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Abstract 

 

 

This project examines the use of virtual space in navigating the meaning of consent after 

the fact. Recently, some individuals have begun to interrogate their own past sexual 

experiences through the use of online sex education forums, blogs, and subreddits. 

Through this process of eliciting community feedback, many have (re)framed these 

experiences as consensual or nonconsensual. Using data that was obtained from five 

distinct Reddit communities (or subreddits), comprised of 66 posts and over 4,000 

comments, this thesis examines this process as both an extralegal, reflexive negotiation of 

consent, and a user-constructed virtual trial. This discussion posits that the use of these 

spaces (rather than traditional legal/institutional resolutions) is a response to the 

significant changes in how consent has been conceptualized within the mainstream; this 

is exemplified through academic literature theorizing consent and the shifts in Canadian 

governance of sexual assault. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

My title begins with a quote, “ITT: Rape Analysts.” ITT, an acronym meaning “in this 

thread,” speaks to the nature of online spaces and the conversations that emerge from 

discussion forums, whereas “rape analysts” would be persons predominantly concerned 

with assessing sexual harms. This thesis is concerned both with the nature of virtual 

spaces and the conversations that emerge from them. It interrogates the use of online 

communities to negotiate and navigate questions of sexual violence, consent, kink, and 

harm. It further examines the process of retroactively deciding whether a sexual 

experience was consensual and how sexual scripts can be rewritten and reframed with the 

help of an online community. “ITT: Rape Analysts” was one comment that emerged from 

my extensive data collection conducted on Reddit. My concern was with the visible 

emergence and use of these spaces to question the nature of personal sexual experiences 

to a broader community of virtual jurists. This thesis looks to these communities and how 

they balance social and legal understandings of consent and sexual violence along with 

the interests and needs of the original poster. 

 

Online spaces such as subreddits - as well as blogs, sexual education forums, and advice 

columns - are now virtual spaces where individuals may interrogate their own sexual 

experiences and (re)frame them as either consensual or nonconsensual. This process, 

despite being unconventional and perhaps unfamiliar within a traditional justice-seeking 

praxis, in many ways mirrors conventions of a criminal trial. There is a formalistic 

system of rules that govern the space, the presentation of a fact scenario, and the 
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opportunity for community participation – not unlike a jury trial. Reddit facilitates space 

for distinct subcommunities to create their own rules and customs for its users in 

engaging with these posts, resulting in data that follows a clear and expected structure. 

Within these subcommunities, users are able to disseminate and engage with pre-existing 

content and posts. However they can also use these forums as platforms to create and 

share their own content, educate other users, provide advice, and ask questions. It is this 

communicative process, and the specific questions asked and addressed, that is the focus 

of this thesis. 

 

This thesis, as exemplified through the title, uses language that may be unfamiliar to 

readers who are not practiced Reddit users. Reddit refers to itself as the front page of the 

internet (Massanari 2015), but can be more technically described as a link aggregation 

website with a comments section. On Reddit, users are commonly referred to as 

“Redditors.” Accordingly, I use the term Redditor to refer to any user who has 

commented on a post. Creators of posts are referred to as “original posters” or more often 

by the abbreviation “OP.” While OPs are also Redditors, I distinguish between the two in 

my thesis as they have unique roles in the discussion. Users can surf Reddit without an 

account, but many users will choose to have accounts so that they can subscribe to 

content of interest. Reddit hosts many wide-ranging subcommunities, referred to as 

“subreddits,” which users can subscribe to in order to curate their front page with content 

of interest. Reddit also uses a voting algorithm to hierarchically organize content. Votes 

are measured by “karma points,” and users are able to “upvote” or “downvote” content 
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and comments to show their level of interest and approval. Reddit then uses this 

information in how it presents and orders content. 

 

Interest and critical attention to issues of sexual violence has flared up at various points in 

time.1 Issues surrounding consent are now topical discussion points, driven 

predominantly by the recent #MeToo movement. Public disclosures of sexual violence, 

or the “outing” of celebrities and public figures as rapists or perpetrators of sexual 

violence has been receiving widespread media attention. This attention has prompted 

many to question what constitutes the difference between violent or “bad” sex. Prior to 

this, the interactions between sexual violence, consent, and law have received wide-

ranging, diverse coverage in academic work. It has been said that the defining 

characteristic of sexual violence is the absence of consent (Beres 2007). This 

understanding prompts a consideration of spontaneous sociology; we have adopted a 

common sense meaning and framework without critically reflecting on the cultural, 

historical and social contexts from which these understandings arose (Bourdieu 1991; 

Beres 2007, p. 95). 

 

In fact, sexual consent itself has stimulated a great deal of debate and public interest 

throughout the last decade (Cowling and Reynolds 2016). Frameworks for sexual consent 

have been advanced and critiqued amongst interdisciplinary audiences, many noting a 

                                                            
1 For instance, Katie Roiphe documents the rising attention to campus sexual violence and date rape in her 

book The Morning After: Sex, Fear, and Feminism (1994). Roiphe critiqued the social perception and 

representation of campus sexual violence and the then current cultural preoccupation with victimization. 

She further argued that this echoed a great deal of outdated assumptions surrounding how men and women 

experience sex, positioned women as fearful of their sexuality, and placed a heightened interest on sexual 

regulation. 
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gendered dynamic to consent and inherent power structures. Some dominance feminists 

have questioned the ability of women to give consent under patriarchal structures entirely 

(MacKinnon 1989). Demystifying and understanding sexual consent decisions and how 

they are made brings with it the possibilities of enhancing ethical conduct and uncovering 

important dynamics of our interpersonal and romantic lives (Cowling and Reynolds 

2016). Sexual consent is often thought of as either present or absent, and, following this 

logic, sex is wanted or unwanted. This conceptualization has received very little 

challenge, however some limited scholarship has pointed towards a missing discourse of 

ambivalence. 

 

Muehlenhard and Peterson (2005) attempted to trouble the dominant conceptualization of 

sex as either wanted or unwanted (consensual or nonconsensual) by pointing to a body of 

research that demonstrates feelings of ambivalence concerning sex. The discourse of 

ambivalence came out of prior research that explored tensions and confusion in wanting 

(and not wanting) sex.  Specifically, the research has explored the prevalence and 

experience of “token resistance,” a term used to describe the situation when the 

individual desires sex, but for a variety of reasons, says “no” to sexual advances. Rather 

than working to remedy the dichotomous nature of both wanting and unwanting, 

Meuhlenhard and Peterson (2005) fragmented the wanting and unwanting by considering 

the potential outcomes and implications of sexual contact. Here, ambivalence is theorized 

to emerge from the consequences of sex, and inquiries into the nature of consent are 

again based upon a fairly limited framework. Instead of a dichotomous analysis, there are 

now four ways to understand sexual contact: as wanted and consensual; as wanted and 
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nonconsensual; as unwanted and consensual; as unwanted and nonconsensual. While this 

analysis attempts to nuance our understanding of ambivalence due to potential outcomes 

that may trouble wanting or not wanting sex, it still relies upon discrete categories of 

experience and removes the temporality and flexibility of consent and wanting as it 

manifests in an interaction. Sex is seen as a relatively static performance, where the status 

of consent and wanting remains a constant throughout. Law, despite being frequently 

critiqued for lacking subjectivity in understanding consent, acknowledges that sexual 

consent is a dynamic process. Here, however, law stresses the importance of ongoing, 

active consent, which is further troubled by Meuhlenhard and Peterson’s (2005) findings 

that consent may be present when sex is unwanted, or absent when sex is wanted. 

 

This project seeks to contribute to the work that muddies the dichotomous nature of 

consent by examining the way online users turn to Reddit as an epistemic tool to make 

sense of sexual experiences. To date, I have been unable to find any academic treatment 

of these discussions and how online users negotiate and label their experiences with 

guidance and judgement from a community. This thesis examines the use of online 

spaces to question sexual consent after the fact, and casts these conversations as virtual 

trials. It looks at discussions surrounding sexually ambiguous or grey encounters and how 

users solicit advice from broader communities well practiced in judging. Both the advice 

and the virtual forum are considered forms of extralegal authority, which includes both 

“majority” perspectives as well as “dissenting” ones. The purpose of this thesis is to 

explain the current use of these spaces, their operation, and what can be gleaned about the 

conundrum of consent from studies in virtual communities and practices of judging. 
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My interest in these spaces came about through my previous work exploring the legal 

governance and denunciation of sexuality, and imagining the law as a precautionary, risk-

averse instrument. Initially, my project was concerned with the Canadian common law 

and its increasingly stringent conceptualization of consent in cases of sexual assault. In 

attempting to unpack the sociolegal and interpersonal challenges that would come from a 

widespread societal adoption of this framework, I was led to users who had similar 

concerns and questions online. For these reasons, and despite the fact that online 

extralegal jurisprudence has no clear jurisdiction, I have chosen to situate this work 

within a Canadian legal framework. The focus here is not to advocate for a true 

articulation or construction of consent, but rather to unsettle the current legal framework 

and explore an alternative means to navigate questions of consent. 

 

The second chapter of this thesis seeks to explain the sociolegal and theoretical context in 

which these discussions emerge. It begins by tracking the common law’s engagement and 

(re)interpretation of consent within Canadian law and outlines the current legislative 

framework for sexual assault. Canadian law is argued to have taken a precautionary 

approach, requiring affirmative consent that cannot be implied or given in advance. These 

consent restrictions are also extended to those who grant consent, which may lead to 

doubting one’s agency and capability to consent to sex. A sexual assault charge will 

challenge an alleged perpetrator’s sense of belonging and citizenship as they are 

subjected to denunciation and legal governance. This thesis argues that there will be 

similar challenges to the identity of victims of sexual violence as rape has been 
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understood in both law and society to fundamentally and permanently change a person. 

The use of Reddit to navigate questions of consent and sexual assault is seen as a means 

of maintaining or redefining citizenship, as well as self-understanding. Users enter these 

spaces attempting to gain clarity about a past event in communities that are well practiced 

in judging. 

 

In the third chapter, I outline my methodological approach to analyzing discussions on 

Reddit. This project was accomplished through an ethnographic content analysis (ECA) 

of virtual trials taken from five distinct subreddits, which included 66 posts and over 

4,000 comments. In this chapter, I also discuss my perspective on Reddit as a space of 

analysis and challenge popular academic imaginings of Reddit and its users. Through my 

exposure and immersion in these communities, Reddit users demonstrated themselves to 

be complex and dynamic, particularly in the subreddits where I collected my data. I 

justify my inclusion criteria for data and how subreddits were selected for analysis. 

 

The fourth chapter presents the findings derived from analysis. The analysis concerns 

itself both with how users present and respond to fact scenarios. Common themes 

provided insights into how users understood consent and the sexual scripts that governed 

giving and reading consent. Users who posted and commented in these spaces also 

demonstrated risk-averse perspectives when granting and reading consent or having sex, 

and significant anxiety after, what has been termed, “grey” sexual encounters. In these 

circumstances, users emphasized their need to use a label (i.e. rape) to define their 

experiences in order to make sense of otherwise ambiguous or sexually uncomfortable 
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encounters. While many communities addressed questions through surface level answers, 

users on BDSM affiliated subreddits chose to disseminate educational information and 

challenge pre-existing consent frameworks. Although they would uphold the legitimacy 

of acts that are criminal in a Canadian legal framework, they did so while advancing a 

“safe, sane, and consensual” model of consent. They also were quick to condemn and 

exclude members of their community who were accused of sexual violence; this, along 

with the consent frameworks advanced, suggest that these communities mobilize similar 

logics to that of the mainstream. This may be a means of integrating or seeking inclusion 

and acceptance. Similarly, men found a much more receptive audience when reporting or 

questioning sexual assaults on Reddit. Past research has demonstrated that men face 

unique and pervasive challenges when reporting sexual assaults. By curating and hosting 

a virtual trial, men may find a more sympathetic and receptive audience. 

 

Chapter five is a concluding chapter which includes an extensive discussion and 

argument that consent culture today may be building towards a moral panic. Many 

current headlines attempt to widen the reach of sexual consent and further entrench 

systems of governance through the use of consent apps and “consent captains”. While 

there is an important social value in respecting the consent of others, the current social 

preoccupation with these questions demonstrates heightened risk-aversion, nuance-

destroying and anxiety-provoking attitudes towards sex. 

 

It could be asked why this project invests in considering discussions on Reddit as a 

jurisprudential representation or trial. Some of these posts have, and still may, reach 
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substantial audiences, and may play a role in how readers go forward and construct their 

own narratives about their experiences. During data collection, it became evident that 

these conversations occur in many diverse, wide-ranging subreddits.2 The subreddits that 

had been examined had just over three million combined subscribed members. 3 These 

posts are overwhelmingly influential in scope; they also may be overwhelmingly 

influential for the OP who chooses to host a virtual trial. The comments provided often 

give the OP license to label or reframe their experience, and some OPs later commented 

that feedback led them to therapy or encouraged them to report the assault. These 

communities provide clarity to the OP as well as to broader community members as to 

how consent and sexual assault should be understood and articulated in legal, moral, and 

philosophical contexts. These discussions may serve as an introduction to complicated 

jurisprudential issues, frameworks, and value systems. Finally, the use of these spaces 

rather than traditional means of justice is significant as it is a subtle rejection of that 

system as one of sole authority or value to the OP.  

  

                                                            
2 The majority of these subreddits were not examined as they fell outside of the data selection criteria. This 

will be discussed further in Chapter 3. 
3 As of June 23, 2018, r/sex had 940,392 subscribed members, r/relationships had 1,290,130 subscribed 

members, r/relationship advice had 623,754 subscribed members, r/bdsm had 125,825 subscribed members, 

and r/BDSMcommunity had 94,008 subscribed members. These posts may appear on any of these 

subscribed members ‘front page’ when they visit Reddit, and may further extend to other readers who lurk 

in these spaces. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
 

 

Canadian governance of sexual assault and offending has experienced dramatic changes 

over the past few decades. These changes, both codified and through common law 

interpretation, have fundamentally altered what constitutes sexual offending and what 

behaviours may be captured under the purview of criminal law. The discussion in this 

chapter intends to cover those changes, stressing the legislative and societal shifts in how 

we conceptualize consent, as well as laying the theoretical foundation of this thesis. 

 

From Rape to Sexual Assault: Codified Law 

 

Legislation governing sexual assault has a long, dynamic history in Canada. Canadian 

laws originally derived from the English common law where, in its nascency, sexual 

assault (then, rape), was thought to be a consequence from abduction (Tang 1998, p. 

259). In the late thirteenth century, English lawmakers adapted the definition of raptus 

(ravishment) to conflate rape and abduction; this allowed for rape, coerced marriage, and 

consensual elopement to be captured by the statutes (Dunn 2007). Men were at the core 

of these legislative responses as they were the offended party through the loss and 

possible violation of their wives and property (Estrich 1987; Matlock 2014). When 

Canadian criminal law was developed, it thus carried with it this underlying patriarchal 

ideology, which entrenched problematic expectations of gender roles (Los 1994). The 

Criminal Code (C-127) was amended in 1983 intending to quash systemic rules that 

sustained bias against women and, in this process, rape was reclassified as a type of 

assault (Tang 1998).  
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Governing sexual assault rather than rape prompted a more gender-neutral approach in 

law while simultaneously opening the scope of legislation to address a wider range of 

sexually assaultive behaviour. By gender-neutral, here the suggestion is that law began to 

pave the way for a more humane, just treatment of victims of sexual violence, 

recognizing that sexual violence may occur regardless of marital status or sexual history. 

In changing the language of the offense from rape to sexual assault, legislature shifted its 

consideration to the violence of the act rather than the sexual nature; here, the focus 

became more in tune with harm and the violation of sexual boundaries as a form of 

violence instead of focusing solely on penetrative sexual violence (Gunn and Minch 

1998; Stuart 1992). 

 

While rape prior to 1983 was a very recognizable offence, sexual assault offending today 

engages with a great deal of messiness, ambiguity, and grey areas of law. The 

understanding that women are not morally underdeveloped, are capable of providing 

credible testimony, and that reporting may not always be immediate following an assault 

when held against our legal standard of proving both mens rea in an accused and guilt 

beyond a reasonable doubt have resulted in a very nuanced and ever-evolving framework 

via the common law. A great deal of this confusion rests upon consent. Many legal 

scholars have argued that - at least on paper - recent common law decisions from sexual 

assault cases have resulted in an affirmative consent framework now held in Canadian 

law (Benedet 2014; Gotell 2008). Affirmative consent means that there is an active and 

voluntary communication of consent between both parties at each stage of sexual 
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touching. This communication cannot be passive or assumed, and must be ongoing (see 

R. v. Ewanchuk 1999 and R. v. J.A. 2011). By imposing more specific criteria that must 

constitute consent, the common law furthered the scope of behaviours that may be subject 

to governance. 

