
The	  Message	  Spreads
ANALYZING	  INFORMATION	  IN	  THE	  MODERN	  AGE



It	  began	  on	  Jan.	  17,	  2015	  
You	  likely	  don’t	  know	  that,	  or	  at	  least	  
the	  date	  doesn’t	  compute	  for	  you.	  

You,	  as	  a	  media	  consumer,	  didn’t	  know	  
then.	  You	  couldn’t	  have.	  The	  incident	  
that	  took	  place	  wasn’t	  public	  record.

No	  charges	  had	  been	  filed	  yet.	  Police	  
were	  investigating.	  

No	  one	  was	  making	  Facebook	  posts	  
about	  the	  crime.	  Not	  yet.



No,	  it	  wasn’t	  until	  June	  3,	  2016
That’s	  when	  you	  knew.	  Or	  at	  least	  as	  a	  
media	  professor,	  that’s	  when	  I	  hope	  
you	  caught	  wind	  of	  this	  story.
That’s	  when	  BuzzFeed News,	  a	  
respectable	  (more	  on	  that	  later)	  news	  
organization,	  published	  the	  multi-‐page	  
letter	  a	  rape	  victim	  read	  aloud	  during	  a	  
court	  sentencing	  hearing	  to	  her	  
attacker.
The	  attacker	  had	  been	  found	  guilty	  on	  
three	  counts	  of	  sexual	  assault	  against	  
the	  unnamed	  23-‐year	  old.



In	  her	  words	  …
“You	  don’t	  know	  me,	  but	  you’ve	  been	  inside	  me,	  and	  that’s	  why	  we’re	  here	  
today.”
…
“The	  next	  thing	  I	  remember	  I	  was	  in	  a	  gurney	  in	  a	  hallway.	  I	  had	  dried	  blood	  and	  
bandages	  on	  the	  backs	  of	  my	  hands	  and	  elbow.	  I	  thought	  maybe	  I	  had	  fallen	  and	  
was	  in	  an	  admin	  office	  on	  campus.	  I	  was	  very	  calm	  and	  wondering	  where	  my	  
sister	  was.	  A	  deputy	  explained	  I	  had	  been	  assaulted.	  I	  still	  remained	  calm,	  
assured	  he	  was	  speaking	  to	  the	  wrong	  person.	  I	  knew	  no	  one	  at	  this	  party.	  When	  
I	  was	  finally	  allowed	  to	  use	  the	  restroom,	  I	  pulled	  down	  the	  hospital	  pants	  they	  
had	  given	  me,	  went	  to	  pull	  down	  my	  underwear,	  and	  felt	  nothing.	  I	  still	  
remember	  the	  feeling	  of	  my	  hands	  touching	  my	  skin	  and	  grabbing	  nothing.	  I	  
looked	  down	  and	  there	  was	  nothing.”



In	  her	  words	  …
“I	  was	  pummeled	  with	  narrowed,	  pointed	  questions	  that	  dissected	  my	  personal	  life,	  
love	  life,	  past	  life,	  family	  life,	  inane	  questions,	  accumulating	  trivial	  details	  to	  try	  and	  find	  
an	  excuse	  for	  this	  guy	  who	  had	  me	  half	  naked	  before	  even	  bothering	  to	  ask	  for	  my	  
name.	  After	  a	  physical	  assault,	  I	  was	  assaulted	  with	  questions	  designed	  to	  attack	  me,	  to	  
say	  see,	  her	  facts	  don’t	  line	  up,	  she’s	  out	  of	  her	  mind,	  she’s	  practically	  an	  alcoholic,	  she	  
probably	  wanted	  to	  hook	  up,	  he’s	  like	  an	  athlete	  right,	  they	  were	  both	  drunk,	  whatever,	  
the	  hospital	  stuff	  she	  remembers	  is	  after	  the	  fact,	  why	  take	  it	  into	  account,	  Brock	  has	  a	  
lot	  at	  stake	  so	  he’s	  having	  a	  really	  hard	  time	  right	  now.

And	  then	  it	  came	  time	  for	  him	  to	  testify	  and	  I	  learned	  what	  it	  meant	  to	  be	  revictimized.	  
I	  want	  to	  remind	  you,	  the	  night	  after	  it	  happened	  he	  said	  he	  never	  planned	  to	  take	  me	  
back	  to	  his	  dorm.	  He	  said	  he	  didn’t	  know	  why	  we	  were	  behind	  a	  dumpster.	  He	  got	  up	  to	  
leave	  because	  he	  wasn’t	  feeling	  well	  when	  he	  was	  suddenly	  chased	  and	  attacked.	  Then	  
he	  learned	  I	  could	  not	  remember.”



Message	  #1:	  Victim	  statement
• Does	  this	  serve	  as	  a	  warning	  to	  women?

• Is	  it	  a	  message	  that	  will	  prevent	  sexual	  assaults?

• Does	  it	  make	  a	  difference	  if	  the	  victim	  is	  anonymous?

•Why	  did	  BuzzFeed decide	  to	  publish	  the	  letter?

