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THE SOCIOLOGY OF RAPE . .
Mary Beard Deming
and R T ,‘«;»q\‘:
Ali Eppy S

Socivl Science Research Institute
University of Southern Culifornia

ABSTRACT

Rape research is organized to illustrate the contributions and the potential of sociological
theory and methods. The first half of the review deals with social structural determinants of
rape. Support is found for feminist, conflict, ecological and subeultural theories, but not for
theories of sexual access. The second half of the review focuses on social reactions Lo rape, as
indicated in studies of attribution and criminal justice processing. The disparate studies re-
viewed in the article are integrated with a common focus on theoretical perspectives, on those
aspecte of rape that distinguish it from other crimes of violence, and on methodological issues.

INTRODUCTION

Sociological literature constitutes an increasing proportion of the writing on
rape. Although studies of rape have long been of interest to criminologists, socio-
logical research has expanded more recently with the development of women'’s
issues and sex roles. Research in the sociological tradition has been further stimu-
lated by the establishment of the National Center for the Prevention and Control
of Rape by Congressional mandate in 1976. However, the sociological perspective
has not been emphasized in recent bibliographies (e.g., Chappell and Fogarty, 1978;
Chappell, e al., 1974; Feild and Barnett, 1977; Fogarty, 1977; National Rape
Information Clearinghouse, 1979) or literature reviews (e.g., Albin, 1977, Chappell
and Fogarty, 1978; Geis, 1977; Katz and Mazur, 1979). The following review
organizes rape research to illustrate the contributions and the potential of socio-
logical theory and methods.

*The research was supported in part by NIMH, Grant Number RO1 MI32677. The authors
wish to thank Danicl Glaser, Solomon Kobrin, Pierre Landry, and Katherine Teilmann Van
Dusen for helpful comments on the dralt of this paper.
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This review is necessarily selective, but it is not limited to studies by socio-
logists. Studies of forcible rape of adult female victiras by adult male offenders are
emphasized. Social structural determinants of rape are identified in the first two
sections. Theories of rape (feminist and conflict theories, theories of sexual access,
criminal justice system variations, and ecological and subcultural theories) and re-
search based on aggregate data are discussed. Typically the rape rate is the unit of
analysis in these studies. Additional support for the alternative theories is sought in
offender research, in which the individual is the unit of analysis. Social reactions to
rape are reviewed in the third section on attribution research and in the fourth
section on criminal justice processing.

RAPE AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE
Feminist and Conflict Theories

The women’s movement is credited with defining forcible rape as a significant
social problem (Geis, 1977; Largen, 1976; and Rose, 1977). Writings by feminists
stimulated wide public and professional discussion of rape as a reflection of aggres-
sion and power when social groups are stratified by sex. Rose (1977:78) has sum-
marized the feminist theory of rape as follows.

From the feminist perspective, rape is a direct result of our culture’s
differential sex role socialization and stratification. Traditional notions
about sex roles are viewed as the basis of stereotyped attitudes about rape.
For example, the association of dominanece with the male sex role and sub-
mission with the female sex role is viewed as a significant factor in the per-
sistence of rape as a serious social problem. Some feel that until patterns
of socialization into traditional sex roles are altered, societal processes will
continue to prepare women to be ‘legitimate’ victims (viewed as deserving,
needing, and/or wanting to be raped) and men to be potential offenders....
The American dating system--primarily because of its exchange features—
has heen identified as a major contributor to the potential for rape....
Further, the common view of women as possessions is seen as sympto-
matic of the social creation of potential rape situations, resulting from an
inability to see women as human beings...

This theoretical perspective has had limited empirical testing cross-culturally or
among subnational groups, in spite of existing or possible indicators of such con-
cepts as sex role attitudes, the sexual division of labor, systems of courtship and
marriage, and the status of women as property. Variations in these dimensions of
social structure need to be tested for relationships with variations in the incidence
of rape.

Some anthropological research provides support for feminist theory. For ex-
ample, Murphy (1959) notes that rape is an instrument of social control in a society
(the Mundurucu Indians of Brazil) characterized by extreme division of labor by
sex, while Findlay (1974) finds rape absent in a2 more cooperative society (the
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Arapesh of New Guinea) where there is little division of labor by sex. When court-
ship and marriage are characterized by conflict, rape may occur very frequently,
unless controlled by other social institutions, as amony the Gusii of Kenya (LeVine,
1977). We agree with others who call for more research on the influence of power
and aggression in relationships among the sexes (Albin, 1977) and for the study of
rape in a social structural framework (Lystad, 1980).

