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Emma the Mattress Girl:
Seeking a Gentleman in

College

n September 2014, Emma Sulko-
I wicz, a senior at Columbia Col-

lege, began “Mattress Performance
(Carry That Weight),” her protest against
the university administration that had
failed to expel a fellow student whom
she accused of raping her.

Her work of “endurance performance
art” also served as her senior thesis for
a major in visual arts. According to the
rules she invented with her faculty ad-
visor, she was required to carry, when-
ever she was on campus, a mattress like
the one on her dormitory bed where the
alleged attack had taken place. She was
permitted to accept but not request help
with her burden. And she was to carry
it between her dorm, her classes and
her assigned studio until her accused
rapist left the campus or she graduated,
whichever came first.

With her striking Asian-Jewish
features, fencer's figure and confident
manner, Emma was photogenic and
gave good sound bites. “Carry That
Weight” was greeted rapturously by the

77

art world and by activists at Columbia
and beyond. The New York Times com-
pared her project to the Stations of the
Cross. Students at campuses across the
country carried mattresses in solidarity.
Emma became an instant feminist icon.

Why was her performance, which
required so little in the way of tech-
nique or knowledge of art history, tak-
en so seriously? Why was her claim of
rape and administrative indifference
believed so unquestioningly? Why did
Columbia tacitly support Emma’s vio-
lation of campus rules (“interferes over
a short period of time with entrance to,
exit from, passage within, or use of, a
University facility”) and defamation of a
classmate?

Columbia has provided a setting for
many theatrical protests before and af-
ter Emma’s performance. In the spring
of 2024, the campus saw the most
threatening and destructive disturbanc-
es since 1968, which were promptly im-
itated at dozens of other schools.
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During the 1970s and 1980s, as
growing numbers of American wom-
en attended college, many formerly all-
male schools went coeducational and
adapted their facilities, health services,
and campus activities to the female
presence. Columbia’s undergraduate
residential divisions, the College and
the Engineering School, began admit-
ting women in 1983.

During the 1980s, the idea of “rape
culture” became widespread. Activ-
ists insisted that one female student in
five—some said one in four—was likely
to be raped during her college years, and
that women did not lie about rape. Al-
though both assertions were based on
discredited research, and defied com-
mon sense, they were so often repeated
that they became axiomatic. Thus, many
people maintained two contradictory
beliefs: that American campuses were
as dangerous for young women as war
zones, but that parents should none-
theless pay good money to send their
daughters there.

By the mid-1990s, sexual miscon-
duct had become enough of an issue
at Columbia to prompt the hiring of a
full-time administrator to deal with it.
A series of university senate task forc-
es in the 1990s and 2000s attempted to
create alternatives to discipline admin-
istered by deans, with specially trained
investigators sympathetic to women,
without the protections of due process
for the accused such as cross-examina-
tion and legal representation.

The belief in the prevalence of rape
can be seen as a response to how sexu-
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al misconduct has been redefined since
the 1970s. The sexual revolution that ar-
rived at elite colleges in the late 1960s
introduced the notion that women were
not required to withhold themselves
from men. Virginity was devalued; pro-
miscuity was renamed freedom to seek
pleasure. Behavior that in American so-
ciety would have met with disapprov-
al in 1950—what was called “getting
fresh,” meaning a man attempting a kiss
or other seductive move with a wom-
an who hadn't invited it—by 1980 was
harder to classify. Ungentlemanly be-
havior or unwelcome courtship began
to be subsumed under the term sexual
assault, now defined as anything from
an unwanted embrace to rape.

The escalation of the terminology
was a response to the changed mean-
ing of flirtation. Before the sexual rev-
olution, a man of good character would
express romantic interest in a woman
only if he contemplated committing
himself to her. Dating didn't always
lead to marriage, of course, but it was
assumed that the parties would cease
dating each other if they decided not
to proceed toward matrimony, freeing
them to resume their search for mates.

After about 1970, once a man was
permitted to express sexual interest of
a purely recreational kind without nec-
essarily insulting a woman’s virtue, his
attentions could be intentionally am-
biguous. The rules of casual sex allowed
a woman to sleep with a man who
hadn't committed himself to any future
beyond sunrise. She might even be re-
quired to bed him or risk losing him
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to a more permissive rival. Rather than
demand commitment, she had to lower
her expectations. Just as the category of
the slut and the easy lay was eliminat-
ed, so was the category of the cad and
the rake.