 

Sexual Assault in the Common Law 

 

There are several Supreme Court of Canada cases responsible for reinterpreting the 

common law iteration of consent and, on a more subtle level, how harm is understood by 

our courts. Canada’s definition of sexual assault is quite broad, and captures all unwanted 

sexual activity. Here, the determining factor for what constitutes unwanted rests 

predominantly on consent, but also, on the legal impermissibility to consent under certain 

circumstances or to consent to harm.  

 

For unwanted sexual activity to result in a criminal conviction, proof is required beyond a 

reasonable doubt of two basic elements: that the accused committed the actus reus (here, 

unwanted sexual touching); that the accused has the necessary mens rea. Mens rea to 

sexual assault cases would constitute the intention to touch while knowing, or being 

wilfully blind to, or reckless of, a lack of consent. Demonstrating that the actus reus has 

been committed requires the proof of three elements: touching; the sexual nature of the 

contact; the absence of consent. Both touching and the sexual nature of the contact were 

described by the court as objective standards, while the absence of consent relies on a 

determination of the complainant’s subjective state of mind (R. v. Ewanchuk 1999). How 
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the accused understood the complainant’s state of mind is only relevant should a defence 

of honest but mistaken belief in consent be raised when assessing mens rea. 

 

Ewanchuk is one of the leading cases that set forth how the courts must measure consent 

in cases where it is presented as a defence to sexual assault. At trial, the complainant was 

found to have provided the accused with “implied consent,” a defence that had not and 

still does not exist within criminal law (R. v. Ewanchuk 1999, at para. 31). The Supreme 

Court in Ewanchuk found that this treatment focused on the potential to objectively 

construe consent on the part of the accused, and therefore erred in law by focusing the 

examination of consent on the behaviour of the complainant rather than her state of mind 

at the time. Put more simply, consent could not be inferred by an accused regardless of 

objectively present contextual clues. Consent must be established through the 

complainant’s state of mind during the encounter; her behaviour is not relevant in 

establishing consent. 

 

The Court stressed that the absence of consent, one of three elements to prove the actus 

reus of an offence, could solely be measured through the complainant’s state of mind; 

therefore, the only direct source of evidence must come from their testimony. The Court 

also stressed that consent, in order to be legally effective, must be freely given (R. v. 

Ewanchuk 1999, at para. 36). In Ewanchuk, the complainant testified that, under the 

circumstances, she was afraid and therefore, throughout the sexual encounter, waited or 

chose not to voice her lack of consent. The Court found that this was one of many 

conditions where there were outside factors that may prompt apparent or visible consent 
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and, as such, consent was not freely given (R. v. Ewanchuk 1999, at para. 36). Further, 

the Court ruled that the complainant’s fear did not need to be founded or reasonable, nor 

did it need to be communicated to the accused in order to vitiate consent (R. v. Ewanchuk 

1999, at para. 39). 

 

The Court’s finding that consent must be freely given is also contingent on them having 

an operating mind (R. v. J.A. 2011, at para. 36). An operating mind has yet to be qualified 

by the Court, however it has been made clear that, with respect to self-induced voluntary 

intoxication, being unconscious is not the only state capable of vitiating consent (R. v. 

Esau 1997). Intoxication that has been brought about involuntarily, for instance, drugs 

unknowingly administered by an accused, will always vitiate consent (R. v. Daigle 1997, 

aff’d 1998). However, Canadian law has struggled as of late to clearly articulate the 

relationship between a complainant’s voluntary intoxication and consent (R. v. Al-Rawi 

2018). This remains a contested and ill-defined point of law; section 273.1(2)(b) of the 

Criminal Code establishes that “no consent is obtained... where the complainant is 

incapable of consenting to the activity,” however the Supreme Court has not 

authoritatively ruled on the dividing line between capacity and incapacity. An impairment 

of cognitive ability, short of loss of consciousness, is a grey area of the law in relation to 

a person’s capacity to consent. Legal authorities have been unable to conclusively and 

unanimously decide this issue or introduce a test, however, legal intervenors have 

recently suggested that the test for incapacity should be:  

 

(a) understanding of the nature of the specific sexual act in question; 

(b) ability to assess the risks and consequences associated with the act in the 
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particular circumstances confronting the complainant, including physical risks 

(such as pregnancy or disease) and social risks (such as public exposure); 

(c) understanding that she has a choice as to whether to participate or decline to 

participate in the act; and 

(d) capacity to communicate consent4 (R. v. Al-Rawi 2018, at para. 36) 

 

The intervenors also suggested that the courts have historically overlooked the 

communicative nature of consent (R. v. Al-Rawi 2018, at para. 40). Although this 

framework in its entirety was ultimately rejected by the appellate court in Al-Rawi, the 

push to recognize communication as an essential element of consent further demonstrates 

a belief that affirmative consent frameworks found throughout campus consent culture 

belong in our courtrooms. 

 

 

As sexual assault is a crime of general intent, the Crown only needs to demonstrate that 

the accused intended to touch the complainant in order to satisfy the mens rea 

requirement of the offence (R. v. Daviault 1994, referenced in R. v. Ewanchuk at para. 

41). However, to avoid convicting those who would be morally innocent, having honestly 

but mistakenly believed that they had consent, the accused may challenge evidence of 

mens rea by establishing an honest but mistaken belief in consent (R. v. Creighton 1993; 

R. v. Park 1995; Pappajohn v. The Queen 1980). Following Ewanchuk, McLachlin C.J. 

commented that this defence would only be available in instances where the defendant 

took reasonable steps to ascertain consent, and in doing so, “believed that the 

                                                            
4 Paras “a” and “c” were endorsed by the court in Al-Rawi, however the remaining points were rejected in 

light of authoritative Supreme Court judgements. In Cuerrier, Mabior, and Hutchinson, the Court rejected 

the argument that knowing risks and consequences were necessary elements of consent and, in Esau, 

communicating a voluntary agreement was found to constitute the mens rea of an offence, as well as 

reasonable steps that may be taken by an accused to determine an honest but mistaken belief. 

Communication does not make up the actus reus of consent; this must be assessed solely through the 

complainant’s testimony of their subjective state of mind. 
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complainant communicated her consent to engage in the sexual activity in question” 

(Plaxton 2015, p. 14, citing R. v. Ewanchuk 1999, at para. 46, emphasis in original). This 

addressed a great many of the critiques that had been previously levelled at the honestly 

mistaken belief defence (see Tang 1998, p. 264), as the belief now had to be based in 

observable, objectively reasonable grounds. 

 

It is, at this point, that we see a shift towards affirmative consent, particularly in light of 

L’Heureux-Dubé J.’s assertion that “the mens rea of sexual assault is not only satisfied 

when it is shown that the accused knew that the complainant was essentially saying ‘no’, 

but is also satisfied when it is shown that the accused knew that the complainant was 

essentially not saying ‘yes’” (R. v. Park 1995, at para. 39). Here, to establish an honestly 

held, mistaken belief in consent, an accused must point to an observable, communicated 

“yes” by the complainant to the specific sexual activity in question. In Michael Plaxton’s 

monograph, Implied Consent and Sexual Assault: Intimate Relationships, Autonomy, and 

Voice, he comments on the many kinds of casual sexual touching that, in light of 

Ewanchuk and J.A., would be characterized as sexual assaults under the law (2015, p. 

14); here, his argument is rooted specifically in expressions of intimacy between long-

term heterosexual couples, but it could easily be extended to other relationships. Plaxton 

makes the case for implied consent being respected in the law, arguing that this upholds 

the importance of sexual agency, the idea that sexuality and sexual contact between 

couples embodies a way of living reflexive of mutuality, and their own normative means 

of expressing affection (Plaxton 2015, p. 20). 
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Sexual contact will naturally look different from couple to couple. More recently, 

conversations have been centred on the legality and social acceptability of certain forms 

of consensual sexual contact with respect to harm (see R. v. Welch 1995; Khan 2014a). 

While this may fall within Plaxton’s understanding of mutuality and normative 

expressions of affection within relationships, it often clashes against the common law. A 

leading case on sexual contact and harm, R. v. Welch (1995), concerns what the 

complainant described as a violent sexual assault, involving restraint, hitting, and 

aggressive penetration of the vagina and rectum. The accused had claimed consent, 

however the jury was instructed by the trial judge that a defence of consent could not 

apply considering the nature of the activities. This suggests that, in cases that involve 

bodily harm, the Crown does not bear the burden of proving non-consent and consent to 

bodily harm is not valid in law. The decision was upheld in the Court of Appeal, which 

suggests that, in cases involving bodily harm, there is no available defence for those who 

are criminally accused (Khan 2014a, p. 4). 

 

R. v. J.A. (2011) further contributed to the common law’s pejorative reading of BDSM or 

non-normative sexual practices in its judgement. Here, the court focused exclusively on 

the question of “whether consent for the purposes of sexual assault requires the 

complainant to be conscious throughout the sexual activity” (R. v. J.A. 2011, at para. 21). 

Ultimately, the Court deferred to Parliament’s intention: that consent has previously been 

dealt with in such a way that there must be ongoing, conscious, and present consent to all 

forms of sexual activity in question (R. v. J.A., at para. 65). While the Court 

acknowledged that this may be unrealistic at face value, they deemed it inappropriate to 
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find exceptions or ways to make this exercise of common law more practical. As the 

complainant was unconscious during a period where sexual contact continued, her 

testimony that the contact was consensual was ignored. 

 

In previous work, I have argued that this iteration of law is built off of risk averse 

strategies of governance that privilege readings of violence over pleasure (Menzie 2018). 

A great deal of academic work post J.A. has recounted the couple’s history of intimate 

partner violence in order to overlook testimony provided by the complainant (Gotell 

2012; Craig 2014; Busby 2012; Koshan 2016). In fact, the Women’s Legal Education and 

Action Fund’s (LEAF) intervening factum focused almost exclusively on the context of 

intimate partner violence, rather than acknowledging the complainant’s testimony of 

consensual kink (Khan 2016c; Menzie 2018). However, accepting an iteration of law that 

attaches a greater importance to readings of violence over readings of agency and kink is 

problematic. Again, we reach the same juncture in Ewanchuk, where, in law, both the 

context and perception of fear and violence are privileged above readings of pleasure, 

attractions, and agency. By requiring affirmative consent, the law privileges risk-averse 

policies over non-normative pleasure. Communicational nuances are ignored, and sexual 

scripts are forced into a universal framework. We also further establish a disregard in law 

for the legitimacy of sexual practices that fall outside the norm. 

 

In Welch, Ewanchuk, and J.A., the test for establishing sexual assault prioritizes risk 

aversion over non-normative pleasure and puts a particular kind of burden on the defence. 

Consent in law, and in practice, is determined through a person’s subjective state of 
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mind. With respect to sexual assault, implied consent is not a valid defence and there is 

no legal consideration of objectively present contextual cues that would signal consent to 

an accused. Above, I outlined the three components of the actus reus for sexual assault: 

(1) touching; (2) of a sexual nature; (3) without consent. This legal framework 

criminalizes the act of sexual touching where consent is not present, but provides no 

objective standard for consent and relies solely on the complainant’s subjective state of 

mind. The complainant may even give objectively visible cues that indicate consent, 

however the accused will still be found guilty of the actus reus (R. v. Ewanchuk 1999). In 

Ewanchuk, the complainant was found by the trial and appellate court to have given 

objectively visible contextual cues that she was consenting to sexual touching. However, 

the court found that these cues, while present, could not constitute consent because of her 

subjective state of mind, because she was afraid. While I am not suggesting that 

complainants be held accountable for actions taken in the interests of self-preservation, 

the decision to overlook objectively present cues sets problematic legal precedent. 

Effectively, a subjective – and possibly unfounded – feeling of fear is prioritized over an 

objectively present and reasonable reading of sexual interest. This test restricts the ways 

we might communicate sexual interest and proposes instead an explicit, ever-present 

bureaucratic framework relying heavily on caution and mistrust. It further exceptionalizes 

sexual offences,5 and imposes an evidentiary burden on the accused to defend themselves 

should they have misread the complainant’s subjective state of mind. 

 

                                                            
5 Indeed, implied consent has been found to be an appropriate legal defence to causing harm in other 

circumstances, for instance, surgical interventions, and injuries sustained during sports or stunting (R. v. 

Cey 1989; R. v. Leclerc 1991; R. v. Jobidon 1991). 
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An accused charged with sexual assault has available to them a defence of an honest but 

mistaken belief in consent. This belief cannot arise from self-induced intoxication, 

recklessness, or wilful blindness, and further, the accused needs to demonstrate that they 

took reasonable steps to ascertain that the complainant was consenting. This is captured 

under section 273.2 of the Criminal Code, which reads as follows: 

 

273.2 It is not a defence to a charge under section 271, 272 or 273 that the accused 

believed that the complainant consented to the activity that forms the subject-matter 

of the charge, where 

(a) the accused’s belief arose from the accused’s 

(i) self-induced intoxication, or 

(ii) recklessness or wilful blindness; or 

(b) the accused did not take reasonable steps, in the circumstances known to the 

accused at the time, to ascertain that the complainant was consenting 

 

Here, paragraph (b) departs in some ways from the common law. Paragraph (a)(i) 

captures the common law rule that sexual assault cannot be defended or justified through 

self-induced intoxication, and paragraph (a)(ii) reflects the Court’s judgement in R. v. 

Sansregret (1985). However, paragraph (b) introduces an objective standard in 

determining whether the accused’s belief was honestly held. Their state of mind is 

assessed alongside actions taken to support or reinforce their belief in consent. This also 

has the effect of placing a tactical or evidential burden on the accused to introduce 

evidence that is capable of raising reasonable doubt to their intentions and speaking to an 

honestly held belief in consent. The Court’s disparate application of standards here is 

important. An accused must provide objective evidence to their state of mind should they 

honestly hold belief in consent, where a complainant’s subjective state of mind is 

sufficient. Fear and pleasure are assessed and weighted differently by the Court, and 
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greater scrutiny is applied to those who are accused under criminal law prior to 

conviction. 

 

This legal test is demonstrative of an argument made many times before in sociolegal and 

criminological work: that social life is governed by risk (O’Malley 2004). The Court 

here, in many authoritative judgements has ruled that fear of violence must take 

precedence over spontaneity and, potentially, pleasure. By stipulating that fear may be 

unfounded, while contextually present cues indicating consent still must be asserted 

through a communicated “yes,” the Court has rooted this governance of risk in 

precautionary logic (R. v. Ewanchuk 1999; R. v. Park 1995; Haggerty 2003). Risk of 

miscommunication in these contexts is incalculable, which thereby forces the courts to 

rely on intangible and unmeasurable anxieties surrounding sexual contact and expression 

(Haggerty 2003; Jochelson, Gacek and Menzie 2018). The Supreme Court of Canada’s 

framework for consent may be better equipped to address harm, but this net has been 

widened on the basis of a harm that is impossible to measure, and effectively privileges 

risk-aversion over non-normative pleasure. 

 

Theoretical Section: Harm, Judging, and Belonging 

 

Past scholarly work has examined the legal denunciation, censorship, and criminal 

sanctions imposed on other forms of sexual expression - such as pornography and sex 

work - in the context of a changing conception of harm within neoliberalism (Jochelson 

and Kramar 2011; Jochelson, Gacek and Menzie 2018). Neoliberalism, and the resulting 
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imposition of legal censorship and criminal sanctions, is credited as using both power and 

subjugation to create sexual subjects (Jochelson and Kramar 2011, p. 9). With respect to 

consent, I would suggest that there is a similar shift towards a new conception of harm 

that justifies legal interference into the sexual lives of citizens. 

 

Past scholarship has illustrated that neither consent nor harm can be considered self-

evident categories within the law (Khan 2014b, p. 428). In not being observable or 

measurable phenomena, these concepts are malleable, and may restrict or make space for 

certain behaviours over others as the common law evolves. This understanding is 

explored by Jochelson and Kramar’s theoretical conception of law’s “mutant harm 

principle,” applied then to the regulation of obscenity and indecency in Canada (2011). 