Conflict theorists concerned with rape view sex role socialization, the social
control of women, and sexual stratification as functions of the economic organiza-
tion of capitalism in which women are treated as property (Barnett, 1976;
Schwendinger and Schwendinger, 1974). Thus, rape law and criminal justice
practice are less concerned with those acts which do not violate the property rights
of some men over women (spousal rape, rapes of unmarried victims with prior
sexual experience) and punish those acts which do (rapes of chaste victims).
Further, the submissive behavior said to protect a woman from rape also reinforces
her subordinate positior: in social (marriage) and economic roles. While feminist
analysis suggests that educational, institutional, and legal reform are necessary to
eliminate the sexism which encourages rape, conflict theory implies that replacing
the private ownership of property with a more equitable distribution of goods,
services, and power will eliminate the need for male social control over women by
means of rape. Cross-cultural tests of the conflict theory of rape suffer from in-
adequate data and inability to control for other factors likely to intervene between
the broad economic structure of society and the incidence of rape. Bamett (1976)
provides a preliminary assessment of rape in the Soviet Union, China, and Cuba.
More promising would be an analysis of women’s status historically and
cross-culturally as indicated by rape laws and eriminal justice practice.

Theories of Sexual Access

While feminist and conflict theories emphasize power and aggression as motives
for rape, other structural approaches focus on the sexual nature of the crime. Stud-
ies of the sex composition of populations and of the sexual permissiveness of
societies reflect an interest in the relationship between sexual outlets and the in-
cidence of rape. Svalastoga (1962) posited a higher rape rate when the sex ratio
showed a surplus of men, since an excess of males would lead to social tensions in
the search for consensual sexual partners. The regions in Denmark with the high-
est sex ratios (rural communities) did have the highest relative rape rates. In the
United States, Lester (1974) finds no such relationship between the sex ratio of
states and the rape rate, even when hoth measures are calculated for the black
population only. Apparently, the relative size of the two sex groups in such large
geographic areas fails to reflect the nature of their social interactions.

Some anthropological work suggests that rape rates are high in cultures that
restrict nonmarital sexual relationships and encourage late marriage (e.g., LeVine,
1977). With data for the United States and Sweden, Chappell, et al., (1977) and
Geis and Geis (1979) have explored the reverse hypothesis: that rape rates are
higher in more permissive than in less permissive societies. They argue that “a
rejected male in a nonpermissive setting is more able to sustair his self-image by
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allegating (sic) that it is the setting itself that is responsible for any sexual set-
back he suffers. . . . In the permissive setting the rejected male becomes more
hard-pressed to intepret lis rejection . . . forcible rape represents a response arising
out of the chaos of a heleagured self-image™ (Chappell, et «l., 1977:231). Differ-
ences in rape rates between Boston and Los Angeles (less and more permissive,
respectively) were consistent with the hypothesis (Chappell, et al., 1977). However,
rape rates in Stockholm, which was considered more permissive, were comparable
to rates in similar metropolitan areas in the United States (Geis and Geis, 1979). To
explain the similarity, the authors speculate that there are more social encounters
with the potential for rape in Stockholm, but evidently a lower proportion of these
encounters result in rape than in the United States. Rape research would henefit
from further identification of the structural manifestations of ‘‘sexual permissive-
ness” in a cross-cultural perspective,

Criminal Justice System Variations

Societies vary in the strength of the normative restrictions regarding sexual
conduct that are internalized by their members through sex role socialization under
particular economic and class structures. However, they also vary in the pattern of
formal social control over criminal behavior such as rape, and these variations in
police surveillance, prosecution strategy, plea bargaining, jury leniency, and penal-
ties should produce variations in rape rates among communities. For example,
Chappell, et al., (1977) note that differences in police classification of rapes be-
tween Boston and Los Angeles account for some of the differences in their rape
rates. In addition there have heen many legal changes with respect to rape in recent
years, but there has been little study of their deterrent effect. Schwartz’s (1968)
analysis of increased penalties for rape in Pennsylvania is one of the few attempts to
measure the impact of legal change on the frequency of rape. Increased penalties
had no deterrent effect in Pennsylvania. By contrast, the effects of reducing penal-
ties to secure more convictions, as suggested by many feminists, is still in need of

