these men stage for 

one another” (p. 12). 

Sanday goes further in describing the 

preoccupation with homosexuality, and playing out of 

homosexual feelings, that she observed in fraternity 

culture. For example, in a common ritual known as the 

"circle dance," the "brothers" circle around, arm in arm 
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and sometimes naked, going faster and faster until they 

lose control and fall down atop each other; brothers 

periodically step into the middle of the circle and mime 

sexual and/or lewd acts, including homosexual 

intercourse. Similarly, she found the brothers to be 

preoccupied with oral sex, which one fraternity man 

acknowledged as containing "more homoerotic 

potential" than heterosexual intercourse (p. 123). 

The reframing of a homoerotic activity as a 

demonstration of heterosexuality is doubly ironic in 

that men who do not participate are accused of being 

gay. Indeed, one way men in hypermasculine 

environments reassure themselves of their 

heterosexuality—and masculinity—is through constant 

antigay banter and harassment. In recent years, 

fraternities have sported slogans such as "Drink Beer, 

Kill Queers" and "Club Faggots, Not Seals" on T-shirts, 

on rubber stamps for partygoers' hands, and on their 

buses (Nardi & Bolton, 1991, p. 355; National Gay and 

Lesbian Task Force, 1992, p. 20). 

Some rape scholars (e.g., Groth & Birnbaum, 1979; 

O’Sullivan, 1991) dispute the notion that group rape is 

homoerotic, saying it is less about sexual desire than 

about power, domination, and male bonding. Indeed, 

for many men the experience is strikingly nonerotic; 

men often do not ejaculate, and they frequently use 

objects in place of penises (O’Sullivan, 1991). In these 

contexts, like in some acts of individual rape, the penis 

is used as a symbol of male power, to conquer, degrade, 

and feminize.  

Rather than being a homoerotic experience, the 

rape may be experienced by participants as a dramatic 

contest in which one’s peers evaluate one’s sexual, or 

masculine, prowess. Journalist Nathan McCall (1994), 

in a candid first-person account of “running trains” as a 

teenage boy, recalls feeling a mixture of fear, guilt, and 

performance anxiety:  

All the fellas were there and everybody was 

anxious to show everybody else how cool and 

worldly he was....I wasn’t about to let it be said 

that I was scared of pussy. I took a deep breath 

and tried to relax and free my mind. I knew I 

couldn’t get an erection if I wasn’t relaxed. That 

would be even more embarrassing. I didn’t want to 

pull my meat out unless I had an erection. It would 

look small. Somebody might see it, shriveled up 

and tiny, and start laughing....I placed myself into 

her wetness and moved my body, pretending to 

grind hard. After a few miserable minutes, I got up 

and signaled for the next man to take his 

turn....Somebody whispered, “That shit is good, 

ain’t it?” I said, “Yeah, man. That shit is good.”....I 

felt sorry for Vanessa....I think some of the other 

guys felt sorry, too. But the guilt was short-lived. It 

was eclipsed in no time by the victory 

celebration....We burst into cheers and slapped 

five with each other like we’d played on the 

winning baseball team. (pp. 48-49) 

For McCall (1994) and his crew, the train was not 

about sexual gratification but about homosocial 

bonding. “Even though it involved sex, it didn’t seem to 

be about sex at all....[It] marked our real coming 

together as a gang. It certified us as a group of hanging 

partners who would do anything and everything 

together” (p. 49). 

The absence of eroticism is even more apparent in 

the Mepham case. Although the victims were anally 

raped with objects, and many of the dramatic scenes 

that the victims were forced to perform featured 

simulated homosexual acts, there is no hint of sexual 

arousal or gratification. Rather, anal rape and other 

simulated sexual acts were used to emasculate and 

degrade. This is not uncommon. O’Sullivan (1998) 

reports on two sexual assaults by groups of athletes on 

weaker teammates, as well as several cases of wrestlers 

sexually assaulting defeated opponents as part of post-

match victory celebrations. In addition, she reports an 

incident in which a group of fraternity men sodomized 

a gay man who had walked by their house holding 

hands with another man, thus punishing him for 

violating cultural norms against visible displays of 

homosexuality.  