Here, they argue that criminalization is not confined to a single logic and, through these 

transmutations, the law is able to curtail many liberal critiques that would otherwise be 

applied to an unjust exercise of power. John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty chronicles the 

legitimate exercise of state or societal powers upon individuals, arguing that “the only 

purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized 

community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others; his own good, either physical or 

moral, is not a sufficient warrant” (1859, p. 13). However, by choosing to frame harm to 

others as not always physical but, rather, as potentially an intangible harm to the 

community, the court is able to cloak their enforcement of a more conservative moral 

order within the terms of the “proper functioning of society” (Jochelson and Kramar 

2011, p. 16-17). Jochelson and Kramar argue judicial decision making in these contexts 
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has removed voices of certain sexual communities in order to describe what constitutes 

bad sex and, by extension, what must then be seen as good sex (2011, p. 17). 

 

With respect to consent and the cases outlined earlier in this chapter, the law has deemed 

bad sex as sex that leaves marks, causes pain, or relies on consent that is implied or given 

in advance (R. v. Welch 1995; R. v. Ewanchuk 1999; R. v. J.A. 2011). Consequently, 

while not explicitly addressed in Canadian statutory law, BDSM practices are often 

captured by case law as violent, pathological, and harmful, resulting both in 

stigmatization and sometimes criminalization through various legal forums (Khan 2014c, 

p. 225). In Vicarious Kinks: s/m in the Socio-Legal Imaginary, Ummni Khan examines 

the legal and societal anxieties surrounding s/m practices. Considering challenges posed 

both by queer theory and risk-aware consensual kink (RACK), Khan notes “that the 

process of deciding which risks and desires will be considered unacceptable, and which 

will be ignored or naturalized, depends on sexual ideology that privileges vanilla risk 

aversion over non-normative desire,” regardless of expressed consent (2014c, p. 259). 

 

Decentering BDSM specifically from this inquiry, many normative expressions of sexual 

attraction and desire are also captured under sexual assault legislation that fails to account 

for implied or advanced consent. This was raised by the Crown in J.A., as it was noted 

that many couples will kiss their sleeping spouses as an innocent expression of affection 

and that there may be just cause to exempt certain behaviours from the criminal law’s 

reach. Implied consent is also noted as quite common amongst long-term romantic 

partners who may choose to allow for spontaneous kissing or light sexual touching in 



24 
 

order to demonstrate affection (Plaxton 2015). In this sense, our legal framework is both 

discriminatory and overbroad: discriminatory in that many common law decisions 

criminalize and stigmatize BDSM sexual activity, and overbroad in that the potential 

exists for egregious prosecution of what many consider to be blameless sexual contact. 

 

The purpose of this thesis is not to scour case law and courtrooms for examples of 

discriminatory or overbroad prosecutions. However, this discussion is necessary when we 

account for functions of criminal law aside from punishment. In articulating consent 

frameworks that contest both normative and non-normative sexual contact, legislation 

could be said to lose credibility and authority in the eyes of the public: it no longer serves 

as a reliable moral guide (Plaxton 2015, p. 27). Beyond this, by labelling what many 

consider to be innocent conduct as criminal, the expressive function of criminal law over 

extends its boundaries, and either delegitimizes itself or the behaviour in question.  

 

It could be suggested that, in our current social climate, this expression of law is most 

likely to condemn certain sexual practices rather than impact the public’s faith in criminal 

law. It is not a novel observation that dominance feminists have maintained that certain 

forms of sexual expression bring about detrimental consequence to women in society and 

equality writ large, thereby establishing a defensible moral position in avoiding harm 

(Benedet 2001; Cole 1989; Dworkin 1998; MacKinnon 1987; Mahoney 1991). This is 

often expressed through anti-pornography feminism but, under an emerging societal 

context of anti ‘rape culture’ activism, it is unsurprising that similar moral positions have 

been advanced with regard to forms of consensual sex as harmful to women and equality. 
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Indeed, university campuses have increasingly been used as sites of consent education 

and awareness, where students are educated in reading affirmative, “legitimate” consent 

(Sheehy and Gilbert 2015; Endrapeoncampus.org). Activity that takes place outside of 

these frameworks is to be understood as non-consensual and a form of sexual violence.  

Thus outside of the law, in many facets of society, we are being told the process for 

reading and, conversely, granting consent, and are being instructed that behaviours that 

fail to fit within this framework are sexually assaultive. 

 

In the introduction of her book, The Rape Victim, Elaine Hilberman writes that rape is 

“the ultimate violation of the self, short of homicide, with the invasion of one’s inner and 

most private space, as well as the loss of autonomy and control.” (1976, p. x) As a 

clinician, Hilberman’s book serves to inform medical practitioners and those who work 

closely with victims to the grave, substantial harm that rape causes. Hilberman also 

points to the work of many dominance feminists and a failure in law to explain and 

critique the pervasiveness of rape in society. This conception of rape, as an ultimate 

violation, has since mobilized outside of clinical and feminist work. Most recently, in 

reading from his sentencing decision R. v. Ururyar (later overturned), Justice Zuker 

chose to describe rape as “the ultimate violation of self, short of murder, except that it can 

be the murder of a soul” (DiManno 2016)6. Our understanding of sexual assault as an 

attack on identity has not changed since the 1970s. It is noteworthy that both Hilberman 

and Justice Zuker chose to categorize rape this way: as “the ultimate violation,” “short of 

                                                            
6 Justice Zuker used this language at a press reading of the decision; while a similar imagining of the rape 

victim was expressed often throughout his judgement, he did not refer to rape as “the murder of a soul” in 

the actual case.  
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murder”; it is further interesting that Justice Zuker went beyond this still, characterizing 

rape as “the murder of a soul”. He suggests that moving past this experience is 

impossible. Rape is socially and legally encoded as a life-changing event: one that cannot 

be ignored, but perhaps can be prevented should we adopt an institutionally mandated, 

stringent, and affirmative consent framework that responsibilizes us as citizens to both 

maintain our bodily integrity and avoid legal repercussions. 

 

Citizenship has been defined as a “set of practices which constitute individuals as 

competent members of a community” (Turner 1994, p. 159). Sexual citizenship began 

with the theoretical premise that a society makes space for acceptable sexualities and 

practices and, in the process, excludes queer communities. Past sexual citizenship 

literature (Bell and Binnie 2000; Richardson 1998) has argued that citizenship is 

heterosexual, and that technologies and practices of sexual citizenship are intended to 

push them out or make them sexual strangers within body politic (Phelan 2001). 

Cossman’s Sexual Citizens: The Legal and Cultural Regulation of Sex and Belonging 

built off of this theory: rather than centre her argument on sexuality alone, she argued we 

use various technologies hand in glove to become citizens and affirm our belonging 

through both sexuality and identity (2007). Cossman also theorized that, much like gay 

and lesbian subjects, straight subjects also constituted and reconstituted identity with the 

possibility of unbecoming citizens (2007; see also Plummer 2003). Consensual sexual 

practices are subject to regulation; for Cossman, this is predominantly seen through the 

legal and societal governance surrounding sexual speech, pornography, sodomy, and sex 
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toys, and how this governance operates in order to produce or deny sexual citizenship 

(2007).  

 

Cossman states that the new process by which sexual citizenship is formed is 

governmental and self-disciplinary (2007). Under neoliberalism, many scholars have 

pointed to a new form of governance that, rather than relying on direct state intervention, 

prompts the self-governance of its citizens (Dean 1999; Hunt 1999; Rose 1999, 2000; 

Rose, O’Malley and Valverde 2006). While past work has imagined citizenship in the 

public sphere to be predicated on appropriate sexual practices in private (Cossman 2007, 

p. 6), understanding how choice and self-regulation “makes” a citizen unsettles the idea 

of firm, state-enforced boundaries. Sexual citizenship should be understood as “an 

ambivalent practice, simultaneously subversive and disciplinary” (Cossman 2007, p. 9; 

Stychin 2003). When we consider the dominant social construction of rape as the most 

destructive act, and one that foundationally changes its victims, it is hard to see citizens 

choosing to subvert this boundary and reform citizenship on their own terms. Rather, to 

maintain citizenship, subjects may prioritize risk-aversion and precaution across their 

sexual interactions (Cossman 2007). This may manifest in anxiety over past sexual 

interactions for some individuals who, after having evaluated an ambiguous experience 

that they initially believed to be consensual, finds that the “consent” does not match up 

with an institutionally governed and defined consent framework. 

 

It is not my position that affirmative consent frameworks are ineffective; rather, I would 

suggest that consent is a personal process. It becomes dangerous when consent, the only 
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piece separating consensual sex from sexual assault, is institutionalized, disciplinary, and 

enforceable, while the voices of consenting parties are minimized or ignored, as in J.A.. 

Here, the role of law in establishing (non)consent should not be viewed exclusively as 

repressive, but also as disciplinary and constitutive (Stynchin 2003). By taking a 

personal, affective decision and subjecting it to legal rules changes the foundational 

aspects of the act. Legal and social safeguards that are in place today requiring partners to 

obtain consent according only to a set framework paradoxically suggests that: (a) partners 

who anticipate or presume consent outside that framework are risky, and potentially 

assaultive, partners; (b) consent not given under that framework is untenable. 

Institutionalizing consent in this way calls for both those reading and granting consent to 

accept a one-size-fits-all framework and, in the process, ignore their own agency and 

autonomy. In the same sense that it is inappropriate to rely on rape myths to establish 

consent, it is inappropriate to rely on law to speak for potential victims. If we accept that 

consent is still a personal process, and not an institutional one, then it would be entirely 

possible to grant and read consent outside of this framework (indeed, Plaxton argues this 

is the case within long-term relationships). However, as this framework continues to 

pervade public discourse and gain legitimacy, I argue that we will increasingly see 

individuals doubting or questioning the legitimacy of their consent or the consent of their 

partners. 

 

As issues surrounding consent become increasingly confused and contested, I argue that 

some individuals will seek out advice and judgement within their communities to help 

them both self-regulate and manage risk. By soliciting third-party advice and judgements 
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online, individuals may be able to find clarity into how their (non)consent would be 

socially understood. By venturing online, individuals are actively engaged in the 

construction of the narrative. When analyzing my data, it was particularly interesting how 

posts and comments echoed legal structure: the title typically honed the focus on whether 

assaultive conduct took place, the body of the post contained a detailed fact scenario, and 

very few posts focused on subjective feelings and experiences, and rarely inferred 

thoughts on their partners. Comments were predominantly centred on addressing the 

main question of assault, and comments that received the most approval from the judging 

community were listed first, with dissenting comments following. I would suggest that 

the choice to bring private sexual experiences to a public, albeit anonymous realm, is a 

form of risk management. Whether OP is concerned with being assaulted or assaultive, 

they are reaffirming their status as citizens by attaching importance to the social and legal 

meaning of their experience: there is a recognition that being sexually assaulted has a 

fundamental impact on your personhood, and that being found to have committed sexual 

assault comes with substantial reputational harm and disciplinary consequences. 

 

The familiarity and self-assurance associated with judging these narratives is not a new 

phenomenon. The expertise needed to judge has, in many ways, already been cultivated 

through the indoctrination of law through popular culture (Kamir 2006; Asimow 2006). 

Kamir’s Framed: Women in Law and Film analyzes the interrelated discourse of law and 

film, and provides a theoretical foundation on how law and film can be read in a socially 

meaningful manner (2006, p. xxii). Kamir notes that “films, much like judicial decisions 

and legislative rhetoric, can - and do - constitute communities (of viewers) that are often 
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engaged in judgment, pseudolegal reasoning, the pursuit of justice, and a corresponding 

self-fashioning” (2006, p. 3). Viewers are afforded a sociocultural persona and invited to 

become part of an imagined judging community; judging in virtual space rather than 

cinematic space poses no substantive procedural differences and, in fact, may even allow 

for more user confidence due to a perceived familiarity with the legal system. 

 

Law exercises its rule through expression and education, as well as through culture. Most 

people learn legal systems and procedures through popular culture, and are often unaware 

that they are being socialized to a certain belief system and receiving a form of popular-

legal education (Kamir 2006). Western audiences are much more familiar with 

Hollywood’s dramatized portrayal of the common-law legal system, and often conflate 

this portrayal in place of their own legal systems and traditions (Machura and Ulbrich 

2001). This often becomes the starting point for a users’ understanding of law and 

precedent, along with social convention and teaching. Kamir comments on the social 

value and effect of law films, arguing that they “train audiences in the active execution of 

judgment while examining - and often reinforcing - legal norms, logic and structures” 

(2006, p. 3). Construction of subjects and communities within a legal text or film become 

inseparable from the judgment process, which Kamir argues creates a large scale “legal 

indoctrination,” allowing viewers to cultivate expertise (2006, p. 3). 

 

Borrowing from Kamir’s theory on cinematic jurisprudence, I suggest that many of the 

themes she identifies are salient and applicable to a “virtual jurisprudence,” observable 

through the facilitation of virtual trials online. Referencing the field of narratology, 
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Kamir examines the explicit and implicit mechanisms that constitute an “implied 

reader/viewer” (2006, xvi). Hosting a virtual trial necessitates participation from a 

broader community; readers are therefore implied and accounted for within the text “in 

the very rhetoric through which [they are] required to ‘make sense of the content’” 

(Rimmon-Kennan 1983, p. 117). Here, the construction of text matters in part, such as 

how the post is titled or how the actions are described, but, perhaps more critical is a 

user’s choice of virtual space. It is intuitive and can be assumed that users may find 

different answers soliciting a BDSM affiliated community (r/bdsm or 

r/BDSMcommunity) versus a relationship advice community (r/relationship_advice). The 

“implied reader/viewer” can be conversely considered against the real viewer; they may 

be unresponsive or resistant to the invitation behind the text or may challenge and subvert 

the underlying intentions of the author. Real viewers may instead interrogate the purpose 

of asking these questions, challenge the fact scenarios outlined, or may even choose to 

stay “offline” and not participate. Posts that elicit a virtual jurisprudence may be intended 

as “trial runs” before electing to report, as a few users had noted that widespread 

validation on Reddit persuaded them to access more traditional forms of justice. In this 

sense, these spaces are similarly a product of risk-management due to the stigma 

surrounding accusations of sexual violence and the likelihood of revictimization through 

the legal process. 

 

Conclusion 
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This project suggests that, in light of dramatic legislative shifts and attempts to 

institutionalize a universal consent framework, the boundaries between consensual and 

assaultive sex are being redefined, and for some, becoming blurred. Individuals are able 

to place less trust in themselves and how they perceive sexual interactions, and less trust 

in their partners. In order to navigate grey or ambiguous sexual contact, many choose to 

seek a virtual jurisprudence in lieu of or in advance to a formal legal response. 

Ultimately, these changes in legislative practice and in consent education stigmatize risky 

sexualities and teach citizens to become increasingly risk-averse. These spaces are a 

product of the many anxieties that now surround sex, particularly when consent has been 

placed under a microscope. In attempting to overhaul the way that people grant and read 

consent, law and society has pushed citizens to peripheral systems, like Reddit, to make 

sense of their experiences. This project analyzes renegotiations of consent arising from 

these spaces to demonstrate the effect of societal and legislative governance and to 

understand how users construct and benefit from virtual trials. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Space 

 

This chapter will discuss the methodological approach used to conduct an ethnographic 

content analysis (ECA) of the data collected from Reddit. My logic behind using ECA, as 

well as my approach to data collection, thematic coding, and the analysis of the virtual 

trial process manifesting on Reddit will then be justified. Reddit will be discussed as a 

space of inquiry; there is limited academic work analyzing Reddit as a research site, 

however some scholars have attempted to theorize the emergence and nature of this 

virtual community. It will also outline the affordances of Reddit and how this influences 

the discussions that take place, specifically with regard to anonymity. Unlike many other 

forms of social media, Reddit manages to maintain anonymity in its user base and avoid 

context collapse. This makes these discussions unique as Redditors are aware that they 

are petitioning strangers for advice within a shared online community. This discussion 

will be supplemented with some observations that occurred throughout my analysis. 

Finally, I will outline some theoretical considerations that informed my analytical 

approach, points of inquiry, and treatment of data and subjects. As both space and 

method are necessarily interrelated, at points, this discussion will overlap. 