Women do not always seek com-
mitment, of course, nor do men always
avoid it. But in humans, male reproduc-
tive strategy favors promiscuity, while
the female strategy favors monogamy
and the investment of a father's time,
resources, and protection for resulting
offspring. The proponents of the sexual
revolution insisted that once pregnan-
cy was avoidable or reversible, women's
sexual temperament would come to re-
semble that of men, but it did not.

Not everyone participates in what is
now called hookup culture. There has
all along been a more monogamous cul-
ture of dating, where virginity is not
unknown and sexual relationships are
limited to partners who can call each
other boyfriend or girlfriend and who
may ultimately marry.

Nonetheless, since the sexual revo-
lution, many young women have found
themselves in milieux where hookups
are pervasive. These tend to be the en-
counters, often involving heavy drink-
ing, that result in women claiming
sexual assault, at least when assault is
defined as sex with an incapacitated
partner.

Columbia’s code of discipline as of
September 2023 states,

A person cannot give consent if they [sic] lack
the ability to make or understand the decision
... as aresult of the level of consumption of alco-
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hol or drugs.... The use of alcohol or drugs does
not justify or excuse gender-based misconduct
and never makes someone at fault for experi-
encing gender-based misconduct.

Theoretically, either partner, if drunk
at the time, could accuse the other of
rape, but in practice most complainants
are women and most respondents men.
And the term “gender-based miscon-
duct” encompasses much behavior that
may be unwelcome or impolite but not
criminal.

Title IX, the 1972 federal law supple-
menting the Civil Rights Act of 1964,
requires that any educational institu-
tion that receives money from the fed-
eral government guarantee equal access
to all educational programs and activ-
ities without regard to sex. For some
years after its passage the law was in-
voked principally on behalf of athlet-
ics for girls and women. Schools and
colleges were forced to equalize their
spending between the sexes, a move
that was welcomed by many female
soccer players, but was less appreciat-
ed by male golfers or wrestlers whose
teams were eliminated to create parity.

As the belief in rape culture took
hold during the 1980s, activists began
to use Title IX to combat what they
called a hostile environment for wom-
en, which, they argued, prevented wom-
en from taking full advantage of educa-
tional resources on offer. At first, they
focused on sexual harassment, defined
as demands for sexual favors in ex-
change for good grades or evaluations
or professional opportunities.
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In April 2011, the Department of Ed-
ucation’s Office for Civil Rights issued a
nineteen-page guidance document, later
known as the Dear Colleague letter, to
colleges for enforcement of Title IX. It
demanded that college administrations
themselves investigate complaints of
sexual misconduct, now more broadly
defined to include “rape, sexual assault,
sexual battery, and sexual coercion. All
such acts of sexual violence are forms of
sexual harassment covered under Title
X

Colleges were to use a preponder-
ance of evidence standard—sometimes
described as 50 percent and a feath-
er—to adjudicate, even if the complaints
were also taken up by law enforcement,
although a criminal court would de-
mand proof beyond a reasonable doubt,
a much higher standard. In April 2014,
the Dear Colleague letter was followed
up with an even longer document,
“Questions and Answers on Title IX and
Sexual Violence,” specifying in great-
er detail how colleges must respond to
reports of sexual assault or risk losing
federal funding.

Emma’s claim of rape was a tale of
friends with benefits gone wrong. Paul
Nungesser, her classmate, was her good
friend. They had slept together a cou-
ple of times, then agreed not to become
romantically involved. On the night in
question, the start of their senior year,
they had met at a party after a summer
apart. They ended up in Emma’s dorm
room, where they had sex. Then their
stories differed. Emma said that Paul
had suddenly attacked her, hitting and
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choking her, penetrating her anally
while she screamed and begged him to
stop; then he got up and left. Paul said
they had consensual anal intercourse
and had fallen asleep together, and that
he awakened a few hours later and went
home.

Emma waited seven months to file a
complaint with Columbia. She later said
she complained only because she had
met other women who alleged that Paul
had assaulted them (using an expan-
sive definition—one woman claimed he
tried to kiss her at a party). Emma said
she wanted to protect the campus from
a serial predator. However, for some
time after the alleged rape, Emma sent
Paul affectionate text messages:

Also I feel like we need to have some real time
where we can talk about life and thingz

because we still haven't really had a paul-emma
chill sesh since summmmerrrr....

I'love you Paul. Where are you?!?!?!?!

She did not accuse him of attacking
her until after she learned that he had a
new girlfriend.