empirical investigation.
Ecological and Subcultural Theories

Additional social structural variables related to the comparative incidence of
rape can be examined from studies of the distribution of crime within urban areas.
Factors such as age and race composition, level of unemployment, median income,
aspects of family composition, and rates of other violent crimes have all heen re-
lated to rape rates in small areas. Although Boggs (1965) and Schmidt (1960) find
little relationship between rape and neighborhood type, other researchers (Amir,
1971; Bidna, et al., 1976; Chaiklin and Lewis, 1964; Rabkin, 1979; Selkin, 1975)
note high rape rates in poor neighborhoods characterized by unemployment, high
proportion of black population, and high rates of violent personal crime. Varia-
tions by city size, state, and region have also been noted (Hindelang and Davis,
1977; Rablin, 1979), but the reasons for these differences are still being debated.
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be comparable among units. Formal legal definitions differ frora those operation-
alized by criminal justice agencies and from those commonly held by the general

public (Bart and Scheppele, 1980; Chappell, 1976; Katz and Mazur, 1979;
Kilemmack and Klemmack, 1976; Schultz and DeSavage, 1975). The judgments by
victims that they have been raped and the decisions by law enforcement officials to
classify offenses as rape may contribute to differing numbers of reported rapes in
victimization surveys and official statistics-—~data sources commonly used in com-
parative research. Comparisons between countries are more likely to involve dif-
ferences in definitions than comparisons among jurisdictions within a country.
Comparisons between primitive or less developed societies and industrialized
nations are even more subject to misinterpretations.

Second, different sources of data and variations in data collection procedures
may explain some of the reported differences in rape rates. There is selectivity in
the rapes recorded by police, hospitals, social agencies, courts, and in the rapes
reported by the general or college populations in victimization surveys (Curtis,
1976a; Hindelang and Davis, 1977; Katz and Mazur, 1979). Care should be taken to
identify data sources and to control for differences in procedures when comparing
jurisdictions.

Third, measures of the incidence and prevalence of rape need refinement. For
example, although usually based on the total population, reported rape could be
related to the population at risk (the female population), and further specified by
age and race. Rape could also be related to the male population by age and race
(Amir, 1971). Other numerators, such as arrests for rape or rape convictions, could
be used. Rates specific for stranger and acquaintance rape could be calculated if
appropriate data were available, and acquaintance rapes could be related to the
number of social encounters whichk hold the potential for rape (Geis and Geis,
1979). Although such specialized measures are rarely calculated for any type of
crime, they would be particularly useful for research on the theoretical and practi-
cal issues surrounding rape. Procedures for collecting the necessary data should also
be implemented.

Comparative studies have been neglected by rape researchers, We do not know
whether the determinants of rape are the same in all communities, or whether they
differ over time, space, or stage of development (Chappell, 1976). Theories specific
to stranger rape and acquaintance rape have yet to be developed. Accounting for
changes in rape rates over time is difficult methodologically, but important to
basic research and service delivery, The comparative framework is particularly use-
ful in evaluating prevention strategies, social programs, and criminal justice activi-
ties,

Systematic comparative study of rape and other personal crimes would contri-
bute to theoretical development and practical concerns such as prevention strate-
gies, crisis intervention, and legal reform. With respect to determinants and cor-

relates (other than gender differences), rape appears to be another form of violent

crime. Researchers concerned with rape should not neglect theoretical develop-
ments and research pertaining to other crimes. However, the consequences of rape
for the offender and victim and the processing by the criminal justice system appear
to be quite different. For some purposes, then, specialized theories of rape which
include reference to both sexual and social settings are necessary. Studies which
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focus on the rapist or the victim as the unit of analysi iti
» Sh i
the unique features of rape. Yy Ehod additionsl ight on

OFFENDER RESEARCH AND RAPE THEORY

Rape theory and research based on studies of

. .and offenders have been neglected

espsclally by soclolqgnst§. Psychological and psychiatric perspectives havegdomin:

ated research on rapists in the past, and the current interest in rape has shifted to