 

Ethnographic Content Analysis 

 

Hammersley and Atkinson described the value of ethnography as being most visibly 

apparent in relation to the development of theory (1983). Ethnography lends itself well to 

challenge preconceptions from both literature and popular academic thought: once 

immersed in a community, it is difficult for a researcher to maintain a theoretical stance 
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that is contested by the people and the space of inquiry (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983, 

p. 23). It is here that we can see that immersion for the purpose of conducting 

ethnographic work is critical. Traditional ethnographic work had involved participation, 

“overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what 

happens, listening to what is said, asking questions,” with the intention of collecting as 

much data as possible (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983, p. 2). However, contemporary 

society has allowed for the examination of less conventional spaces with the aims of 

understanding culture. Ethnography is becoming a more malleable practice and more of 

an orientation and awareness of research rather than a concrete method. To research 

ethnographically is to acknowledge that participant observation is present, directly or 

indirectly, in every research project through topic selection, method of study, data 

collection, analysis and interpretation (Altheide and Schneider 2013, p. 23). The writing 

of culture today may rely on analyses that go beyond physical space, that call upon 

researchers to think more critically about the role of the internet and digitization as they 

create novel sites of inquiry, production, and possibility (Fortun 2010, xix) 

 

As Kim Fortun writes in the foreword to Writing Culture, today, it is all about 

technology. These spaces are becoming the platforms “on which thought and life unfold,” 

and are deserving of our attention (Fortun 2010, xx). The conventions of ethnographic 

observation, however, change when the space is virtual rather than physical. Since its 

genesis in 2005, Reddit has grown into one of the largest online communities, one that 

has demonstrably evolved from a gateway of extant web content to “an increasingly 

diverse, self-referential community that focuses on and reinforces its own user-generated 



35 
 

content” (Singer, Flock, Meinhart, Zeitfogel, Strohmaier 2014, p. 518). Reddit’s 

maturation has not only resulted in its widespread popularity but in a broad user base that 

allows the site to host these discussions with a new, dynamic public that attempts to 

artfully navigate questions of consent and sexual violence and provide the OP with 

insight. Reddit as a particular space of inquiry has been described using Bahktin’s 

formulation of “carnival”: it is grotesque and chaotic, compelling and repulsive 

(Massanari 2013; Bhaktin 1984). A single thread may contain a wide-ranging, disparate 

body of content including in-group references, puns, animated GIF responses, images and 

stories, links to video content, racist and sexist speech, put up against sincere, meaningful 

commentary and dialogue (Massanari 2013, p. 2). My inquiry, particularly with respect to 

sexual consent and the construction of virtual trials, is concerned with content and 

searching through the “carnival” to decipher meaning and intention. In attempting to 

make sense of these discussions and logical underpinnings, however, immersion is 

necessary to the space; it is also foundational in developing cohesive theoretical 

contributions that do not simply echo conventional assumptions surrounding sexual 

assault and gender-based violence in academia and law. 

 

Balancing the need for community immersion and attention to content is best achieved 

through an ethnographic content analysis (ECA). Altheide and Schneider (2013) explore 

ECA as a research method most recently in the second edition of Qualitative Media 

Analysis. Here, they further develop the framework outlined by Altheide (1996) to 

include examinations of social media and user-generated content. They reinforce the idea 

that ethnographic research requires immersion within the contexts, environments, 
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situations and lifeworlds of its subjects (Altheide and Schneider 2013, p. 24). However, 

in cases where “the meaning of an activity remains paramount… ethnography can also be 

considered as a methodological orientation independent of a specific subject matter” 

(Altheide and Schneider 2013, p. 23). In this sense, completing fieldwork means critically 

exploring the content of interest to research questions. While I am unable to follow 

subjects as they pass to and from various threads and subreddit communities, I can 

immerse myself within the sites of inquiry and devote time to understanding how they 

operate, regulate, and allow for user participation. 

 

Reddit can be conceptualized as both one and many cultures and, more recently, “a 

community of communities” (Massanari 2015, 2017). Here, a user’s choice to host 

consent negotiations within a specific virtual space can provide contextual cues for how 

they identify, where they find belonging, or how they view their experience. Singer et. 

al’s (2014) longitudinal study of Reddit found a growing diversification of these 

communities, which Reddit labels as subreddits (identified by r/). Guided by the need to 

immerse myself within the research setting, I initially selected six subreddits, which I 

later reduced to five. Prior to collecting data and throughout the data analysis process, in 

order to immerse myself in the virtual spaces of concern, I routinely visited and read 

content from: r/sex; r/relationships; r/relationship_advice; r/bdsm; r/BDSMcommunity. In 

the interests of capturing the nature of each space, I would spend five hours every week 

reading through posts.7 I limited my immersion to one subreddit per day to avoid 

                                                            
7 Reading through posts included content that was not specific to my inquiry of virtual trials and 

(re)defining sexual experiences. Immersion was used mostly to understand the context and space from 

which discussions emerged, and whether these specific discussions were treated differently than others 

within the same communities. 
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confusion (i.e. on Monday, I would spend an hour reading through posts on r/sex, on 

Tuesday, an hour on r/relationships, etc.).8  

 

There are numerous benefits to limiting the area of inquiry to specific, targeted subreddits 

Subreddits can be restricted to those that may be intuitively chosen: specifically, those 

that demonstrate a strong link to sex, sexual practices and identities, and interpersonal 

relationships. This ensures that: the subreddit regularly engaged in discussions on sex and 

consent; comments came from Redditors who are familiar and comfortable discussing 

sex or relationship dynamics; community guidelines allow these discussions. Similarly, 

certain subreddits that label themselves under a specific political ontology (i.e. 

r/TwoXChromosomes) or subreddits that suggest a degree of certainty by users (e.g. 

r/RapeCounseling and r/SurvivorsofSexualAbuse) are also easily avoided. Outside of 

these concerns, it allows for thorough immersion and data collection within the space 

without being hindered by time restraints. Posts from private subreddits can also be 

filtered out from inquiry; some scholars have suggested that this alleviates any ethical or 

methodological concerns that may arise from seeking access online for the purpose of 

research (Altheide and Schneider 2013). While this perspective may not be universally 

accepted, Reddit is unique from other online spaces and forms of social media. This 

space affords its users additional protections should their posts or comments be used in 

research. Redditors may choose to provide their email address when making an account, 

but they do not provide a name, birthday, or other identifying information that might be 

                                                            
8 This level of immersion was maintained until January 2018. Immersion was difficult to continue at this 

level once I began writing, but I would routinely scroll through the front pages of each subreddits’ “hot” 

posts about once a week to maintain familiarity. 
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found on other social networking sites such as Facebook or LinkedIn. Further, if an email 

address is provided, it is not linked publicly to the account. Nearly every post used in this 

analysis came from a throwaway account, where the OP created the initial post and then 

conceivably abandoned the account. Finally, Redditors do not ‘follow,’ ‘friend,’ or 

otherwise maintain relationships in these spaces; the only way to interact with another 

specific user is if they have provided their username and are sought out. In light of this, 

Redditors are aware that they are making their information visible to strangers. In fact, 

they are engaging in a call to response for others to impartially consider their own 

experiences. This project has attempted to further ensure the privacy of users directly 

cited in this thesis by consulting their posting history and confirming that they have not 

provided direct or indirect identifying information.  

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Online spaces, including Reddit, host a massive amount of content that grows larger 

every day. With respect to researching these spaces, the vast amount of available data has 

been identified as a potential hindrance to the data collection process (Altheide and 

Schneider 2013, p. 108). With the intention of being mindful of timing, yet thorough, my 

research process was informed by guidelines for collection and inclusion of data 

involving set requirements and reflexive note-taking. I confined my research to one 

subreddit at a time in order to “mine” or collect all relevant posts before moving on. This 

reinforced immersion as I was reading, identifying, and reflecting on how narratives were 

received and influenced by subreddit rules and moderators. My timeframe was restricted 

to posts that were made from January 2010 up until January 2018. This ensured that these 
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discussions would be located temporally near the sociolegal reimagining or redefining of 

consent to its current iteration, and also allowed time to complete the analysis. The posts 

collected would therefore be most likely to engage with the tensions discussed in the 

theoretical body of this thesis: that law and society may be articulating a standard or 

framework for consent that is unrealistic or even impossible (Khan 2014a; Plaxton 2015; 

Menzie 2018). Posts were collected and stored for analysis if: the OP was asking about 

their own sexual experience, rather than a hypothetical experience or the experience of a 

third party; a fact scenario is provided; the post received at least one comment; I had no 

reason to question the legitimacy of the post or the OP; 9 the post is publicly available. 

Guided by this collection criteria, I selected 66 original posts on Reddit, including over 

4,000 comments, for analysis. 

 

Data that has been recovered online can be reviewed as a “live” website, or saved and 

stored (Altheide and Schneider 2013). For the purpose of this project, data collected from 

Reddit was stored in a qualitative software program (QSR NVivo) for analysis; the 

website was also saved as a PDF file so that data would be recoverable and not at risk of 

being deleted or modified. A recommended best practice for ECA research in online 

spaces also requires the routine revisiting of past sites of inquiry to view new comments, 

updates, or new posts (Altheide and Schneider 2013, p. 8). To accomplish this, I routinely 

revisited subreddits and past posts while in the analysis stage of my project in order to 

                                                            
9 This was intended to account for the practice of “trolling” online. Trolling has been observed in many 

online communities, including Reddit (Bergstrom 2011). Here, I gave deference to the community. While a 

few posts received comments that accused OPs of trolling, they were always in the minority and received 

significant disapproval reflected in their karma points. There was also no evidence that OPs had lied or 

intentionally misrepresented elements of their narrative when they were accused of trolling.  
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remain open to discovery of new cases and challenges to my theoretical framework. 

However, I did not include any posts that were made on or after January of 2018 in the 

interests of time. 

 

After concluding data collection and maintaining immersion within subreddit 

communities, I began to code using an integrated approach with both deductive and 

inductive methods. My first concern was with the comments I could expect to see 

emerging from these posts, which I chose to separate generally by the Redditor and the 

OP. This resulted in the creation of three nodes under Redditor comments (“affirming an 

assault,” “denying that an assault took place,” and “unclear/grey area”) that would weigh 

in on whether an assault had occurred. Affirming and denying were used with respect to 

the potentially assaultive conduct and not with the OP’s positionality to refocus the 

inquiry on the act. I also began with three nodes examining the OP’s comments 

(“clarification,” “additional questions,” and “judgement rendered”) so as to collect the 

most information possible about the activity in question, their engagement with 

Redditors, and how/whether they chose to reframe their experience. As my inquiry 

progressed, I saw the need to include new nodes to categorize comments that went 

beyond the act and initial judgement, such as “victim blaming,” “consent 

education/consent frameworks,” and “external solution proposed” which was later 

branched into five more nuanced nodes (“cops/reporting,” “therapy/medical,” “violence,” 

“legal remedy,” and “prison”). Initially, coding was done deductively and to further 

familiarize myself with the data to generate inductive codes. After completing first-level 

coding, data was revisited and coded again using the generated inductive codes. Finally, a 
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third-stage of coding took place to ensure consistency and reliability, and to bring a 

strong familiarity with the cases and the rules or guidelines that underlie the process. 

 

Using this approach allowed my coding to be both “data-driven” and “template” based; 

an inductive approach brings flexibility and allows for surprises and an open inquiry, 

while the deductive process centres the research question and conceptual framework 

within the coding process (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006, p. 82-83). An integrated 

approach navigates the limitations inherent in both forms while still maintaining the 

benefits. Despite the fact that there is no academic treatment of these posts, it followed 

that Redditors would be prompted to address the question asked of them, and it was 

apparent during data collection that the OP would occasionally resurface in the comments 

to provide clarification, ask additional questions, or provide insight into how they have 

come to view their experience. Here, deductive coding was useful to integrate “concepts 

already well known,” which allowed for a more critical understanding of past insights, 

and referred back to the initial research questions (Bradley, Curry and Devers 2007; Elo 

and Kyngas 2008). Deductive coding is fallible in that it forces the data to fit within 

specific codes and limits the potential for growth. Data that is coded inductively is able to 

develop from the ground up, and may be able to better reflect the concepts within the 

analyzed data (Bradley, Curry and Devers 2007). However, a purely inductive approach 

may subsume the researcher in the themes of the data and cause them to lose sight of the 

initial point of inquiry. An integrated approach allowed for a thematic and conceptual 

mapping of these spaces, left my analysis open to challenge and surprise, and maintained 

a close tie to the initial questions that prompted this work. 
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Reddit as a Space of Analysis 

 

Reddit, despite receiving very little academic treatment, has been described as “carnival,” 

as participatory play or a “game,” as a social voting site, as ‘dude space’ (said otherwise, 

a misogynistic, hostile environment) or, perhaps more technically, as a link aggregation 

website with a comment section (Massanari 2013, 2015, 2017; Gilbert 2013; McClung 

Workman 2014; Zuckerman 2012; Bergstrom 2011). While these conceptions are not 

inaccurate, they make assumptions about how the space is primed to operate and lose 

sight of a user’s agency to make the space their own. Imagining Reddit as a “game” or a 

social voting site ignores the activity of those who may choose not to play. Similarly, 

understanding the space as hostile, or as “carnival,” brings the precariousness and 

instability of the space to the forefront; not only is Reddit understood here as a site of 

oppression and danger, it is also understood as wayward and unpredictable. Despite the 

blending of media, my extensive immersion brought about a comfort in the messiness. 

The use of GIFs, links, photos, and comments were not a short-sighted or sloppy 

engagement, but were instead often deep, nuanced, and a critical connection and 

commentary to the original source material. The mixing in media was demonstrative of 

conscious and intentional shifts of engagement: many users would post links to content 

on YouTube reminiscent of the OP’s fact scenario, or would post links to educational 

spaces in order to help the OP regain agency and define their experience on their own 

terms. Conversely, I found Reddit, specifically the posts connected to my research 

question, highly organized and technical. 
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My choice to imagine these discussions as virtual trials came from this structure. Every 

post I uncovered followed near identical formats despite emerging from different 

subreddit communities with their own cultural codes and rules. Posts would begin with 

the title, which nearly every OP chose to label after the act: “Was I raped?,” “I think I 

was raped,” “Not sure if I was raped?,” were all common and predictable indicators that 

the post aligned with my research. A small subset chose to label their posts by focusing 

on the grey nature of the contact and their own confusion: “Confused how to feel about 

something that happened months ago,” “Grey areas of consent,” “This happened a couple 

weeks ago and has messed with my mind,” were used less often, but still categorically 

identified the call to answer and the need to make sense of a potentially assaultive 

experience. In the body of the post, OP’s would then begin by laying out a fact scenario. 

They would identify whether there was a pre-existing relationship with the other party, 

their mental state throughout, and how they feel about the experience now. Comments 

would follow where Redditors would attempt to unpack the experience for the OP, often 

as unbiased third parties. The focus was almost always on the act itself, with some 

questions asked of OP to clarify the fact scenario that was previously laid out. Many 

Redditors would also root their analysis in traditional jurisprudence, establishing law as 

the ultimate answer and authority; OP was often asked where they lived in order to refer 

back to the jurisdiction. Other Redditors chose to self identify: as victims/survivors of 

sexual violence; as legal professionals; as trauma counselors or other psychiatric medical 

professionals; even as rapists, or owning up to previously committing or attempting 

assaultive contact. However very few comments strayed from the initial purpose of the 

post, challenging Reddit’s image as oppressive or otherwise messy space. 
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Similar to current practice with regard to Supreme Court judgements, Reddit’s algorithms 

stack the judgements or comments by majority approval. By this, I am referring to 

Reddit’s social voting function, where users are able (and perhaps expected) to upvote 

and downvote posts and comments to provide order. Effectively, they separate “good” 

content from “bad” content as service to other users (Gilbert 2013; Weninger, Johnston 

and Glenski 2015). The choice to then move beyond the majority opinion and look at 

dissenting comments is questionable: analyzing entire posts is time consuming, and 

challenges the authority of the community where OP has placed their trust. However, 

Reddit’s voting algorithms, while highly effective in ordering newsworthy or interesting 

posts, are questionable in establishing a majority judgement. My decision to analyze 

posts in their entirety, and to give no particular weight to posts by their karma or value 

was informed by three reasons. Collective judgements by a community have 

demonstrable accuracy when compared against individual judgements, even the 

judgements of experts, however, this becomes untenable within social voting sites like 

Reddit (Galton 1907; Surowiecki 2005; Weninger, Johnston and Glenski 2015). First, 

collective judgements on Reddit are questionable because of underprovision or, put 

simply, users who do not vote. Gilbert (2013) found that, unlike many other large online 

communities, Reddit has a visibly large rate of underprovision where votes are either 

misattributed or comments are overlooked in the voting process. Second, voting results 

may be easily manipulated and narratives may be controlled by Redditors who are able to 

vote first. Weninger, Johnston and Glenski (2015) found corresponding positive and 

negative herding effects when they introduced single random upvotes and downvotes to 
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posts. Users are swayed by the visible community approval or disapproval that came first, 

which underscores the need for counter measures to assess community values in a more 

holistic way (Weninger, Johnston and Glenski 2015, n.p). Finally, placing authority in the 

raw score ignores potentially contentious posts (ie. a post with a raw score of 200 upvotes 

may have received 700 upvotes and 500 downvotes; naturally, this is less authoritative 

than it initially appears). These issues in blindly trusting the majority opinion called for a 

deeper, textual reading, which was a contributing factor in choosing my methodology.10 

 

The upvote and downvote scoring system on Reddit could be said to compromise the 

authenticity of these spaces and the data my analysis draws from. Reddit members who 

post or comment on content are subject to this system, and both upvotes and downvotes 

are quantifiably measurable and tied to a user’s reputation. “Upvotes are measured in 

karma points, and signal to the community that a particular comment of post is 

substantive and adds to the larger conversation” (Massanari 2013, p. 2). Similarly, 

downvotes will result in the user losing karma points. For users invested in their online 

reputation, it could be said that posts like this are subject to impression management and 

may be censored, altered, or entirely fabricated. However, from my immersion in the 

space, I would suggest that the risk of this is minimal, and is outweighed by the value this 

analysis can offer. 