When Emma finally reported the
incident to the university administra-
tion, the investigation found Paul not
responsible (the term of art in college
disciplinary procedures), even though
college investigators are usually primed
to interpret any behavior by the com-
plainant—hysteria, calm, confusion or
coherence—as a response to trauma.

Emma appealed and lost again. She
then filed a Title IX complaint with the
Department of Education’s Office for
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Civil Rights, which appears never to
have been formally resolved. She also
tried the police, whom she later said
didn’t take her seriously. She had come
to them nearly two years after the event,
which did not give investigators much
to go on. From the start, she countered
critics and disbelievers by saying that
she would never have invited hostile at-
tention to herself as a rape victim if it
hadn't been true.

The police complaint, which Emma
filed in May 2014, put Paul's name into
the public record, and provided an item
for Spectator, the Columbia student
news site. The editors explained that
they had decided to publish Paul's name
because it was now a matter of public
record; because anonymous flyers nam-
ing him as a rapist had been posted in
campus bathrooms; and because Paul
had been accused of sexual misconduct
by three different women, even though
he had been found not responsible in all
three cases. By the time Emma began
her mattress performance in September
2014, she did not need to name Paul.
His identity was well known.

Spectator covered her project from
its first day. Online comments were
sharply divided. Supporters agreed that
Emma had been victimized by both
Paul and Columbia; critics didn't believe
she'd been raped and were outraged
at her targeting of her classmate, and
sometimes at her artistic pretensions.
After months of anonymous debate
online, the hostility proved too much
for Spec’s editors and they disabled and
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erased all comments on opinion pieces
concerning sexual assault.

Paul was kicked out of his fraternity,
abandoned by his friends, and general-
ly shunned. Some of his professors told
him privately that they believed him
to be innocent, but dared not defend
him publicly. University administrators
counseled him to take a year off and fin-
ish his studies after Emma had gradu-
ated.

Meanwhile, many faculty were pri-
vately outraged that Emma was get-
ting academic credit for her protest, but
virtually no one spoke up publicly. She
had the support of Columbia’s presi-
dent, Lee Bollinger, a law professor and
First Amendment scholar. He told the
New York Times a few months into the
performance, “The law and principles
of academic freedom allow students to
express themselves on issues of public
debate; at the same time, our legal and
ethical responsibility is to be fair and
impartial in protecting the rights and
accommodating the concerns of all stu-
dents in these matters.” He never men-
tioned that Emma was protesting a rape
that the university’s own disciplinary
proceeding had concluded was un-
proved, nor that Emma’s protest violat-
ed university rules—rules that Bollinger
himself had drafted.

On April 23, 2015, Paul Nungesser
sued Columbia University, its trustees,
President Lee Bollinger, and Emma’s
advisor, Jon Kessler, in the U.S. District
Court for the Southern District of New
York. The suit claimed that Columbia
had “significantly damaged, if not ef-
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fectively destroyed Paul Nungesser's
college experience, his reputation, his
emotional well-being and his future ca-
reer prospects.”

The lawsuit reproduced some of
Paul’s and Emma’s text messages. Years
earlier, before their first sexual encoun-
ter, they had this exchange:

Emma: fuck me in the butt

Paul: eehm

maybe not

jk [just kidding]

I miss your face tho

Emma: hahahah
you don't miss my lopsided ass?

Paul: I do.
just not that much ...

Emma later claimed that her request
was not meant literally but was a fig-
ure of speech. In 2020, she told an in-
terviewer that in her circle, “If we were
upset about something, we'd say some-
thing like, ‘Oh man, I just got assigned
another essay. Fuck me in the butt.”

No one but Emma and Paul can
know what transpired between them.
Emma’s version might be true, although
it seems unlikely that she would have
simply gone to sleep after being choked
and violated rather than go to the emer-
gency room or at least alert a resident
assistant. She never produced any evi-
dence of bruises or abrasions.

As she had vowed she would, Emma
carried her mattress the entire aca-
demic year. On Class Day, May 2o,
2015, the College graduation ceremony,
sharing the load with several women
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classmates, she bore it past President
Bollinger. In subsequent interviews, she
expressed surprise that Bollinger had
turned away when she passed, so as to
avoid shaking her hand as he did for the
other graduates. In the audience for this
act of her drama were Paul Nungesser,
also graduating, and his parents.