• Is	  BuzzFeed really	  a	  legitimate	  source	  for	  news?



This	  is	  the	  convicted	  rapist
His	  name	  is	  Brock	  Allen	  Turner.

He	  was	  a	  swimmer	  at	  Stanford	  University	  
on	  a	  60-‐percent	  scholarship.

He	  blamed	  “party	  culture”	  for	  the	  rape.

He	  claimed	  to	  have	  never	  been	  in	  trouble	  
before	  with	  the	  law.

He	  is	  white.

He	  comes	  from	  an	  affluent	  community.

He	  was	  sentenced	  to	  six	  months	  in	  jail.



His	  family,	  friends	  claim	  …
Brock	  would	  never	  do	  such	  a	  thing.

Promiscuity	  played	  a	  role,	  blaming	  the	  victim.

“20	  seconds	  of	  action”	  shouldn’t	  determine	  a	  
promising	  young	  man’s	  future	  cut	  short.

He	  isn’t	  a	  “bad	  guy.”

He’s	  misguided.	  He	  was	  led	  astray	  by	  
teammates.

He	  doesn’t	  deserve	  this.



The	  message	  starts	  with	  a	  mug	  shot



Message	  #2:	  Rapist	  mug	  shot
•What	  is	  really	  the	  face	  of	  Brock	  Turner?

•Why	  did	  the	  story,	  which	  originated	  in	  Santa	  Clara	  County,	  originally	  air	  with	  the	  
mug	  shot	  of	  Turner	  in	  his	  suit?

•What	  impact	  does	  that	  first	  photo	  have?

•What	  impact	  does	  the	  second	  photo	  have?

• Are	  you	  more	  inclined	  to	  see	  Turner	  as	  a	  rapist	  from	  that	  second	  photo?

•Who	  is	  making	  these	  decisions?



The	  judge	  and	  the	  six-‐month	  sentence
Turner	  was	  sentenced	  to	  six-‐months	  in	  
county	  jail,	  three	  years	  probation	  and	  a	  
lifetime	  of	  registering	  as	  a	  sex	  
offender.

Aaron	  Persky,	  a	  Stanford	  Alum,	  was	  the	  
presiding	  judge	  and	  sentencer.

Persky handed	  down	  the	  light	  
sentence	  because	  a	  prison	  sentence	  
would	  have	  a	  “severe	  impact”	  on	  
Turner.



Since	  the	  sentence
• A	  Stanford	  law	  professor	  started	  a	  
recall	  petition	  for	  Persky

• Rep.	  Susan	  Talamantes Eggman has	  
asked	  Persky to	  step	  down

• Potential	  jurors	  in	  other	  cases	  are	  
asking	  for	  dismissal	  from	  Persky’s
courtroom,	  citing	  what	  he	  had	  done	  as	  
a	  miscarriage	  of	  justice

• Campaigns	  to	  elect	  a	  judge	  in	  his	  place	  
have	  begun	  (he’s	  up	  for	  election)



Message	  #3:	  Concerning	  the	  judge
• If	  you’re	  a	  Stanford	  alum,	  another	  alum	  has	  your	  back?

• If	  you’re	  white	  and	  privileged,	  you	  get	  to	  slide	  on	  a	  rape	  charge	  (even	  when	  
there	  are	  witnesses)?

• If	  jail	  will	  “impact”	  you	  in	  a	  negative	  way,	  you	  don’t	  have	  to	  go?

• A	  judge	  can	  be	  punished	  for	  the	  misdeeds	  of	  a	  convicted	  rapist?



The	  letters	  for	  Brock	  Turner
Two	  letters	  asking	  for	  leniency	  for	  Turner	  were	  
submitted	  to	  the	  court:	  one	  from	  his	  father	  Dan	  
Turner,	  the	  other	  from	  his	  childhood	  friend	  Leslie	  
Rasmussen.

Both	  were	  written	  in	  a	  way	  that	  the	  public	  has	  decried	  
as	  “victim	  blaming.”

Both	  are	  public	  record	  and	  were	  released	  by	  Stanford	  
Law	  Professor	  Michele	  Dauber	  onto	  social	  media	  
(Twitter	  specifically).	  



Dan	  Turner
Letter	  talked	  about	  how	  his	  son	  had	  issues	  
fitting	  in	  at	  Stanford.	  

“As	  it	  stands	  now,	  Brock’s	  life	  has	  been	  deeply	  
altered	  forever	  by	  the	  events	  of	  Jan	  17th and	  
18th.	  He	  will	  never	  be	  his	  happy	  go	  lucky	  self	  
with	  that	  easy	  going	  personality	  and	  
welcoming	  smile.	  His	  every	  waking	  minute	  is	  
consumed	  with	  worry,	  anxiety,	  fear	  and	  
depression.	  You	  can	  see	  this	  in	  his	  face,	  the	  
way	  he	  walks,	  his	  weakened	  voice,	  his	  lack	  of	  
appetite	  …”

AND	  …	  Brock	  Turner	  won’t	  eat	  steak	  anymore.