 

                                                            
10 Although caution should be exercised in assessing a comment’s community approval solely through its 

raw score, I elected to include the raw score or “points” assigned to each comment that I cited in entirety. 

Each comment referenced in this thesis was assessed qualitatively to be representative of at least a popular 

opinion on the thread. I made this choice as these are likely to be the comments that speak most clearly to 

the nature of the space and how grey areas of consent are judged retroactively. 
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Reddit is unlike other forms of social media in that users are not bound and limited to one 

virtual presence. Creating an account only requires a username and password; while 

Reddit will prompt new users for an email address, they do not need to provide any 

identifying information to make an account, and may also own and post through multiple 

accounts. In this sense, Reddit is a pseudo-anonymous space that allows for users to build 

their own reputations while maintaining multiple, unconnected accounts (Donath 1999; 

Massanari 2013, p. 5). This feature acts as a shield for reporting possible cases of sexual 

violence: through the use of a pseudonym, users achieve what Nissenbaum describes as 

unreachability (1999). Users who choose to reveal personal information are protected 

from potential harms that arise from being identified and find safe means of reporting 

through this pseudo-anonymity. Some users choose to push the boundaries of this 

anonymity even further through the use of “throwaway accounts”. 

 

Throwaway accounts, and Reddit more generally, have many inherent safeguards to 

manage context collapse. Social network sites have been described by Marwick and boyd 

as flattening various audiences into one (2011). “People attempting to communicate with 

groups of people that are not normally brought together, such as family and colleagues, 

can find this challenging” (van der Nagel 2013, n.p.). Reddit’s lack of identifying 

features associated with users means that Redditors are able to navigate context collapse 

with minimal difficulty. Even so, some users choose to disclose their Reddit username to 

family and friends. Here, the flexibility for account creation on Reddit allows users to 

compartmentalize. They can go beyond a pseudo-anonymous identity and use a 

throwaway account. The use of these accounts seems to be respected and supported 
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amongst the community. In fact, challenging Reddit’s reputation as misogynistic and 

hostile, users have actively protected the identity of OPs who juggle multiple accounts 

and online identities so that they may remain anonymous and safe.  

 

Redditor A: 5 points 11 months ago  

is this your throwaway? 

  

OP: 2 points 11 months ago  

Yes, why? 

  

Redditor A: 5 points 11 months ago  

i think your account switched back, all good 

  

OP: 8 points 11 months ago  

Yeah haha for a second I'd accidentally replied with my normal account that I have 

family on, thanks for not being a dick about it and giving the name away. 

 

The expected, conventional use of Reddit involves a stable account, one that “records and 

displays a history of what the use has posted, voted on, or commented around the site” 

(van der Nagel 2013, n.p.). Donath (1999) refers to this history as contextual information 

about the user, and helps in curating their reputation online. This technological code can 

be subverted or challenged when users create a new, temporary account, referred to as a 

throwaway account, in order to hide contextual information and identity (van der Nagel 

2013). In doing so, a user does not benefit from social voting in the same way. While an 

upvote or downvote may provide an OP with a sense of validation, karma points are not 

afforded to their primary account. Effectively, the incentive to only post content that will 

be well received by the community, and to pre-emptively screen for problematic or 

contentious content is gone: users have opted out of the “game” and goals of Reddit’s 

participatory culture (Massanari 2013). 



48 
 

 

van der Nagel’s analysis of Reddit’s r/gonewild subcommunity challenges the often risk-

averse perception of online anonymity practices by analyzing the practice of users 

posting their own intimate images online. Despite the fact that online anonymity carries 

risk of abuse, harassment, fraud or other illegal activities, anonymity provides many 

social benefits (Marx 1999; Kling et al. 1999). Although anonymity removes 

accountability, it makes much needed space for freedom. Users can speak freely, without 

risk of surveillance or judgement on the basis of age, gender, status, appearance, or race 

(Donath 1999). An OP’s choice to use a throwaway account to host these discussions 

speaks both to a perceived need to protect their identity, but also to authenticity. An OP 

using a throwaway account commented on the challenges he had received to his 

narrative. Many assumed that he had fabricated parts of his story to convey sexual 

activity that happened outside of a monogamous relationship as assaultive; he was 

accused of lying in part to avoid accountability for cheating on his wife. In response, OP 

clarified the choice and intention of posting on Reddit. His comment reinforces that the 

nature of these posts is genuine and those who post are grappling with complicated and 

nebulous understandings of their relationship to others, sexual boundaries, and the law. 

 

OP: 1 point 3 years ago  

I'm just going to put this little diddy right here. 

I value your opinion, if i didn't want it I wouldn't have requested it. I don't expect you to 

believe me, nor do I expect to be completely absolved from what has transpired. I would 

just like to point out that "reddit' isn't going to make what transpired go away. Nothing 

anyone says or does in this forum is going to change what happened or what will happen. 

I have nothing to gain by posting this here, nobody is going to "defend" me to my wife 

about what transpired so what exactly would be my end game for lying ...on reddit? 
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By rhetorically asking what his “end game” for lying would be, OP suggests that this is a 

space where, to truly glean a benefit, one must be authentic. In understanding human 

interactions, specifically impression management, many refer back to Erving Goffman’s 

work on dramaturgy (1959). Here, OP is clear: there is little need for impression 

management, and Reddit has little to offer him outside of an opinion. By OP’s 

characterization, his audience - specifically, their opinion of him - does not matter. The 

front stage performance that Goffman suggests governs our day to day societal 

interactions is temporarily suspended or, at the very least, clouded. I would suggest that 

in many of these discussions, the poster is able “to relax, he can drop his front, forgo 

speaking in lines, and step out of character” (Goffman 1959, p. 488). While it is 

impossible to say that this is the backstage of Goffman’s theory of dramaturgy, I believe 

this is as close as research may get to discussing such politically charged and socially 

fraught topics with complete authenticity.11 Conducting an analysis of these spaces 

provides a lens to engage in a deep, nuanced critique of the grey areas of both sexual 

boundaries and law, and a respect for those who find themselves (or their experiences) 

toeing the line between acceptable and assaultive sex. 

 

My reading and analysis of these discussions has been informed by Janet Halley’s 

suggestion to “take a break from feminism,” allowing my work to explore potentially 

                                                            
11 In saying this, I recognize that near every form of social life is performative and relational. The argument 

I am making here is not that we are seeing a completely authentic ‘back stage,’ but rather, a closer, more 

authentic representation than might otherwise be visible. Anonymity does not entirely remove personal 

motivations to lie or misrepresent, but data like this is likely to curtail a great deal of impression 

management and intentional misrepresentations. 
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unseen readings of grey-rape, or ambiguous sexual interactions to move beyond a 

feminist politic of injury (Halley 2006; Khan 2014c, p. 261). This “break” intends to 

shatter what many have accepted as a dominant framework for sexual assault under the 

societal climate of rape culture. In taking a break, I also do not accept as fact that sexual 

assault is a gendered crime: a great deal of scholarly work on rape promulgates this on 

the basis that rape is a crime predominantly victimizing women committed 

overwhelmingly by men (Plaxton 2015; Gotell 2012; Bourke 2007; Brownmiller 1975). 

To accept that sexual assault is gendered would permit me to infer that OPs who asked if 

they were victimized were women and those who asked if they had committed an assault 

were men. However, in my analysis there was a substantial number of men asking about 

whether female intimate partners had assaulted them. There were even more posts where 

OPs chose not to identify their gender, nor made any reference to anatomy to situate their 

sex. Rather than commit an erasure of gender-queer, nonbinary, trans-identified, or male 

identity within this population, my work decentres gender and sex from its inquiry. 

 

Conclusion 

 

To demonstrate the presence of a virtual judging community, my project relies on an 

ethnographic content analysis (ECA) of Reddit. Although Reddit has received little 

academic treatment, it is an exceptionally well-suited environment to conduct research on 

the boundaries of permissible and socially acceptable sexual conduct. A large part of this 

is due to how the site constructs and makes space for user anonymity. Past scholarship 

has described Reddit and Reddit’s user base according to a narrow, restricted framework 

that is unable to account for the care and respect that users have afforded to these 
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discussions and to the OPs who navigate these contentious and deeply personal questions. 

Reddit has evolved beyond a link-aggregation site into a diverse ever-expanding subset of 

distinct communities. In order to challenge the popular conception of Redditors as messy, 

karma-collecting misogynists, my project examines the spaces that are made for 

sensitivity, compassion, and nuanced discussions of sex, kink and violence. In 

suspending the widespread academic conflation of sexual assault and gender-based 

violence, my work aims to connect more deeply with the experiences and sentiments held 

by those who have been subjected to (or who have perpetrated) sexual violence. It also 

aims to unpack the tensions caused by the promulgation of a one-size-fits all consent 

framework that is often unable to account for the nuances of consent in practice.  
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Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis 

 

The findings presented were derived from a deep reading and analysis of 66 original 

posts on Reddit, which included over 4,000 comments. Findings have been grouped into 

broad conceptual claims that are concerned both with the rules and patterns of judging 

emerging from subcommunities as well as the nature of both subjects and 

subcommunities. The intention is not to guess at or reveal a user’s original intent 

(conscious or otherwise) behind posts or comments. Rather, the claims presented 

emerged from observing the interactive exchange between posts and comments, OPs and 

Redditors, widespread community (dis)approval, and present or overlapping codes. The 

focus here is on both original posts and comment discussion as operational and a lens 

through which to view public perception. 

Limitations 

 

Before moving to the analysis and subsequent findings, it is important to outline some 

limitations to this project. Perhaps most notable is the limited scope of my inquiry and 

online data collection. Virtual trials take place in a variety of forums and online space 

outside of Reddit, and were also observed on other subreddits that ultimately were not 

collected and analysed. The decision to exclude data outside of five identified subreddits 

was made due to inherent time constraints in the research process, and also to ensure a 

focused analysis that explored a wide range of sexual practices and interpersonal 

relationships. By only having access to textual data, my research is limited as 

communicative nuances that would be more apparent through other research 
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methodologies are obscured. A final limitation came from my decision not to follow up 

with subjects: I chose not to elicit feedback from the community; this means there is a 

limited ability to establish demographic information as I am wholly reliant on what is 

included by the OP at the time of posting. Although the scope of my inquiry was 

restricted and limited to text, images, and links, Reddit still provided a wealth of data 

critically engaging with questions of consent, sexual exchange, and assault. 

Consent as Gatekeeping 

 

A common theme that emerged throughout the analysis was the pervasive understanding 

of consent as a form of gatekeeping. Gatekeeping is understood as one party granting 

permission and access to their body after being petitioned by the other party. Past work 

has grappled with these narratives or ‘sexual scripts’ and explored what dominant consent 

frameworks can tell us about sexual conduct as it situates itself in ever-changing 

historical and cultural environments (Simon and Gagnon 1986, 2003). Jaclyn Friedman is 

credited with popularizing recognition of the ‘gatekeeper model’ of consent, where 

women’s sexuality is commodified and women are socialized to ‘gatekeep,’ or manage 

access to their bodies through granting and denying consent (Gunsaullus 2015). Below, 

an OP’s post exemplifies this model in action as she questions whether a failure to 

prevent an assault, and her choice to eventually “[give] in” meant that she granted 

consent. 

 

OP: 

I'm just trying to get this straight in my head. I don't know if I was raped or not on 

Saturday night and I would really like your honest view. I'm not trying to be dramatic but 
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it really upset me the next day and I just want to know if it actually was rape or if I'm the 

one to blame here. 

On Saturday night, I went on a first date with a guy. Dinner went great although we were 

out 'til really late as my car broke down on the way to the date and we didn't end up 

going out until 10:30. Because of my car, I met him at the train station near his house 

and he said he would drive us there. We had dinner and finished the date at about 1pm. 

He asked if I wanted to go back to his place and keep talking for a bit and I told him, I'd 

rather go home as it was late. He begged me to keep talking for a little longer and 

promised that he wasn't going to do anything "untoward". He was going to drive me 

home and I had no other way of getting there as the trains stop that late back to my 

house. So I reluctantly (and stupidly) said ok then. 

We talked for a bit longer and we made out a little (which I was ok with) but then he 

started trying to put his hands under my clothes. I kept pushing his hands away and 

saying that I thought we should get to know each other better first. He kept saying "it's 

ok, I promise I won't do anything". I kept pushing his hands away and he'd slow down for 

a minute or so and then do it again. I kept saying stop I was physically pushing him and 

he was resisting me when I pushed. At one point I said "stop, get off me!" And finally he 

did. I was freaking out and I kept saying "please, I just want to go home" he apologised 

and said he didn't mean to make me feel uncomfortable and just give it five mins and he 

would take me home. I calmed down a bit. He had told me he hadn't been with a woman 

in about a year and I somehow rationalized this behaviour as he was just really excited 

as it had been a while. He apologized again and I said. It was ok. (I so regret not just 

walking out and getting a taxi, I know I'm an idiot and I should have taken more steps to 

get out of the situation) 

He started kissing me again and although I was uncomfortable I thought he'd keep it to 

kissing as he had apologised and realized he had upset me. In all honestly, I don't know 

why I let him kiss me again. I should have just left. I am so ashamed of myself for being 

so stupid. 

He started putting his hands under my clothes again and I kept pushing him away again , 

saying I wanted to wait. He kept saying he wasn't going to do anything. At one point I 

thought "the only way I'm going to get home tonight is if I just do it" so I stopped saying 

no and just had sex with him. He was really rough and I'm covered in bruises. It didn't 

hurt because I had stopped resisting though. 

I know there are so many more things I should have done to prevent it, starting with not 

going upstairs and then just leaving after the first part but I'm so upset. Was this rape or 

because I gave in eventually was this consensual? I don't really want to report it but I 

just want to know one way or the other so I don't feel like I'm crazy and making it up or 

so I just suck it up and get over it. 

tl;dr: kept saying no but eventually gave in. Was I raped? 
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Neoliberalism has been said to enjoin citizens to adopt self-governance, accompanied by 

an excessive focus on individual responsibility and risk management (Hartman 2005, p. 

63; O’Connor, Orloff and Shaver 1999). In this light, gendered differences are less visible 

and cultural logics that blame women who experience sexual violence may be amplified 

and supported by placing the responsibility on their failure to manage their own risk 

(Salter and Crofts 2015). In order to effectively be able to manage risk in sexual 

encounters, a neoliberal position would necessarily view romantic relations as a 

deliberative negotiation, not unlike a contract (Salter and Crofts 2015). Under the logic of 

a contract, gendered power imbalances are naturalized along with social and historical 

structures that may complicate or contextualize sexual interactions. Gatekeeping is 

reinforced as a logic and upheld, where OP feels she must acknowledge some form of 

responsibility for the violence perpetrated against her. Further, this contractual 

understanding “overlooks the spontaneous and embodied dimensions of sexual practice 

that do not lend themselves to calculative rationality” (Salter and Crofts 2015, p. 3). 

 

Despite OP carrying blame, the comments were supporting, affirming, and validating. 

The community universally assessed this script as assaultive. In the comments, only one 

Redditor reinforced the OP’s original victim-blaming narrative, writing “you are partially 

at fault here… you were clearly uncomfortable, but you stayed. You said nothing about 

being drugged, you said nothing about him forcing you down and pinned”. This user 

invokes a calculative rationality where OP would be expected to fight back and prevent 

her assault from taking place. By arguing that OP possessed the means to stop an assault, 
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responsibilities are blurred and a gatekeeping model is further supported. Her staying is 

presented as a choice and more weight is placed on the victim to appropriately navigate 

sexual scripts and uphold a defensible position. 