Paul’s suit against Columbia was ul-
timately dismissed. He was preparing
an appeal when, in July 2017, Colum-
bia settled with him for an undisclosed
sum. Columbia may have been influ-
enced by the change in the leadership
of the Department of Education, which
had begun to question the Obama-era
regulations and enforcement of Title
IX. The university commented public-
ly, “Columbia recognizes that after the
conclusion of the investigation, Paul’s
remaining time at Columbia became
very difficult for him and not what Co-
lumbia would want any of its students
to experience. Columbia will continue
to review and update its policies toward
ensuring that every student—accuser
and accused, including those such as
Paul who are found not responsible—is
treated respectfully and as a full mem-
ber of the Columbia community.”

Not only did Paul lose on Title IX
grounds, with District Judge Gregory H.
Woods arguing that the mistreatment
Paul endured was not proved to be due
to his sex. The judge also contended
that while Paul had suffered emotion-
al distress, “There is no suggestion that
his grades dropped, that he was delayed
or prevented from graduating (to the
contrary, he graduated on time in May
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2015), or that he missed a single class as
a result of these events.”

In late 2023, news reports revealed
another possible reason for Bollinger's
eagerness to appear to believe a wom-
an who said she was raped. A Colum-
bia gynecologist, Robert Hadden, was
arrested and charged with sexually
abusing dozens of patients, apparently
with full knowledge of colleagues and
staff, for decades. Hadden was first ar-
rested in 2012, two years before Em-
ma's mattress performance, but the uni-
versity had concealed the scandal and
permitted him to continue to practice.
Bollinger was surely aware of all this.

But even without that impetus, the
mood on campus in 2014 might have
seemed to demand that Bollinger take
Emma seriously. The semester preced-
ing her performance had seen Title IX
complaints and student protests against
rape culture; in May 2014, Emma her-
self had been featured on Time.com as
a rape victim and activist. In response,
Bollinger had enlarged the university’s
Title IX staff and opened a second rape
crisis center. But students continued to
complain and demonstrate. On Octo-
ber 29, 2014, a crowd deposited twen-
ty-three mattresses on the doorstep of
the president’s house, symbolizing the
twenty-three Title IX complaints filed
the previous semester. (At this writing,
none of them appears to have been for-
mally resolved.)

For decades, female students have
been in the majority at Columbia and
at universities nationally. Faculties and
administrations have been similar-
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ly feminized. Women cannot claim to
be marginalized but arguably have the
upper hand in campus life. At the same
time, the surplus of female students
forces them to compete for straight
men and weakens the female negoti-
ating position in dating, often letting
men get away with bad behavior. Thus,
women have been able to capture the
college disciplinary system to avenge
the wrongs committed by inconstant
men. Students use Title IX as a verb:
“She Title Nined him and got him ex-
pelled,” meaning that a woman accused
a man of taking advantage of her after
an encounter the man had thought to
be consensual, and that a biased ad-
ministrative investigation found him
responsible.

In recent years, hundreds of young
men have sued their colleges, claim-
ing that they were convicted of sexual
misconduct by their administrations
without evidence and were unfairly
suspended or expelled. Many have won
their cases.

If the belief that one-quarter of col-
lege women are raped while pursuing
their education constituted a moral
panic, a moral solution was needed. In
2014, President Bollinger and the uni-
versity's Title IX staff required a sacri-
ficial victim whose punishment and ex-
clusion would restore the social fabric.
Many on campus believed that it didn't
matter whether Paul Nungesser was
innocent of rape because other men
were raping other women, and defend-
ing those women was more important
than Paul’s individual well-being. As a
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straight white man, he was assumed to
be a privileged oppressor, who would
succeed no matter what roadblocks
were constructed for him.

Despite being found not responsible
in three complaints against him, Paul
was treated as though he were guilty.
Columbia in effect delegated his chas-
tisement to Emma, her thesis advisor,
and her supporters. Bollinger and the
administration pretended that a daily
protest of nine months’ duration, visible
from a block away and given academic
credit, was no more damaging than an
opinion article in Spectator. They pre-
tended that Emma’s project did not tar-
get Paul individually, on the technicality
that she had not used his name in it.
But they knew she had already publi-
cized his name along with her accusa-
tion and could leave it to others to draw
the connection.