;’lgc;l;!)ls Ngverttll:eless, several major studies (Amir, 1971; Cohen, et al., 1975; Groth
and other more limited analyses are reviewed f. ir su ’ ’

theories noted in the previous section.y reviewed Tor fhelr support of the

Feminist Theory

Little research has focused explicitly on differential sex ro ializati
explain rape from a feminist perspective}., Available research onk;tst?tclll?ll:a::ﬁ:}a:g
sex roles and rape deserve further application to rapists and appropriate control
groups. F or example, men tend to have more favorable attitudes toward rape than
women (Feild, 1978), as do those who approve of moré traditional roles for women
(Feild, 1978; I'(lemmack and Klemmack, 1976). The tendency for some rapists to
deny wrongdoing, to interpret rape as an extension of the male role, and tE:) deny
:::t r:)alzebc:;ln ?ccu‘; among fri(lsnds and acquaintances suggests that definitions of

ehavior do vary within the i ; ;

Maz!a;’ Fraiilied Boées, YoTs). male population (Groth, 1979; Katz and

eis and Borges (1975) suggest that learning the expectati i
more problematic than for other sccial roles, I(l)l?fers notepﬂlattlla(;;l:rcf(s):xslf:l :3};::
1s important for developing a positive self-concept and for social status in some
groups (Chappell, et al., 1977; Geis, 1977; Geis and Geis, 1979). Sex role expecta-
tions may be more ambiguous in more permissive cultures (Geis and Geis, 1979) or
suhculture's (Curtis, 1976b). The formation of sexual identity may e pz;rticularl
problematic for those who experienced sexual trauma as children or as omy
adults. Cohen, etal., (1975) noted a high frequency of sexual trauma among r};l istlg
who. were motivated by aggression, and of family violence or abuse among tll:ose
motivated by -botl;l sex and aggression. Groth (1979) also found that one-third of
the .offenders.m his study had experienced sexual trauma, Whatever the cause, the
anxiety al:ld insecurity associated with sex role development may lead to «;
ldell.hflcatlol:l Yvith 2 model of sexual and aggressive masculinity among ra 1:::
Pal'tlcl.llill’ly insightful is Weis and Borges’ (1975) analysis of sex role sogaglizalt)i .
seduction, and rape from a symbolic interactionist perspective, o

Subcultural Theory

Amir’s theory of the subculture of violence is supported, 1
dat.a, but by individual level data as well. He found 'tll::lx)t “for;i;)(l): :;;)IZ \l:'Zsafﬁri‘;gtiﬁ
racial event .between victims and offenders who were at the same age level and wl:)
were ecologically hound, that is, victims and offenders lived in the same area, which
tended to be also the area of the offense” (Amir, 1971:339-340). Previou; arrest
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records for his sample of rapists in Philadelphia show a prevalence of crime against
persons. Other researchers have also noted that rape is only one of many violent
crimes committed by a substantial proportion of rapists (Groth, 1979; Rabkin,
1979).

Analyses of pair and gang rape also suggest a shared commitment to violerce
and a shared concept of aggressive masculinity, with implications for both the sub-
culture of violence theory and feminist theory. The victim provides a rationale
for men to interact with each other in a form of “male bonding” (Brownmiller,
1975; Groth, 1979). The treatment of females as ohjects serves to exaggerate the
masculine characteristics of the participants. The group shares a set of values and
norms regarding illegitimate activities in general and sexual activities in particular.
Participants in multiple rape are more likely to have criminal records of offenses
against the person, of sex offenses, and of rape than single offenders (Amir, 1971;
Groth, 1979). The group also meets the needs of those, particularly adolescents,

whose sexual identity is insecure (Amir, 1971).

Theories of Sexual Access

Although the development of sexual identity in a social context does seem to
be related to rape, as argued by feminist and subculture of violence theories, the
need for sexual outlets is not related to rape. Those theories which focus exclu-
sively on the sexual sspect of the crime generally derive from Merton’s concepts of
relative deprivation and deviance. Thus, rape represents the taking by force of that
which is not available through legitimate means (Chappell, et al., 1977; Geis, 1977).
However, studies of couvicted rapists show that a majority are involved in consent-
ing sexual relationships at the time of the offense. More extensive analyses show
high levels of sexual dysfunction and low levels of sexual pleasure during tie rape
(Groth, 1979). Excessive force, brutality, and humiliation in rape reflect needs
other than sexual release. In fact, “power” rapists, for whom sexual possession is
primary, may consider sexuality particularly offensive. As such, it is a useful
weapon to degrade the victim (Groth, 1979). Finally, the criminal careers of rapists

do not support the theory that rape is a response to sexual needs. Revicwing much
of the literature on criminal careers, Rabkin (1979) concludes that, compared with
other sex offenders, rapists are less likely to kave a previous record of sex offenses,

but more likely to have a record of nonsexual crimes.