 

Throughout the course of my analysis, it became clear that the gatekeeping model was a 

near universally accepted sexual script. While it was much more common to read posts 

and subsequent discussions like the one above, there were also several posts where users 

(often identifying as men) asked about their involvement as possible perpetrators of 

sexual violence. A gatekeeping model of consent was mobilized similarly to place 

responsibility on the victim and offset any blame that could be directed at the OP. 

OP: 

Reddit here is my story that might not be appropriate for this subreddit but here goes 

nothing 

A few years ago I was dating this girl. Let's call her Alice. Alright Alice and I had been 

dating pretty much all of high school and everything was dandy. We lost our virginities to 

each other and all that cute high school couple bullshit So one day junior year(this is 5-6 

years ago) I remember I had my house open. Being the horny teenager I was, I had her 

come over. 

A little something that might count, she bought a few thongs a couple days before this 

and being the horny teenager I was, my dick was already out of my pants. 

Anyway, so we end up Netflix and chilling. I egg her on for sex cause she has these new 

thongs on and she denies me. I get disappointed and basically beg her (pathetic, I know). 

All of this is hazy, so every detail may not be there. At this point I'm trying every trick in 

my teenage book. "Just the tip?" 

So from what I can remember I get a silent okay. Which to me now, sounds like I was 

getting mixed signals. I put the thang in for about a minute and notice her not giving me 

any emotion. I stop. I don't finish. I just stop. After that it's even hazier. I don't remember 

shit after that. 

However, I do remember a couple days later she claims that I raped her. Just so you 

know, it might have been teenage love but goddamn it I loved everything about this girl 
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and I'm guessing she felt the same way. We told each other everything and I was pussy 

whipped. Now that I'm older, I realize maybe she really didn't love me back. With that 

being said, I would never knowingly rape someone that meant everything to me at the 

time. So I see her again at her house after she claims that I raped her. I'm beating myself 

up mentally and physically because I can't believe she said I did that to her. What's 

fucked up is we end up having some sort of make up sex right after this episode of me 

beating myself up. 

Anyway fast forward to now. She still claims that I raped her. I'm going insane here 

Reddit. Constantly going back in forth in my mind. I loved this girl with everything I had 

and had no intentions of doing something to this magnitude. I'm the type of person that 

questions everything I did 17 minutes ago 

Reddit I wouldn't lie about this. This is everything I remember. Did I rape my ex 

girlfriend? 

 

Here, the OP’s behaviour echoes many sexual scripts now being presented in the #MeToo 

movement; in fact, it closely resembles Babe.net’s piece on Aziz Ansari.12 However, the 

OP clearly attempts to establish an underlying power structure predicated on unrequited 

love. Rather than accept that his behaviour was pushy or aggressive, he presents himself 

as emotionally vulnerable, “pussy whipped”. “[Loving] this girl with everything [he] 

had” builds a case that he could not have raped her. Sexual assault and love are thus seen 

as polarizing, or at least, love is a mitigating factor. This does little to change the 

opinions in the comments, and the community overwhelmingly takes the position that OP 

raped his ex-girlfriend. The top comment establishes the majority opinion, but is 

empathetic towards the OP, placing the blame instead in an “evil misogynistic culture.” 

 

Redditor: 11 points 8 months ago  

Yes, sadly you did. 

                                                            
12 See https://babe.net/2018/01/13/aziz-ansari-28355. “Grace” details a grey rape encounter with Ansari 

following a date. Similar to the OP, Ansari continued to escalate sexual advances despite initially receiving 

signs of non-consent. 
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She did not want to have sex with you and told you so but you persisted despite her telling 

you no, and she evidently felt so pressured that she decided it would be 'easier' to let you 

enter her body than not. Your prior or subsequent interactions with her have no bearing 

on the single incident you have described, neither does the question of intent. She did not 

consent. A 'silent okay' is not consent. You committed rape. And I think deep down you 

are beginning to understand this, which is why you are posting on this sub. 

Now that's clear, I want to add that you should speak to a therapist about this incident 

and how you feel about it. It is important that you accept personal responsibility for what 

you did, that you understand the reasons why (including the rape culture that encourages 

young men to believe such attitudes and approaches to sex are acceptable) and that you 

discuss it in depth with a professional for the sake of your own mental health. I have no 

suggestions as to how to handle it with your former partner if you are still in contact. I 

believe rape survivors may best advise you on that. 

Finally, no one person can be defined by a single act. I hope that the damage this evil 

misogynistic culture has done to you can be rectified by your acceptance of your own 

failure here, and if you ever father a son or a daughter, make sure he or she knows that 

only yes means yes. 

 

Despite the fact that a “silent okay” is dismissed as inadequate consent, comments still 

invoke logics inherent in the gatekeeping model; lawful consent hinges on a yes from the 

responding party and, should they be coerced into giving it, the “yes” has no power and 

the gate remains firmly shut. Establishing consent as a unilateral process, where one party 

remains wholly in control of granting and the other responsible for reading implicitly 

suggests a feminine quality underlying sexual violence (see Du Toit 2009). Women have 

historically been imagined as passive participants in sex, whereas men are imagined as 

sexual aggressors and primary actors (Du Toit 2009). The responses received by OP 

demonstrate that the community as a whole places consent granting in her hands and 

dismisses inaction as a form of consent. Even after acknowledging the cultural failings to 

move beyond a patriarchal framework and understanding of sex, where women are 

passive and men are aggressive, the comments reinforce that it is the dominant model 

with which to understand consent and, consequently, sexual assault. 
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OP: 3 points 8 months ago  

Why wouldn't she tell me to stop immediately? I obviously feel horrible about this. I 

haven't been in contact with her for years. It's just come up again. I can't live with myself 

right now. I'm that fuckin freak, you know? I never intended that. 

 

>Redditor: 10 points 8 months ago  

You don't take her no seriously before, why would you take it seriously after she repeated 

herself again? 

 

>Redditor: 9 points 8 months ago  

Well, it sounds like she kept saying she didn't want to, but you kept pushing her for sex? 

 

>Redditor: 6 points 8 months ago  

If you've been pressuring her, and she's having sex against her will, and she's incredibly 

vulnerable, it would be incredibly hard to find your voice (which has previously been 

ignored) to tell you to stop. 

You may not have intended to rape her, but you have done. If you're struggling with this 

(and by all rights you should be), it would unfortunately be very difficult for you to seek 

help from a therapist. I understand that mandatory reporting only covers 

minors/elders/dependent adults, but since you appear to have committed the act before 

you were both 18 I'm not sure what would happen. 

 

>Redditor: 7 points 8 months ago  

She told you to stop multiple times. How many more "no"s did you want? 

 

The gatekeeper model is premised on the idea that our cultural scripts surrounding sex 

and consent today originated from our history. Sex is unilaterally sought out by one 

person, and safeguarded by another. This hearkens back to traditional marriage 

arrangements where men would provide financial security in exchange for unrestrained 

sexual access to their wives, governed further through the legal imagining of women as 
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property who could not be raped by their husbands. By feminizing resistance to rape and 

imagining women as passive sexual participants, a gatekeeping framework for consent 

continues to put forth outdated assumptions about women’s sexuality. They are 

predominantly understood and assumed to be gatekeepers. A great deal of the Reddit 

posts implicitly supported this understanding. While I had about a dozen male-identified 

OPs who questioned whether they had been assaulted (and many more who did not 

specify their gender), a violation was often non-negotiative. Women who perpetrated 

sexual violence rarely sought consent or attempted to persuade partners: instead, men 

were often victimized while intoxicated or sleeping, or an assault occurred through a 

unilateral and deceptive choice to not use a barrier device. Deceptively navigating 

condom use was one of the most common ways that men felt raped. One such scenario 

happened to follow in a similar vein to gatekeeping, where the OP’s consent was solicited 

again and again under threats and coercion until he was worn down. 

 

OP: 

This could contain some triggers, I'd think. Be cautious! 

So, I'm not upset or bothered by this, but immediately after this happened I was super 

paranoid and pissed off. 

About 2 to 2-1/2 years ago, I met a girl on Tinder. We went to dinner, had sex, and 

started casually hooking up a few times a week. I was 21 and she was 19 or 20. 

Fast forward a couple months, we still hook up occasionally, and we both agree that we 

aren't being exclusive or anything serious beyond hooking up(she seemed reluctant but 

agreed, and I was VERY clear I was seeing/hooking up with other women and not going 

to be in a relationship with her.) 

Anyway, the last time(I believe) we had sex. We were at her place. I was always VERY 

careful and serious about using condoms with everyone. Never had sex without one. This 

time, she was really, really wanting me not to. She swore up and down that she was on 

birth control and was clean, yada yada. I continued to tell her no. She finally agrees that 
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we don't have to and we have our normal, consensual, mediocre sex. After I finish, we're 

laying there in the dark and I let her know I'll be leaving in about a half hour. 

She begins to beg for sex without a condom again. I tell her no, being nice at first, but she 

is very persistent. She starts getting really upset and angry, but I continue to say no. I get 

up to leave, and she yells at me. She yells, "Wow! Really? You're going to leave now? Are 

you sure that's a good idea?" I don't know why, but I got scared and started to think she 

might file a false rape report if I left. I know it sounds like I was jumping to a huge 

conclusion, but she was really scaring me and I just had a feeling. 

I stayed to talk, trying to defuse the situation. It wasn't happening. I kept saying no, and 

she kept begging. She pulled me onto her and was rubbing on me until I was semi-hard 

again. She started to pull my penis closer to her vagina, and I pulled away. She got really 

pissed again. 

I sat next to her while she laid on the bed and we argued about it again. I was scared, so 

I secretly pulled out my phone to record the conversation to cover myself. I made sure to 

be clear and say things like, "Are you serious right now? You know I don't want to have 

sex without a condom. And you're essentially forcing me to? What if I don't? What do you 

mean I'll regret it?" 

This continued, I got scared, and we had sex for like 4 pumps without a condom until I 

acted like I was cumming and pulled out. She was satisfied and all happy about it after. I 

was still bummed but acted happy. I ended up leaving like a half hour later. 

I listened to the recording on the way home, and you could hear absolutely nothing. It 

was useless. 

 

There are small differences in this narrative from the female OP’s earlier. Despite the fact 

that this OP also stays and complies, he does not engage in self-blame. In the comments, 

unlike the female OP, he has no intention of reporting the incident, and yet he still takes 

steps to collect evidence. This may be connected to the continued history of belittling and 

dismissing male victims of sexual violence (Abdullah-Khan 2008). However, this post 

suggests that, in practice, a gatekeeping model may transcend and even subvert its 

theoretical underpinnings. Seeing such a stark role reversal with a model that is intended 

to highlight the gendered elements of sexual violence demonstrates that: a gatekeeping 

model of consent may exist irrespective of power dynamics, and that research on sexual 
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violence has a great deal to gain from challenging pervasive frameworks and suspending 

its traditionally gendered inquiry. 

 

Risk Aversion and Post-Sex Anxieties 

 

As discussed earlier, rape is often imagined in both law and society as the ultimate 

violation of one’s body. In the law, it is treated as an exceptional crime, and those who 

are convicted are subject to more severe maximum penalties that perpetrators of non-

sexual assaults. This suggests that “sexual harms are viewed as more traumatizing and 

qualitatively different than other types of harms, because of their putative political, 

symbolic, psychic or physiological effects” (Khan 2016a, p. 1). In this sense, sex is seen 

as exceptional, as foundationally different from other offenses, and victims of sexual 

offending carry this social understanding with them. It has been argued that when rape is 

conceptualized in this way, as the worst form of violence that changes its victims forever, 

the message to victims is that they will never recover (Halley 2006). 

 

There is an anxiety surrounding bad sex, grey rape, and ambiguous consent because of 

both the risk of criminal sanctions to an accused and the assumed lifelong psychological 

damage faced by the victim. As discussed earlier, rape can be imagined as a new site of 

sexual regulation and a means of becoming and unbecoming citizens. In these posts, 

many OPs sought to interrogate past experiences that they had previously left 

unquestioned, looking to disrupt or reframe a past narrative. In the cases of OPs who 
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worried about being victimized, there was a distinct privileging of harm and trauma, 

where grey experiences were seen as needing definition and closure. 

 

OP: 

I just realized a few months ago that I hooked up with a girl, and the day after I asked her 

how drunk she was last night, and she said she didnt drink at all. But I was pretty drunk. 

We only got to 3rd base, but was I raped?  

 

Nearly every question is posed using the term rape. Despite the fact that rape is 

established through penetrative sex, users seem attached to this term and resistant to 

Redditors who attempted to label the experience as “sexual assault”. This attachment 

appears to be connected to the psychological and social gravity of rape; the trauma that it 

affords its victims may help them to feel validated or to have what they believe is a 

violation taken seriously. Rape is mobilized across these platforms, alongside social 

discourse, as the pervasive symbol to represent all sexual harms (Khan 2016b). Perhaps 

the most exceptional use of the word “rape” was when one OP used it to describe kissing. 

 

OP: 

I'm sorry if this isn't the right subreddit, but I mainly just need advice, as I'm not even 

sure that I was actually raped. 

I don't remember exactly how young I was, but I do remember my brother for a period of 

time would call me into his room to 'practice kiss' me. I would lay down on his bed and 

he would lie on top of me and kiss me. He was/is 6 years older than me, and while the 

memories are foggy, I remember I really, really didn't like it. 

I'm 20 now, and I only started thinking about this on my drive home yesterday. I don't 

think I really forgot it or repressed it, but the more I thought about it yesterday, the more 

I realized how wrong it had actually been. The thing is, I never once said no, and I don't 

think I ever put up any resistance. 
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My brother and I are friends now. We have a good relationship. Neither one of us has 

ever acknowledged it since it happened. I don't know what I should do, or if I should even 

tell anyone since I'm obviously over it. I really don't even know how I should feel about 

this. Thoughts? 

 

Here, OP is grappling with something that happened in the formative years of his life, 

that he acknowledges has no bearing on his life now or his relationship with his brother. 

In the comments section, Redditors are quick to ask him for clarifying information on his 

age, and attempt to distinguish criminal harm from experimentation (e.g. one Redditor 

noted that “a 10 year old ‘practice kissing’ his 4 year old [brother] is very different to a 

15 year old doing the same to a 9 year old”). While many suggest that this behaviour is 

better understood as molestation, the majority suggest that OP seek professional help to 

move on rather than confronting his brother or dwelling on the event. The OP does not 

re-engage in the comments or provide any contextual information, but would find little 

guidance in how to make sense of this experience as he received wide-ranging and 

contentious comments. In many of these posts that seem prompted by underlying 

anxieties and sexual exceptionalism, OPs are missing key details necessary for a criminal 

investigation or thought experiment. In not providing an age framework, Redditors 

struggled to hold the OP’s brother accountable. Similarly, one OP was unable to account 

for her experience altogether due to intoxication, but desperately wanted to give it a label. 

 

OP: 

I'll cut to the chase. My boyfriend and I have a highly active sex life, but we aren't always 

able to do the deed all the time because if family and friends. 

Recently we were at a party and got completely drunk. We took an Uber back to my 

parents place and were still pretty smashed. 
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It's foggy but I'm pretty sure we had sex that night, but to be honest I don't remember 

clearly and I never said yes to it. We woke up on the same bed together. 

Was it uncool of him to do that? I never consented and now our whole relationship feels 

weird to me in the back of my head. 

 

OP titled this post “Was I raped? [Rape]” and, despite asking in her post whether the 

behaviour was “uncool,” what she is really interested in is whether it might be assaultive. 

Here, despite not knowing whether or not she and her boyfriend had sex, the OP instead 

focuses on how she could not have provided consent if they did. She acknowledges that 

they have an active sex life and both had a lot to drink, but rather than allow for grey 

areas in their relationship, or extending to her boyfriend a mutual inability to provide 

consent, she re-enters the comments occasionally to remind Redditors that consent would 

be impossible for her. The comments here focus on the messiness in making this 

accusation and direct OP to resources such as therapists and RAINN.org. Interestingly, 

very few comments suggest that OP have this conversation with her boyfriend, which 

continues to stress the legitimacy of spaces like Reddit and other institutionally based 

authorities as providing the ultimate iteration of consent.  

 

Placing the power to dictate what consent looks like in institutions means that “good sex” 

is often productive sex: otherwise put, monogamous, marital, in-the-home, in-love, etc. 

(Khan 2016a). There is little space here for sex “for the sake of pragmatics or pleasure,” 

and sex that does not serve a societal purpose or sex that is seen as inherently risky is 

viewed as problematic and even justifiably criminalized (Khan 2016a, p. 1). It is under 

this environment that certain spaces can be used as resistance or counter-culture 
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education. The posts discussed so far in this chapter have all surfaced from r/sex, 

r/relationships, and r/relationship advice, however there seems to be a uniquely 

productive and purposeful engagement with these posts on r/bdsm and 

r/BDSMcommunity. 