On graduating, Paul Nungesser re-
turned to Germany, his native country,
to pursue a career in film. He had hoped
to stay in the U.S., but Emma’s assault
on his reputation had robbed him of op-
portunities. Emma Sulkowicz remained
a celebrated artist for several years, do-
ing internships and giving talks and
performances, before withdrawing
from the art world to study tradition-
al Chinese medicine. She now has an
acupuncture and cupping studio in
Manhattan. Lee Bollinger retired from
Columbia’s presidency in July 2023 and
was succeeded by a woman, Minouche
Shafik, whose term would be embattled
and brief.
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Since October 2023 most activism
on campus has concerned Israel and the
war in Gaza, and Columbia has been
embroiled in protests, occupations, and
police interventions. Little student en-
ergy seems available for the war on rape
culture at the moment.

While the Trump administration
in 2025 reinstituted necessary Title IX
protections for the accused, the issue of
sexual misconduct is unlikely to disap-
pear. College is in large part a mating
marketplace, where female students
currently outnumber and compete for
males. More than half a century ago,
the elite colleges abolished many of the
arrangements, such as single-sex dorms
and parietal hours, designed to protect
women from men. More recently, col-
leges have increasingly celebrated sex-
ual minorities above the nuclear fam-
ily, while accommodating a growing
proportion of foreign students, some of
whom are religious in ways incompati-
ble with hookup culture. It is difficult to
predict how dating will be conducted in
the future.

If Emma was choked and raped, her
subsequent behavior—her long delay in
reporting the incident, her declaration
of love for Paul—is within the realm of
possibility. However, it is easier to be-
lieve that Paul did not rape her and that
she accused him only after it was clear
that he was not going to become her
boyfriend.

Emma’s supporters weren't con-
cerned with due process. To them,
perhaps, Paul's crime was that he had
had his way with Emma and deserted
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her. The timeworn mattress she car-
ried on Class Day was less an emblem
of violation than her version of Miss
Havisham's wedding dress. But under
the terms of sexual liberation, her cou-
pling with Paul included no promises
that could be breached. Thus, she com-
plained with the means available: an ac-
cusation of rape.

The regulations surrounding Title
IX and student sexual misconduct were
revised by the Trump administration.
The Biden administration promulgat-
ed new revisions that took effect in
August 2024. Some of the Biden pro-
visions, such as the addition of gen-
der identity to the categories protected
from discrimination and the elimina-
tion of some due process protections
for those accused of sexual misconduct,
were widely contested. As of early 2025,
it remains to be seen what the second
Trump administration will do in this
policy area.

The Columbia administration has a
history of offering impunity from the
rules governing protests and demon-
strations to activists for favored causes.
President Bollinger permitted Emma to
defame a fellow student and potential-
ly block access to university facilities
from September 2014 to May 2015. In
the spring of 2016, he accommodated
student protestors demanding an end
to university investments in fossil fuels
who occupied his own office suite and
the Low Library rotunda for two weeks,
while he worked from home. And in
April 2024, President Shafik let anti-Is-
rael protestors set up a tent city on the
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lawn, where for weeks they chanted,
selectively denied access to reporters,
and harassed Jews and those suspected
of being Jews. Finally the police were
called. They arrested some protestors,
but the encampment moved to another
quadrant of the lawn and was permit-
ted to stay.

On April 29, protestors invaded,
vandalized and barricaded Hamilton
Hall, the main administration and class-
room building of Columbia College. The
campus was shut down. The following
night, the city police entered the build-
ing through a second-story window
and overwhelmed the occupiers, ulti-
mately clearing the campus of protests.
The university-wide commencement
exercises were canceled. The schools’
separate graduations were relocated
away from the main campus. President
Shafik was listed as a speaker at the
College and General Studies ceremo-
nies, but did not attend.

On August 14, 2024, Shafik resigned
and was succeeded by an interim pres-
ident, Katrina Armstrong, who has
headed Columbia’s medical center since
2022. In March 2025, the Trump admin-
istration threatened Columbia with a
loss of federal grant funding unless the
university institutes various reforms
concerning protests and demonstra-
tions; admissions; its Middle Eastern,
South Asian, and African Studies De-
partment; and other matters.

No one can say how severely the
recent unrest will damage the univer-
sity’s future attractiveness to students,
scholars, researchers or donors. At the
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Columbia College Class Day on May 14,
2024, the valedictorian wore a keffiyeh,
carried a “DIVEST” sign and, on being
handed her award, placed on it a “FREE
PALESTINE" sticker. Whether she knew
it or not, she followed in Emma’s foot-
steps, making her classmates the audi-
ence for her personal political theater,
with the administration’s blessing.
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