Classification of Rapists

Typical of offender research are attempts to classify rapists by motive. Al-
though psychologists tend to ignore **- social influences on criminal behavior, their
classifications lend support to the feminist 2und subculture of violence theories.
“Power” rapists (Groth, 1979) and those with “sexual” intent (Cohen, et al., 1975)
use rape to reaffirm their masculinity and overcome feelings of inadequacy.
“Anger” rapists and those with “aggressive” aims release anger and rage by raping a
known victim or an available substitute. The “sadistic™ rapist or, more generally,
the rapist characterized by ‘‘sex-aggression diffusion,” is stimulated sexually by

violence and resistance.
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not representative of all rapists, and rarely compare(! \.vith .app.ropriate co.ntrql
groups. Research access to rapists at any stage of crfmmal Justice processing 1s
limited by the need to ensure human subjects protection (C.ha.ppel.l arfd Fogarty,
1978). Studies of reported rapists, at the early stages of the crnmfxal justice process,
are often dependent on inadequate official records. More tyjpical are studies of
convicted offenders in prison or special treatment programs, at the cnd of the
criminal justice p-ocess. These focus on a highly St?lect group whose character-
istics are dependent on differential reporting by victlfns of various types (?f rape,
differential processing of offenders, the length of m.carceratlon,'a;}d dlffere.nt
legal definitic ns and procedures in operation at the tmfe of cor!thlon .(Parvm.,
1980). Corr .arisons of apprehended and undetected rapists are virtually impossi-
ble, resulting in poor indicators of the incidence of rape and the characteristics
of all rapists (Rabkin, 1979). . |

This attempt to link available offender research with rape ﬂle?ry derqoxnstrates
the need for operationalizing the theoretical concepts, more innovative study
designs, and multivariate analyses. The subculture of violence theory .and some
aspects of conflict theory have been explicitly tested with offenders. Ewdencg f?r
the other theories is drawn from studies designed for other purposes. Fem:_mst
theory, in particular, deserves more careful testing with offender populations. Sl.nce
the same evidence ofien supports two or more theories, more cafreful study designs
will be necessary for theory testing. For example, the differential rates of rape by
race support both the subculture of violence and the conflict ﬁl_eones. Multivariate
analyses would clarify the relative importance of the det'ermmant.s ?f rape and
facilitate the evaluation of competing theoretical perspectives (feminist and con-
flict, for example). The effects of demographic an(.l fam'ily background characfer-
istics, reference group identification, residence, criminal history, degree of acquaint-
ance with the victim, and attitudes toward traditional male and female sex roles on
different types of rape should be determined.

ATTRIBUTION OF RESPONSIBILITY

Attribution and the Victim

Attributicn of responsibility to the victim distinguishes rape from other v%ol?nt
crimes and adds to the particular trauma of the rape experience f?‘r .thfa wctnrz;
Socialization theory has been used to explain how women learn the victim Fole,
while “just world” theory has been used to explain how other‘s‘ ho.ld. the \:ct.lm' re-
sponsible for the crime. In both perspectives, women l)eco'me legltupate victims
who anticipate or deserve their fate, and the offense against tlfem is c.:onsniered
excusable or justifiable. Weis and Borges (1975:99) have described this process.

Confronted with a case of severe injustice or victimization, the response ?s
often denial followed by justification.... The reaction to an allfaged rape is
usually similar: It was not a real rape but a seduction, and if it was rape,
then the woman was already morally inferior. Fairness forbids that nasty
things happen to nice people. Being aware of this widely-shared attitude,
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the rape victim is unlikely to relate and report her experience, the more
she feels incapable of disproving the anticipated allegation that it was not
rape and that she should, in fact, take the Llame herself,

Accordingly, there is a tendency to attribute responsibility to the rape victim
for her victimization, if not on the basis of her character, then on the basis of her
behavior. Beginning with Jones and Aronson (1973), it has been generally hypothe-
sized that the more socially respectable the victim, the more she is held responsible
for the rape. Since the character of a socially respectable woman is not easily
faulted, her behavior is called into question. The weight of the evidence suggests the
reverse, however--that the less respectable victims are considered more at fault.
Vith simulations typically involving college students, social psychologists have
examined the effects on attribution of such victim characteristics as marital status,
occupational role, physical attractiveness, past sexual activity, previous rape
history, and acquaintance with the rapist. The results do not consistently indicate
just-world rationalization on the part of the respondents.