 

BDSM Communities as Educators 

 

While BDSM affiliated subreddits also tend to imagine consent as a gatekeeping process 

and experience similar post-sex anxieties and risk-averse views, the comments that 

surface in these threads are qualitatively different from the other three subreddits. 

Redditors are less prescriptive when addressing the fact scenarios within posts and give 

more deference to education and to how the OP feels. In this space, there also seems to be 

an underlying acknowledgement that visitors may not align or identify themselves as 

members of a broader BDSM community. r/bdsm and r/BDSMcommunity have well over 

200,000 subscribed ‘kinksters’. Each subreddit, unlike the other spaces analyzed, is quick 

to welcome Redditors in the side panels normally reserved for community descriptions, 

rules, guidelines, or links to other resources. Unlike every space analyzed, both r/bdsm 

and r/BDSMcommunity present clear and organized rules that seem to focus on 

inclusivity. The images below show the subreddit identification panels and the 

community rules and guidelines for both BDSM affiliated subreddits, as well as r/sex to 

serve as a comparison. Whereas r/sex involves their community of Redditors in policing 

fellow Redditors’ use of space, r/bdsm and r/BDSMcommunity seem more focused on a 

user’s ability to self-govern their behaviour in a minimally restrictive fashion. 
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Image 3: Banner on r/sex 

 

Image 1: Banner on r/bdsm 

Image 2: Banner on 
r/BDSMcommunity 
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Image 4: Rules from r/bdsm 

 

Image 5: Rules from r/BDSMcommunity 
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Image 6: Rules from r/sex 

 

Image 7: Guidelines from r/sex 

 

An interesting theme that emerged from these subreddits was the communities’ desire to 

spread knowledge. When analyzing the post in its entirety and coding for educating OP 

on consent, the average post from a BDSM affiliated subreddit had a coverage of 

17.31%. This means that nearly a fifth of every discussion analyzed focused on providing 

clarity in the form of education rather than an authoritative answer. Every single post to a 

BDSM affiliated subreddit received comments that were intended to educate. Sometimes 

this involved hyperlinks to educative illustrations, articles, or other online communities. 

Conversely, of the 55 posts that did not originate from a BDSM themed subreddit, only 
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28 saw Redditors offering the OP any education; nearly half of the posts made in a 

subreddit that was not r/bdsm or r/BDSMcommunity received no comments that were 

intended to educate. 

 

The choice to educate an OP may come in place of providing an answer, or may be used 

to support their assessment and build a rationale as to whether the act was assaultive. 

BDSM communities hold two relatively polarizing positions with regard to consent: the 

most popularly accepted model is ‘safe, sane, and consensual,’ whereas edgeplay 

practitioners often adopt a framework premised on risk-aware consensual kink (RACK). 

In my analysis of BDSM affiliated subreddits, while various forms of edgeplay were 

described, Redditors never acknowledged a RACK position or directly challenged others 

who advanced the ‘safe, sane, and consensual’ model. The absence of an overt RACK 

perspective may be due to tensions within BDSM communities and their representation in 

the mainstream. “Safe, sane, and consensual,” particularly within the current culture 

surrounding consent, is likely to have more political traction within the mainstream 

(Khan 2014c, p. 259). 

 

Redditor: 8 points 5 years ago  

You mentioned being afraid to tell others about your experience because you thought 

they would think your BDSM lifestyle meant that you 'asked for it, or deserved it.' That is 

complete bullshit and anyone who thinks that way is ignorant and knows nothing about 

BDSM. BDSM is all about consent. It may be about control and power play, but both 

parties are consenting and enjoying it. Rape is one person getting off on violation while 

the other is truly destroyed. The difference between rape and a rape fantasy is that both 

parties in a rape fantasy love what's happening. There is no victim in BDSM. 
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Redditor: 9 points 5 years ago  

A key element that separates BDSM from actual torture or rape, is the consent of all 

participants. The moment consent of one of the participants is withdrawn, the scene 

should end immediately (hence the focus you see everywhere on the importance of a safe 

word). If the scene doesn't end straight away, the act moves from BDSM into rape. 

That said, for people that expressly want to not consent, there is some wiggle room. 

Usually called consensual non-consent, it is always preceded by extensive negotiation 

wherein all parties express their desire and prior consent for this non-consent. Note that 

this doesn't apply to most D/s relationships, and as something that brings a lot of risk, 

should be treated with the appropriate care. Only if these conditions are met, which by 

your story it doesn't sound they had been, would I see a case where I wouldn't call it 

rape. 

 

Comments continually framed BDSM alongside consensual pleasure. While many 

subscribed Redditors in these subcommunities may identify as kinksters, Reddit as a 

space blurs clear lines of belonging, and r/bdsm and r/BDSMcommunity are likely to see 

visitors who have more normative sexual inclinations. BDSM communities have been 

quick to critique their representation in the mainstream, from the dom/sub relationship in 

the popular erotic series Fifty Shades of Grey to Jian Ghomeshi throughout his highly 

publicized trial (James 2012a, 2012b, 2012c; R. v. Ghomeshi 2016; Grinberg 2014; Zanin 

2014; Pfeuffer 2017; Sarah, Elliston and Blue 2015). In these spaces, they might shy 

away from voicing more contentious models of consent in favour of emphasizing the 

safety and consent that comes from pleasure. 

 

Redditor: 0 points 10 months ago  

BDSM is all about SAFE, SANE, CONSENSUAL. You didn't feel safe, and it wasn't 

consensual. That is not BDSM. 
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Redditor: 8 points 1 year ago  

I would strongly urge you to also play by the Safe, Sane and Consensual motto. No drugs 

or drinking before or during play. If that is something you would like to continue, I'd 

make it a personal rule to only engage in those activities after you have gotten to know 

someone better. 

 

RACK may be especially unpopular considering the tendency towards post-sex anxiety 

and risk aversion when choosing to host these discussions online. In many other 

subreddits, and occasionally even on BDSM affiliated subreddits, users seem to adopt a 

risk-averse stance to consent. Simply put, we can understand this stance as a ‘risk-averse 

consent’ (RAC) model that clashes against RACK. Widespread campus consent 

education stresses the need for consent that is enthusiastic, ongoing, verbal, sober, etc., 

which removes any agency to choose an acceptable or desirable risk when giving 

consent. Continually stressing that BDSM’s ideology as a whole is “safe, sane, and 

consensual” is a means of establishing a more acceptable framework for consent and 

trying to present the community’s standards as more in line with the mainstream. 

 

A strong challenge to the framework put forward through J.A. in Canadian law and the 

denunciation of advanced consent is Halberstam’s conceptualization of “queer time” as 

explored in the book In a Queer Time and Place (Halberstam 2005; Khan 2014c). Khan 

comments that this understanding can inform edgeplay as following “nonnormative 

logics and organizations of community, sexual identity, embodiment, and activity in 

space and time” (Khan 2014c, p. 258, citing Halberstam 2005, p. 6). Here, the 

hierarchical dyadic construction of risk and safety may be suspended or subverted; risk 
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may be negated through the possibility of pleasure, or may even be exciting. One 

Redditor commented on how time may be queered for members of the BDSM 

community, and how pleasure may be felt outside of normative sexual chronology. 

 

Redditor: 1 point 6 years ago  

Just to contribute a little thought, not necessarily a critical thing, I have good friends 

who are heavy heavy into fear play. The sub does not enjoy anything about the play 

during it, but is immensely turned on thinking about it after. While this does not sound 

like the case here, there is to some extent a desire to push limits and experiment, because 

you don't know without trying whether you will like something, or even will enjoy 

remembering something even if you didn't like it until you've tried. 

As everyone else has pretty much said, this sounds like it sucked/sucks and for that I'm 

sorry, but also it isn't rape, and in most relationships, perhaps more often in kink 

relationships we try something just to see and sometimes it works well, other times not, 

but talking about it and looking at it as a learning experience is the most productive way 

to move forward. 

 

By advancing an alternative framework to understand pleasure, BDSM affiliated 

subreddits educate their community and challenge a risk-averse model of consent. These 

small challenges support theories like Halberstam’s queer time and further 

intracommunity education as to acceptable challenges to vanilla risk-aversion. Seeing 

consensual sexual experimentation as a learning experience and, when not pleasurable, as 

bad sex rather than assaultive sex tests contemporary sexual ideology and heightened 

risk-aversion. In challenging the promulgation of a one-size-fits all consent framework, 

BDSM communities rely on other members to educate and make members aware of 

alternate means to assess consent. These challenges were neatly summed up by two users: 
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Redditor: 1 point 3 years ago  

In the beginning where boundaries are being set it would be important to get consent to 

clearly make sure with you partner what you plan to do. However, in a long-term 

relationship where you now know each other's kinks and what they like and what they 

have already consented to, it's a huge difference. 

 

Redditor: 2 points 3 years ago 

I think sometimes there's so much focus on verbal, explicit consent that we forget about 

moving into touch instead of away, mirroring, and other types of nonverbal consent. 

Consent communication has many paths, often using several types at the same time! 

 

Despite posing some resistance, many in the community vie for mainstream acceptance. 

This is accomplished both through advancing the model of ‘safe, sane, and consensual’ 

over RACK, and through a clear vilification of dom(me)s who overstep, violate 

boundaries, or ignore safewords. This is reminiscent of the widespread condemnation of 

Jian Ghomeshi by community members. By self-identifying as a victim of sexual 

prejudice, Ghomeshi attempted to sidestep accusations and, perhaps disingenuously, 

present his behaviour as mutually consensual kink; after victims began coming forward 

contesting the mutuality of consent, the public quickly turned on Ghomeshi, and 

prompted discourse on dynamics of healthy BDSM relationships (Khan 2014a). 

Similarly, Redditors are quick to distance themselves and their community from “fake” 

dom(me)s, or individuals who capitalize on subs in the BDSM community to perpetrate 

abuse. 

 

Redditor: 2 points 1 year ago  
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People who genuinely are immoral and abusive, the type of person who would repeatedly 

rape, might very well find go into BDSM precisely because they find "Dom" to be an easy 

justification. 

 

Redditor: 3 points 1 year ago  

Putting on an act of scary or genuinely being scary in a mutually beneficial way is not 

the same as being an intentional rapist, which the above guy is. That said, any sub who 

would claim their dom ignoring their actual SAFEWORD is desirable, is not someone 

you ever want to play with. People who get into no-safeword RACK relationships don't 

do what that rapist does either, they've entered there though careful negotiation, and 

mutual trust. None of that from the rapist, he's preying on the ones he thinks he can get 

away with raping. Sadly not uncommon for newbies to attract scum like this. 

 

Redditor: 9 points 1 year ago  

jesus christ why is it that there are so many of these stories? Oh wait, I know. The 

predators who are too afraid to actually attack people use bdsm/being a "dom" to 

sexually assault people because they assume the survivor won't say anything to the police 

because they're worried about being outed as kinky. He violated your limits and your 

body and neither of those are what a dom would do. You had the unfortunate luck to run 

into a predator who took advantage of you and, not that it will make you feel any 

better,but I doubt you're the first. 

 

Redditor: 7 points 8 months ago  

He wasn't a Dominant. There's a hell of big difference between having some dominant 

personality traits and being a Dominant. If you're going to use the title of Dominant in a 

D/s relationship, that means you get all of the responsibilities that go along with it. That 

means learning. 

 

The clear identification and subsequent exclusion of fake dom(me)s is a means for the 

community to reinforce its values and protect its cultural capital and reputation. Despite 

this, Reddit becomes an accessible platform to introduce outsiders to the expected norms 

held within BDSM communities. Many users are directed to cross post (x-post) to a 

BDSM affiliated subreddit if it falls outside of the original subreddit’s expertise. Here, 
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the blurred lines on Reddit’s subcommunities makes space for intracommunity education 

as well as further petitioning for BDSM’s acceptance within the mainstream. Unlike 

other subreddits, they welcome new members and are minimally restrictive with 

community rules and guidelines. By advancing consent frameworks that align themselves 

with more risk-averse models, by categorically dismissing abusive dom(me)s as “fake,” 

and by educating at a much higher rate than other subreddits, r/bdsm and 

r/BDSMcommunity control their narrative. Education becomes a tool both to support 

struggling community members who may find themselves at odds with the law, and to 

vie for inclusion and acceptance within the mainstream.  

 

Male Reporting 

 

As discussed above, there was a surprisingly high number of male identified OPs using 

Reddit to navigate their experiences. Male victims of sexual violence get little attention in 

academic literature and, until recently, have been predominantly represented through 

studies of sexual violence in prison or considered within a homosexual subculture 

(Abdullah-Khan 2008; Javaid 2014). This reinforces a substantial body of literature that 

claims that rape and sexual assault is a form of gender-based violence perpetrated within 

a patriarchal culture. The use of safe, anonymized spaces by men to navigate these 

experiences challenges our tendency to conflate sexual assault with gender-based 

violence. Although demographic information was limited in this inquiry, if an OP 

identified as male or female within the body or title of their post, I made a note so that the 

use of Reddit to host virtual trials could be analyzed by gender. 
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 Victims Perpetrators Both 

Female 37 0 0 

Male 12 7 1 

Other 9 0 0 

 

Although the majority of OPs identified as female and questioned whether they had been 

victimized, there were a substantial number of men who also questioned their status as 

victims of sexual violence. Circumstances surrounding these assaults were: not using a 

barrier device by force or coercion, or preventing use of the pull out method; intoxication 

or ‘blacking out’; repressed memories; anal penetration without prior consent. Of these 

11 possible assaults, 3 had been committed by another man, and the remaining 8 had 

been committed by women. Studies concerned with the prevalence of women 

perpetrating sexual violence are limited, and have only just begun to receive attention 

(Stemple, Flores and Meyer 2017). Attention towards female perpetration may be viewed 

critically, or as a means of upending a women’s rights agenda focused on male 

perpetrated sexual violence; however, these examinations do not negate or minimize 

other forms of abuse (Stemple, Flores and Meyer 2017, p. 303). My focus here is to 

acknowledge the many forms that sexual violence may take, and to account for the 

diverse retellings of these experiences online.  
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The experiences recounted by men near consistently involved some degree of 

incapacitation (through drugs, alcohol, or sleep), or a fear of being reported and not being 

believed. Despite a great deal of work describing the challenges men face when reporting 

sexual violence (see Javaid 2015; Stemple, Flores and Meyer 2017; Abdullah-Khan 

2008), there were no qualitative differences in how male OPs presented their experiences. 

However, in many of these narratives, male OPs acknowledge that coming to terms with 

the possibility of being victimization took time and, occasionally, through being labelled 

as such by another person. 

 

OP: 

Throwaway for obvious reasons. Backstory: This girl and I have been hooking up for a 

few weeks now, causal bordering on dating level. Anyway, her and I get drunk one night 

at a party, and I am drinking like its fucking Deep Impact and Morgan Freeman has told 

us we are all fucked. Anyway, lets call her 'Jenna' and I start making out. Totally normal. 

I wake up next to her the next morning, no memory of the night beyond the first party we 

attended and started to make out in. Jenna says that her and I had sex the night before 

and I don't think anything of it. So what I cant remember, I had sex, no problem. 

Fast forward a week. Her and I are having buzzed sex, not to drunk but feeling good, but 

she seems out of it. Not like her. This chick is constantly hornier than a sailor in port, she 

gets wet at the drop of a hat, she is crazy. I ask her whats wrong. 

She tells me last weekend when we were drinking like Stevo-O before 2008, her and I had 

gotten to my dorm room and I was considerably more fucked up than her. She says that i 

'flopped down on the bed, belt half undone.' Now this is when she already starts to get 

visible upset. She tells me that I wasn't exactly 'fully concious' and this is where she is 

vague and starts to trail off. 

I kinda push her a little further and she tells me she got my pants off me and jerked me off 

until I was hard and rode me while I dipped in and out and she says she doesn't know 

how she feels about it and honestly I don't either. Any opinions? Please. 

 

OP: 
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I was talking to the new girl and we got to the inevitable point about each other's past. I 

told her a story about this girl that I had sex with a few of times but we had little to 

nothing in common and it was just a fling. Well, the last time we had sex she was on top. 

We weren't using a condom, so when I told her to get off because I was about to come she 

locked her legs around mine and held my hands down. I came and it sucked being mad 

(kinda scared) and coming at the same time. Two opposite feelings, really. The new girl 

then said "You were raped." and I just sat there thinking about it. I never thought about it 

like that before, but it makes sense. 

