
College students often must deal with many different aspects of the 
transition from high school to college. While there are obvious transitions 

that we could expect, such as homework, dorm life, relationships, etc., 
there are other social transitions that are a little bit more unprecedented 
than the typical college woes. One such transition is the shift to a different 
culture of sex. Sex is omnipresent in American culture, but college sheds 
a light on specific aspects of it. This could cause anxiety in students, 
especially if this confrontation is new. We are in a special liminal state 
because the topic of sex and consent are widely talked about in the era of 
Kavanaugh and Trump. I wanted to explore how discussions of sex and 
consent could cause transition anxiety for college students in their liminal 
state. After conducting research, I have found that college students who 
know what to do to gain consent often do not follow through on those ideas 
because there are instances which reinforce ambiguity about how to obtain 
consent. These instances do not match a prewritten script that students 
are aware of, and thus create a liminal state for those involved. Through 
both qualitative research and the analysis of preexisting literature, I have 
found that the specific instances that cause liminality in sexual situations 
include: the presence of the miscommunication hypothesis, the portrayal 
of sexual permissiveness within the media, and the presence of the “hook-
up culture” impacting how students gain consent.

Liminality is an interesting concept because it underlies most aspects 
of college. Liminality, as defined by Victor Turner, is the idea of being 
“betwixt and between.”1 College students are straddling two very different 
life spaces, and often struggle to figure out the world around them. Sex is a 
liminal concept because there is ambiguity surrounding it, especially now. 
American culture now is a heavily liminal environment regarding topics of 

    1    Victor Turner, “Betwixt and Between,” in 7KH�)RUHVW�RI�6\PEROV (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1967), 93.  
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sex and consent because we have seen and experienced new outlooks on 
sex. Cultural norms are shifting, and the issue of “boys being boys” both 
has been focused on in the media and on political platforms. There is an 
issue of a “gray zone” and the recurring theme of miscommunication with 
regards to the acquisition of consent.2 In the age of Kavanaugh, Trump, and 
movements such as “Me Too,” consent is now a highly liminal discussion in 
American culture. For the purposes of this discussion, I will use Susan E. 
Hickman’s and Charlene L. Muehlenhard’s definition of consent as “direct 
consent signals as signals that are straightforward and unambiguous and 
indirect consent signals as signals that are ambiguous.”3 Consent, while 
easily defined, induces stress in many people. This stress is especially 
emphasized in new students trying to navigate the collegiate sexual 
culture. Along with consent, I will briefly define “hook up” culture, which will 
be explained in this paper. It is important to define “hook-up culture” and 
why it has been a perpetual idea in college. This is not a new concept, but 
the assumptions surrounding it are integral in how consent is viewed. The 
assumptions around “hook-up culture” create a belief that hook-up culture 
does not allow for proper acquisition of consent.

The “hook-up culture” refers to a culture of partying and alcohol. The 
hook-up culture is linked to a culture of judgment. There is the idea that 
there is no obligation in the hook-up culture, as “people just want to fuck.”



every weekend. People are influenced to go to parties and drink.”6 There 
is an inherent judgment surrounding parties and what could happen when 
attending one.

To try and find an answer to the question of consent and transition 
anxiety, I sent thirty free-lists7 and conducted eight six-question interviews.  
There were two different free-lists, with fifteen men and fifteen women 
between the two. For the interviews, I interviewed four men and four 
women, talking to two from each free list. My free-lists helped me 
determine what the respondents believe to be the “scripts” that ought to be 
followed in society. The first free-list asked the respondents to list all cues 
that someone would want to “hook up.” After doing salience, frequency, 
and average rank calculations, I found that the recurring answers were: 
touching, flirting, texting, “they say they want to,” eye contact, pick-up lines, 
and verbal communication. Touching was the most frequently mentioned, 
while flirting, texting, and verbal communication were the most highly 
ranked. Touching had the most salience of all the data. This data shows 
how we, as a culture, have been conditioned to express interest physically 
above all else.

My second free-list asked the respondents to list all cues that 
someone would not want to “hook up.” The recurring answers for this free 
list were: say no, uncomfortable, no eye contact, walk away, unconscious, 
disinterested, and do not talk. Out of these, “say no” was both the most 
frequent and had the highest average rank. It also had the highest 
salience. This data provides us the script of how to show when we are not 
consenting to an encounter. The frequency of these answers reveals there 
is an educational method of how to gain consent and how to show that 
consent is not given. The “scripts” of how to show a lack of consent seem 
to be very clear to my respondents, as they were straightforward in their 
answers. People have been taught that saying no is the most clear and 
direct way. Their answers also reflect any prior education that they’ve had 
about the topic, including “unconscious.” There is a notion of how people 
who are unconscious are unable to consent to sexual activity, a concept 
that has been reiterated from sexual education. There is a script that links 
intoxication and unconsciousness with a lack of consent. Both free-lists 
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are: cooperation with a physical move, “not refusing,” physical proximity, 
and “says yes.”8 Although the semantics are different, we see a recurring 
theme of physicality denoting interest and consent. On the other side, their 
cues for “refusal” (do not want to “hook up”) are: physical noncooperation, 
physical resistance, and saying no.9 The similarities denote that there is a 
script that is prescribed for sexual situations, and both my respondents and 
those of McCaw and Senn reflect the conditioned learning of that specific 
script.

While we have outlined that there are scripts that should be followed 
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saying yes or no, or physically walking away. However, these responses 
do not reflect the addition of alcohol. Alcohol can fundamentally change 
how those scripts are used. Alcohol creates a notion where it cannot be 
used as an excuse for not using the scripts. Even if we have been taught 
the idea that alcohol is equivalent to impaired judgment, those placed 
in the situation often report “never using statements about their level of 
intoxication or direct refusals to signal their sexual consent; they did, 
however, frequently convey consent by not resisting.”30 The “not resisting” 
notion does both support and contradict the scripts set forth by the free 
lists. My respondents said that a way to convey consent was to say yes in 
the situation. However, there was no mention of alcohol in my respondent’s 
view, which does impair how effectively someone can say no or yes. There 
is a lack of resistance presented in the scripts, but the scripts, based on 
my data, have not explicitly dealt with the introduction of alcohol into the 
situation.

Alcohol and its impairment create a strong amount of ambiguity 
and reinforce the liminal state with regards to the scripts. Parties and the 
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creates the ambiguity that does not accurately allow the respondents to 
enact the scripts that they have been taught.

The miscommunication hypothesis, hook-up culture, the media, and 
partying all create a liminal period for those involved in sexual activity. 
There is liminality because people are unsure of how to bring up the 
conversation, and when they do, there is ambiguity about what to say and 
what to do. That ambiguity creates transition anxiety as people move from 
pre-hook-up to the hook-up itself. If there is a lack of clarity surrounding 
what was said, then there will be both liminal conversations and liminal 
encounters.

Sex and consent are issues that could be researched more and have 
wider implications in American culture. I am interested to see how consent 
is viewed now in a post-Kavanaugh and post-#MeToo movement world. 