While jones and Aronson (1973) found more fault attributed to more respecta-
ble rape victims (married women and virgins) than to less respectable victims
(divorced women), other researchers could not replicate the finding (Cann, ef al.,
1979; Feldman-Summers and Lindner, 1976; Kahn, et al., 1977; Smith, et al.,
1976). Differences in the victim characteristics presented to the respondents, dif-
ferences in the sex composition of respondents and identification with the victim
and offender, and differences in the measurement of attribution may account for
the contradictory findings. Occupational roles distinguished by degree of respect-
ability were not related to the degree of responsibility attributed to victims (Smith,
et al., 1976). Seligman, et al., (1977) did support two hypotheses: first, that a
physically attractive woman was seen as a more likely rape victim, and therefore
was more responsible for her victimization; second, that since a physically unat-
tractive woman was seen as a less likely rape victim she must have encouraged the
attack by her behavior, and therefore was more responsible for her victimization. A
woman who had heen raped on a previous occasion was seen as provoking the
recent rape to a greater extent than a woman who had been raped for the first time
(Calhoun, et al., 1976). However, male respondents blamed previously raped
victims who were attacked in low risk areas, while female respondents blamed
previously raped victims who were attacked in areas where many other rapes had
taken place. More responsibility was attributed to victims who had been sexually
active outside of marriage (Cann, et al., 1979). When the rapist was a stranger,
greater responsibility was ascribed to the victim (Calhoun, et al., 1976; Smith
et al., 1976). Because stranger rape was considered “random” and could not be
explained with situational attributions, responsibility was assigned on the hasis of
belief in a just world (Calhoun, et al., 1976).

Attribution and Sentence Severity
Attribution research has also related victim characteristics to the severity of

punishment recommended for the offender. It is generally hypothesized that of-
fenders who rape more respectable victims will receive more severe sentences. In
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spite of the tendency to blame the victim, the offender is ultimatrly responsible
for the crime, and the rape of a more respectable victim is more severely sanc-
tioned. Such an outcome is also predicted by conflict theory. The effects of such
characteristics as the respectability of the victim and the offender and the sex of
the respondent have been examined in jury simulations, with mixed results. Both
Jones and Aronson (1973) and Feldinan-Summers and Lindner (1976) found that
longer prison terms were recommended when offenders had raped more respectable
victims, Neither Kahn, et al., (1977) nor Smith, et al., (1976) were able to replicate
these results, however. In addition, Kahn, e¢ «l., (1977) did not find support for
the hypothesis that punishiment would be more severe when both the victim and
offender were more respectable. More “attractive” (socially, economically) de-
fendants tended to receive shorter sentences than unattractive defendants (Barnett
and Feild, 1978). Differences in sentence severity by male and female respondents
were found by Smith, et al., (1976) and by Feldman-Suinmers and Lindner (1979)
but not by Kahn, et al., (1977). Comparing rage to other violent crimes (attempted
rape, assault, mugging, and robbery), longer prison sentences were recommended
for offenders convicted of rape (Feldman-Summers and Lindner, 1979; Seligman, et
al., 1977).

Atiribution and Identification

Several attribution studies control for identification of respondents with the
offender or the victim. If the respondent identifies with the offender, the victim is
more likely to be denigrated. If the respondent identifies with the victim, the of-
fender is more likely to be devalued. When the crime is rape, it is expected that dif-
ferences will occur in the attribution of responsibility by male and feinale subjects
who will identify with the offender and the victim respectively. Kahn, e¢ al., (1977)
found that respondents did identify with the victim and offender as predicted, but
there were no significant sex differences in level of attribution or severity of punish-
ment recommended for the offender. Other studies found sex differences, both in
terms of identification and of just-world rationalization (Calhoun, et al., 1976;
Smith, et al., 1976). In fact Calhoun, e! al., (1976) note that the respondent’s sex
was more important than the characteristics of the rape, the victim (with the ex-
ception of her rape history), or the victim-offender relationship. Identification with
the victim on the basis of race increases the probability of voting for the conviction
of the offender (Miller and Hewitt, 1978).