I'm not bitter about it anymore, and I lucked out because she didn't get pregnant (even 

though she claimed she did, but I made her take a test in front of me). But, I'm just 

curious. Was that technically rape? I do remember all the regret I felt that night and it 

didn't subside until I knew she wasn't pregnant. I was mad because she didn't do as I 

asked and did the exact opposite with force and I didn't want a child with her at all. So, it 

started consensual, but ended not so much. Also, I'm a not small, strong guy and could 

have easily have thrown her off me but, I didn't because the exact thing that went through 

my head was "shit, if I throw her, I might hurt her and then she might call the cops if 

she's this crazy." 

 

For the most part, responses to these questions by Redditors is similar. They are not any 

more or less likely to identify behaviour as assaultive depending on gender. However, 

comments responding to male OPs will frequently petition the community as a whole to 

“reverse the genders,” arguing that male victims of sexual violence deserve the same 

degree of care and respect. Conversely, across communities, Redditors offered male 

victims of sexual violence a consistent piece of advice: 

 

Redditor: 2 points 3 years ago  

Never stick your dick in crazy. 

 

Redditor: 17 points 3 years ago 

Dude, don't ever stick your dick in crazy. 

 

Redditor: 4 points 3 years ago  
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Don't stick your dick in crazy. 

 

Redditor: 3 points 3 years ago  

Moral of the story, don't be a dumbass and don't stick your dick in crazy. 

 

Redditor: 3 points 3 years ago 

You stuck your dick in crazy... what do we say about sticking our dicks in crazy? not 

today good sir, not today. 

 

 

Men who reported sexual violence, not unlike women, received victim blaming from the 

community that responsibilized them to exercise care in sexual relationships. “Don’t stick 

your dick in crazy” suggests an element of control that was not exercised by male victims 

and an instability in their female sexual partners. However, when not phrased as stand 

alone advice, this expression was almost always used in comments that were validating 

the experiences of male OPs. In this sense, “don’t stick your dick in crazy” establishes 

culpability for female perpetrators while hearkening back to a similar ideology expressed 

through consent as gatekeeping: men are predominantly understood as aggressors in 

sexual encounters and women are understood as passive. 

Redditor: 1 point 3 years ago  

This has happened to me as well. Except I put up a fight and got the girl off of me before I 

tossed goo. Needless to say our fling ended there. Dont stick your dick in crazy, brother. 

Glad it turned out alright for you. 

 

Male rape victims have a documented reluctance to report to police, and face neglect and 

a lack of support when accessing crises centres (Javaid 2015, 2016). Experiencing sexual 

violence runs counter to hegemonic masculinity, and past research has indicated that men 

feel dismissed or revictimized when seeking support through traditional justice systems 
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(Javaid 2015). While conceptions of hegemonic masculinity are sometimes brought up by 

Redditors, these posts are always a minority opinion, and many other community 

members show support to the OP by downvoting dismissive or degrading comments. In 

this sense, Redditors facilitate safe(r) spaces for men to report sexual violence, or to feel 

validated when questioning their experiences. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The analysis conducted on Reddit’s virtual trials offers insights into a public conception 

of sexual violence across communities. When asked to engage with nuanced, deeply 

personal experiences, Redditors willingly and authoritatively grappled with the law and 

articulated legal judgements with little reservation. Redditors supported a conception of 

consent as gatekeeping, reinforcing ties to sociocultural history where women’s sexuality 

was commodified. In doing so, we can see how the Reddit imaginary is in the process of 

evolving to a point where, irrespective of gender, men and women are expected to 

gatekeep and manage their own sexual risks. Discussions of consent have become 

increasingly risk-averse, and many OPs demonstrate substantial post-sex anxiety and 

discomfort with grey areas and subjectivity. Users feel pressure to label and describe their 

experiences to fit within uncompromising categories and, in posting online, communicate 

that they feel ill-equipped to make these judgements on their own. BDSM communities 

are especially conscientious in their engagement with these posts. They use their platform 

as a means of educating intracommunity members while aligning themselves with the 

mainstream tendency towards risk-aversion. Male OPs on Reddit may be seeking unique 
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support outside of an authoritative decision, and are arguably more likely to find 

validation online than through traditional justice systems. While more popular 

technologically-mediated discussions of sexual violence (i.e. #MeToo) are used to 

demonstrate solidarity and the prevalence of sexual violence, Reddit’s engagement with 

more messy grey spaces of sexual violence flies under the radar. These discussions have 

yet to receive substantial academic or public attention; consent and sexual violence are 

continually imagined as black and white categories within the mainstream. This analysis 

challenges the certainty with which consent can be given or read, and points to 

institutionally taught frameworks of consent as a possible cause of anxiety and 

widespread moral panic. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

 

This chapter will further establish the sociocultural nature from which these discussions 

emerge. It will move to suggest future directions of research that may be considered 

through virtual judging communities. Finally, it will stress the importance of 

understanding these spaces and how OPs and Redditors grapple with grey or ambiguous 

encounters, often revising past sexual scripts to make meaning out of their lives.  

 

Consent as a Moral Panic 

 

At this point, this thesis has touched upon, but not yet fully unpacked, the current 

preoccupation in Canadian and Western culture with consent. This preoccupation, I 

would suggest, embodies or at least borders on a moral panic. The concept of a moral 

panic was first developed in the early 1970s by Jock Young and Stanley Cohen (Cohen 

1972; Young 1971a; Young 1971b). Moral panics are typically understood as misplaced 

or exaggerated concerns of moral wrongdoing, resulting in persecuting innocent persons 

as well as the fear that certain individuals or groups might categorically threaten the 

wellbeing of society (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 2016). While I understand that there are 

critiques of this concept13, I use the term moral panic tentatively, and as an open 

                                                            
13 The concept of a moral panic has migrated outside of academic work and has established itself within the 

public sphere. Scholars have suggested that this shift leads to methodological impurity and theoretical 

impiety (Miller 2016). Many still argue that moral panics have not been properly defined as a theoretical 

framework, leading to inconsistency and overuse (Best 2016). The label of a moral panic is assigned near 

exclusively to claims that scholars wish to debunk and expose rather than similarly specious claims that 

they support (Best 2016). This particular critique may explain why scholars have yet to consider 

contemporary consent culture as a moral panic and not simply a long overdue movement for women’s 

rights. Indeed, Jock Young noted that the moral panic concept “would not, of course, be countenanced in 

respect of crimes such as rape” (Young 2009, p. 14). See Joel Best’s “The Problems with Moral Panic” for 

further limitations of the moral panic concept (2016). 
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invitation for others to question and critique the social response underlying contemporary 

consent culture. 

 

Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda were the first to identify the five key features of 

a moral panic: concern or initial social anxiety; hostility towards the perpetrators; a 

negative social reaction that achieves consensus; disproportionality14 with regard to the 

extent of the action or the threats it poses; and volatility with regard to media reporting 

and the associated panic (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994). David Garland later added two 

other features which he believed was more in keeping with Cohen’s original intent: a 

moral dimension underlying the social reaction; and an understanding of the deviant 

behaviour as symptomatic (Garland 2008). I would suggest that all of these elements are 

present in the current social imagining of rape culture and heightened attention to issues 

of sexual violence and consent. Feminist discourses around rape culture have garnered a 

great deal of mainstream support. Rape is seen as an ever-present and pervasive threat, 

predominantly with focus on women as victims. The #MeToo movement has engaged in 

widespread social vilification of accused perpetrators, and the public response to these 

‘outings’ is reminiscent of public shamings and absent any due process protections and 

considerations. These stories are widely publicized and broadcasted throughout the 

media. Accusations of rape call question into the moral character of the accused and, 

within the climate of a rape culture, we assume that these behaviours speak both to the 

                                                            
14 Disproportionality has received specific critique as a determining factor of moral panics. Arguably, 

interested parties who would speak to the media, report on issues, or write concerning topics may have 

personally experienced the phenomenon that gives rise to panic. In this instance, painting panic as irrational 

or disproportionate has been critiqued for ignoring the tendency for advocates of social problems to present 

these problems under an emotional rhetoric (Best 2016). However, when considered alongside a 

widespread social consensus and anxiety, these concerns are less pertinent. 
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moral integrity of an accused while still being socially taught and ubiquitous. Consent is 

the dividing line between sexual experiences that are desired versus assaultive. The 

societal understanding that we live and exist within a rape culture draws our attention to 

this line, to behaviour that may push boundaries of what is accepted or desired, and to the 

importance of obtaining and articulating clear consent. I would suggest that consent is 

being institutionalized and mobilized in this way to build a barrier against the risks 

inherent in a rape culture. 

 

Society appears subsumed with calling out and policing non-consensual behaviour- an 

admirable position - however, in these efforts and discourses, consent, and situations 

absent consent, are viewed with anxiety, distrust, and uncertainty. Judicial decisions have 

been elaborating and applying more rigorous standards of sexual consent; this 

consequently favours more normative sexual subjectivity that, at its core, is built upon 

anticipating, managing and minimizing sexual risks (Gotell 2012b, p. 252). The law is 

teaching us that consent is always universal, despite the nature of individual relationships, 

and always recognizable, despite the fact that miscommunication, hazy memories, and 

feelings of ambivalence are regular facets of life. 

 

Miscommunications that occur outside of sexual scripts are unlikely to be criminally 

sanctioned. Outside of the law, miscommunications and even non-sexual violent assaults 

would not receive the same degree of public condemnation and shaming generated 

through the #MeToo movement. This form of sexual exceptionalism has brought about 

the use of “consent captains” and the development of consent apps, as well as a focused 
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educational effort towards younger and younger audiences (The Canadian Press 2018; 

Petter 2018; Knight 2018; Patel 2018). Most recently, Deanne Carson, a sexuality 

educator, recommended that parents ask consent of their babies before changing diapers 

(Patel 2018). The heightened governance and attention to consent has been building, and 

the transnational attention these issues are receiving are emblematic of a moral panic. 

 

Consent has begun to develop an institutional script. While it makes sense for our law to 

establish frameworks to assess consent, consent is, and must continue to be, something 

that individuals assess by themselves. Using consent captains at bars suggests a separate 

form of institutional policing that takes agency away from individuals who would 

negotiate consent on their own terms (The Canadian Press 2018). Consent apps, such as 

Good2Go, We-Consent, uConsent, SaSie, and LegalFling, demonstrate a saturated 

market of litigious, risk-averse technology that captures wide-ranging sexual behaviours 

and subjects them to legal strictures.  

 

The nature of these discussions on Reddit demonstrate that individuals place more trust in 

others to recognize consent than they do in themselves or their partners. This anxiety 

further reflects the social preoccupation with consent and with the dangers inherent in a 

rape culture. By asking third-parties to account for the very personal process of granting 

consent, these OPs reinforce that their consent does not belong to them and cannot be 

assessed individually. Testing consent against community standards demonstrates a loss, 

at least in part, of agency for those in sexually ambiguous situations and a need to share 

and defer this authority with a broader community. Some Redditors were quick to 
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comment on and challenge this view, refusing to answer and instead commenting on how 

the OP framed their experience or the personal nature of consenting and their inability to 

judge.  

 

Redditor: 29 points 3 years ago  

You feel like you consented - then there was consent. Consent is up to you and you alone. 

No one else can state what is consensual than you. 

  

Redditor: 12 points 3 years ago  

Don't allow other people to rewrite your life for you.  

  

Consent seems to have taken on an institutionalized master framework that individuals 

attempt to measure their experiences against. Making consent decisions is a necessary 

component of healthy, pleasurable sex, and as sex increasingly becomes the subject of 

public discourse and sensationalist media representations, the importance of 

understanding this process becomes evident (Cowling and Reynolds 2016). The current 

propensity to measure experiences against community approval and institutional 

safeguards demonstrates inherent challenges and anxieties surrounding sex. The law may 

see these challenges through complainants lacking confidence or surety, or through 

overbroad prosecutorial practices justified through risk-averse policy measures. People 

who have grey or ambiguous sexual experiences may find similar challenges in defining 

their experience or identity alongside consent and rape culture discourse. They may be 

confronted with labels, a societal pressure to “come out” as a survivor, or newfound 

epistemic privilege. By bypassing the criminal justice system, these Redditors suggest 

that an informal, anonymized assessment is their preferred first point of contact. This is 

unsurprising considering how labelling sexual experiences as rape debases both victims 
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and the perpetrators. Perpetrators are subjected to carceral interventions, and victims are 

seen as fundamentally traumatized and forever changed by the experience; both are 

‘othered’ within our risk-averse framework of sexual citizenship. These spaces on Reddit 

allow for a trial run of stories, where users may anonymously seek out a definitive 

narrative explanation of a personal event, how they should feel about it, and how others 

may accept or contend their status as a victim or perpetrator of sexual violence. 

  

Final Thoughts 

  

This work is preliminary and the first inquiry into online spaces’ engagement with the 

notion of consent and the construction of virtual trials. However, there are many 

questions left unanswered and many paths that may be taken in future research projects. 

Reddit is only one space of inquiry online, but also hosts other virtual trials outside of the 

identified subreddits and outside of the realm of sexual assault. r/legaladvice, for 

instance, is rife with users seeking community perspectives on legal issues and redress. 

Outside of Reddit, questions of sexual assault and violence are entertained in blogs, 

sexual education websites, and public and private forums. These spaces are all governed 

by different rules and guidelines for users. Indeed, a preliminary examination of feminist 

blogs that host virtual trials often place one user in a place of authority, not unlike a 

judge. The response gleaned is to be taken as the final answer, and users seem hesitant to 

challenge this structure. This project has also examined this process as the first inquiry 

into sexual violence, however these spaces may prove validating for victims who were 

unsuccessful through a criminal trial. Consent apps have only now moved to integrate 

responses within the blockchain; LegalFling in particular has moved to understand 
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consent as a legally-binding contract that should be initiated prior to any sexual 

interactions (LegalFling.com). In the upcoming few years, we may see more drastic 

technological interventions and engagements with sex. These, along with the virtual trials 

examined in this project, are worthy of academic inquiry to trace conceptual changes 

underlying sex and consent. 

  

Our experiences, and the stories we tell others about ourselves, give meaning to our lives. 

Humans have been described as a ‘storytelling animal’ (MacIntyre 1984). Our memories 

and stories are influenced by abstract ideas, moral judgements, more broadly, by societal 

frameworks (Tirosh 2017). The construction of memories is built through a ‘sense of 

past,’ but not the past itself (Confino 1997). In allowing a community to weigh in and 

provide meaning to an otherwise ambiguous sense of past, these users are allowing them 

to rewrite their stories, their narratives, and how they make sense of their lives. In 

revising and reinterpreting events under the guise of risk-aversion and anxiety, trauma is 

read into experiences that may better be left grey. For users who may have internalized 

rape myths however, these spaces may be liberatory and provide unique mentorship, 

guidance and community support. 

  

These spaces, much like the experiences they judge, are grey. The OPs who remain active 

are often grateful to the community in helping them rescript these events. However, it is 

important to critically interrogate the results of these interventions. In seeking community 

support outside of traditional justice systems, law as a system of authority is destabilized. 

These users trust the community to make sense of their experiences through virtual 
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judgement, and trust the community with an open, transparent accounting. Further 

examinations of these spaces may have much to offer research into sexual violence, 

technology, and the law. This project ultimately demonstrates the need for attention to 

these spaces, to alternate means and communities of judging, and to individual and 

institutional processes underlying consent decisions. At stake is an appreciation not only 

for unmet needs of victims of sexual violence through legal systems, but for how consent 

decisions are made, and how people navigate and understand these processes so 

necessary for an ethical, healthy, and pleasurable sexual life. 
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Appendix A 

 

Codebook 

Commentary on Space (virtual) 

Educating, Consent Frameworks 

External Solution Proposed 

>Cops, Reporting 

>Legal Remedy 

>Penology, Prison 

>Therapy 

>Violence 

Feminism, Rape Culture 

Legal v. Social Understandings 

Legal Standards 

>Advanced Consent 

>Implied Consent 

>Jurisdiction 

>Terminology 

Moral Standards 

OP Comments 

>Additional Questions 

>Arguing 

>Clarification 

>Judgement Rendered 

Questioning purpose of virtual trial 

Redditor Input 

>Affirming, Yes 

>Denying, No 

>Unclear, Grey Area 

Redditor Self-Identification 

>Assaulted 

>Assaulter 

>Lawyer 

>Not a Lawyer 

>Service Provider, Counselor 

>Survivor 

>Victim 

Trolling 

Victim Blaming 

 