Thus, both group rapes and antigay violence are 

not only public demonstrations of masculine 

dominance, they are celebratory dramas. Typically, the 

atmosphere is one of recreation and fun. The group is 

reveling in its shared power. This can be true whether 

the men hail from the social elite, as in the case of 

fraternity brothers, or from less privileged 

backgrounds, as in McCall’s previously described 

account. Although young men may experience 

temporary powerlessness due to their age, or more 
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long-term powerlessness due to their economic class 

and/or race, they still maintain relative superiority due 

to their sex. Group rape and antigay violence are two 

methods of demonstrating this male power over indi-

viduals with less social power. 

Although antigay violence is nonerotic, it remains 

a public dramatization of sexuality. Whereas group 

rape is ostensibly an enactment of heterosexuality, in 

that the actors perform sexually with females, gay-

bashers are proclaiming their sexuality in 

contradistinction to homosexuality. Thus, the two 

forms of violence are opposite sides of the same coin—

the public enactment of heterosexual masculinity. This 

explains why one rarely encounters misogyny or 

heterosexism in the absence of the other. 

Conclusion 

This article has argued that antigay violence and 

the group rape of women serve similar functions and 

are committed under similar environmental conditions. 

Both forms of violence are used not only to 

demonstrate masculinity to peers, but also to punish 

gender role violations and to enforce gender 

subordination—in the one case against women who 

violate the strictures for female sexuality, and in the 

other against men who violate norms for gendered 

behavior.  

The article posits that aggression against both 

women and perceived gay men is socially normative in 

certain male groups. Indeed, it is the group—and not 

any one individual in isolation—that commits the 

assault. Violence against women and gay men is 

prevalent within misogynistic and heterosexist 

environments that condone or even glorify violence. In 

the absence of societal animus and contempt for 

women and gay people, young men would not find 

these types of behaviors acceptable, and such assaults 

would not be excused by authority figures as “boys will 

be boys.”  

This analysis suggests that group violence against 

those who symbolize the feminine “other” will decrease 

as the hypermasculine ideal becomes less central to 

heterosexual male identity. This may not be as 

impossible a goal as one might think. Merely altering 

potential assailants’ perceptions of gay people and 

women from value-laden symbols of differentness to 

real persons may reduce the incidence of violence 

(Herek, 1990). This has been demonstrated in the case 

of antigay harassment, which is rampant on most high 

school campuses today (Franklin, 2000; Human Rights 

Watch, 2001). Systematic programs to train teachers 

and educate students, particularly under the guidance 

of charismatic leaders, have dramatically improved the 

safety of gay students in certain schools (e.g., Farrell, 

1998; Szalacha, 2001). Similarly, in their study of high- 

and low-risk fraternities, Boswell and Spade (1999) 

found one of the central differences to be the degree to 

which men and women mingled socially, as opposed to 

connecting solely around sex. On an anecdotal note, 

Lefkowitz (1997) pointed out that the athletes in the 

Glen Ridge case who declined to participate in the rape, 

leaving the scene as it began to unfold, were those who 

had sisters and strong women in their lives.  

Short of larger and more long-range changes, this 

article points to the utility of distinguishing between a 

drama’s lead actors and its bit players. The leaders 

need to be identified early in their transgressive 

careers; in cases such as those discussed here, 

subsequent violence could have been avoided if 

authorities had intervened earlier. Followers, on the 

other hand, may be reached through educational efforts 

and reduction of their dependency and sense of peer 

pressure to conform to the group.  

Antigay violence and group rape are typically 

studied in different forums. Researchers interested in 

antigay violence tend to be affiliated with the anti-hate 

crimes movement. Group rape, in contrast, is rarely 

studied as a distinct entity; the few researchers who 

have focused on it hail from the feminist, anti-rape, and 

anti-domestic violence camp. It is hoped that a focus on 

the commonalities between the two types of youthful 

male group violence will encourage overlapping 

research and prevention efforts.  
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