Leslie	  Rasmussen
Childhood	  friend	  of	  Turner,	  penned	  letter:

“Brock	  is	  not	  a	  monster.	  …	  I	  don’t	  think	  it’s	  
fair	  to	  base	  the	  fate	  of	  the	  next	  ten	  +	  years	  
of	  his	  life	  on	  decisions	  of	  a	  girl	  who	  
doesn’t	  remember	  anything	  but	  the	  
amount	  she	  drank	  to	  press	  charges	  against	  
him.	  I	  am	  not	  blaming	  her	  directly	  …	  But	  
where	  do	  we	  draw	  the	  line	  and	  stop	  
worrying	  about	  being	  politically	  correct	  
every	  second	  of	  the	  day	  and	  see	  that	  rape	  
on	  campuses	  isn’t	  always	  because	  people	  
are	  rapists	  …”



Consequences
FOR	  DAN	  TURNER:
• Notion	  of	  “white	  privilege”	  abound
• Called	  “ignorant”	  by	  press
• Entire	  Turner	  family	  being	  attacked

FOR	  LESLIE	  RASMUSSEN
• She	  claimed	  social	  media	  is	  
“overreacting”
• Her	  band,	  Good	  English,	  has	  had	  nearly	  
every	  booked	  gig	  cancelled
• Gone	  into	  a	  sort	  of	  hiding



Message	  #4:	  Pro-‐Turner	  letters
• Can	  you	  be	  guilty	  by	  association?
• Is	  nothing	  private?	  Was	  there	  an	  expectation	  that	  those	  letters	  be	  private?

• Can	  you	  defend	  a	  convicted	  criminal	  and	  still	  be	  a	  good	  person?



The	  Social	  Media	  Storm
Reaction	  to	  the	  case	  was	  immediate.	  

Memes	  were	  made	  immediately	  (on	  side)	  and	  
posted	  to	  Facebook.

Of	  my	  372	  friends,	  62	  posted	  responses.

Social	  media	  meant	  that	  news	  outlets	  that	  
weren’t	  covering	  it,	  suddenly	  had	  to.

Suddenly	  it	  couldn’t	  be	  ignored.



Stanford	  University’s	  statement
“This	  was	  a	  horrible	  incident,	  and	  we	  
understand	  the	  anger	  and	  deep	  
emotion	  it	  has	  generated.	  There	  is	  still	  
much	  work	  to	  be	  done,	  not	  just	  here,	  
but	  everywhere,	  to	  create	  a	  culture	  
that	  does	  not	  tolerate	  sexual	  violence	  
in	  any	  form	  and	  a	  judicial	  system	  that	  
deals	  appropriately	  with	  sexual	  assault	  
cases.”



USA	  Swimming
Turner’s	  status	  with	  USA	  Swimming	  
expired	  in	  Dec.	  2014,	  a	  month	  before	  rape.

The	  organization	  that	  allows	  for	  national	  
competition	  and	  moves	  forward	  Olympic	  
teams,	  has	  banned	  Turner	  as	  a	  swimmer	  
for	  competition	  for	  life.

“USA	  Swimming	  condemns	  the	  crime	  and	  
actions	  committed	  by	  Brock	  Turner,	  and	  all	  
acts	  of	  sexual	  misconduct,”	  USA	  Swimming	  
spokesman	  Scott	  Leightman said	  in	  a	  
statement	  emailed	  to	  Newsweek.	  



Message	  #5:	  Damage	  control	  and	  spin
• Should	  you	  be	  proactive?
• Does	  every	  person	  who	  ever	  had	  dealings	  with	  Brock	  Turner	  have	  to	  step	  away?
• Should	  the	  media	  storm	  ever	  die	  down?

• Is	  it	  human	  nature	  to	  be	  outraged	  over	  a	  six-‐month	  sentence	  for	  rape	  when	  the	  
person	  was	  clearly	  caught	  in	  the	  act?



How	  do	  you	  navigate	  all	  these	  messages?
Better	  yet,	  can	  we?	  As	  media	  consumers,	  as	  students,	  as	  people,	  can	  you	  peel	  
back	  the	  layers	  and	  find	  the	  real	  story	  here?

What	  message	  did	  you	  get	  from	  all	  this?

Does	  the	  message	  get	  diluted	  in	  the	  vitriol	  of	  the	  anger?



Why	  it	  matters	  for	  MCOM	  1
My	  goal	  is	  that	  you	  walk	  out	  of	  this	  classroom	  better	  for	  the	  conversations	  we	  
have	  about	  these	  topics.

We	  don’t	  have	  to	  agree.	  We	  should	  have	  an	  understanding	  that	  there	  are	  many	  
messages	  in	  media.

Not	  all	  of	  them	  are	  nice.	  Not	  all	  of	  them	  are	  bad.

Media	  literacy	  is	  key:	  You	  need	  to	  know	  how	  to	  get	  through	  the	  noise	  of	  
everything	  being	  thrown	  at	  you	  (specifically	  on	  social	  media)	  and	  get	  to	  the	  
heart	  of	  the	  content	  presented.