Despite theoretical grounding and promising results in the earlier studies, the
complexity of the attribution process may account for these inconsistent findings.
The victim characteristicz that have been studied may not indicate the total range
of factors that govern attribution. The perceptions of college students used in most
simulations may differ substantially from the perceptions of criminal justice agents
and real jurors. In addition, studies differ in the presentation of rape case informa-
tion, in the scales developed to measure attribution of fault and severity of punish-
ment, and in analytical techniques. Interpretations of key concepts by respondents
were not probed or reported. Continued research and attempts to replicate these
studies may clarify the relationships that are proposed between victim character-
istics and attribution of responsibility.
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Victim Precipitation

Related to attribution is the notion of victim precipitation, borrowed from
homicide research (Wolfgang, 1958) and applied to rape by Amir (1971). Victim
precipitated rape has been defined as an ‘“‘episode ending in forced intercourse when
a female first agreed to sexual relations, or clearly invited them verbally and
through gestures, but then retracted before the act” (Curtis, 1974:600). More
specific than attribution on the basis of role characteristics, victim precipitation
focuses on the interaction between the victim and the offender at the time of the
incident. Both perspectives increase the blame attributed to the victim and reduce
the degree of responsibility assigned to the offender.

The concept of victim precipitation and related research have heen reviewed
extensively by Katz and Mazur (1979), and some comparisons can be made with at-
tribution research. For example, Amir (1971) assumed that victim precipitated
rapes were more likely to occur between victims and offenders who were ac-
quainted. Both Amir and Curtis (1974) confirm that rape between close neighbors
or close friends, rather than rape between relatives or strangers, accounted for a
majority of victim precipitated rapes. Attribution research, however, indicated that
respondents considered rape victims more responsible for their attacks when they
were unacquainted with their assailants. Note that Curtis and Amir distinguished
among degrees of acquaintance, while attribution studies contrast all acquaintances
with strangers.

Katz and Mazur (1979:150) assert that

[d]espite the fact that the theory of victim precipitation in rape has been
largely refuted by feminists, criminologists, sociologists and psychiatrists,
and empirical data, it is widely believed-even by the victim. The myth is
responsible for the negative reactions of significant people and of the gen-
eral population toward the viclim, and for her own feelings of guilt, even
though unrealistic.

Studies of definitions of rape held by subgroups in the population confirm that
victim behavior can determine judgments that rape has occurred (Bart and

Scheppele, 1980; Klemmack and Klemmack, 1976, Schultz and DeSavage, 1975).

Criminal Justice Outcomes

Beliefs about victims, offenders, and the nature of the crime enter into deci-
sions to arrest, prosecute, convict, and sentence offenders. In part, this results from
the personal beliefs of each criminal justice agent, but the legal requirements and
bureaucratic exigencies that determine case processing also reflect these beliefs. The
unique problems of processing rape cases allow considerable discretion by criminal
justice agents. Evidence of force, penetration, and lack of consent is legally required
to prosecute rape cases in most jurisdictions. Determining lack of consent is dif-
ficult, both legally and procedurally, because some degree of male aggression and
female protestation are expected in consensual intercourse according to traditional
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sex roles. Since there are rarely any witnesses to rape, decisions rest less otten. 01(;
whether the event occurred than on whether the victim and offenfler are per-celvef
as the kind of people likely to be involved in rape. .So the f9llom11g dlsfc:jxs&;:nrof
police, prosecutor, judge, and jury outcomes recogmzes.the mfluer}l(fe o usat be 1ef
systems of individual participants, as well as legal. requ.lremem.s,. c laractlerl ics of
bureaucracies and formal organizations, and relationships specified by theories o
iscussed in the previous sections.

o 'g}lf: l;;sgal requireI:nents of penetration: force, and lack of consent mu:t b(]a II:G::
for police to classify a case as rape and to file a report al.ul for’prosecfutot;s o charg -
and pursue a case. The victim must also serve as a credible witness for 1e pros}:&cu
tion. In the ahsence of a clear standard of nonco.nse.nt, courts anfi legxslatureli ave
developed rules of cvidence and procedure as md{c.ators of nonconsent ( a?ms.,
1976). In common law statutes, these include: sp.ecxflc standfxrds of resnstancel; ev'1-
dence of the victim's character, reputation, and prior sexual history; aIEd corro or..ii
tion of some or all aspects of the crime. Police and prosecutors typ¥cally gosstlh
further in operationalizing hehavioral indicators of the re'quxfed evfldt?llflff. “l:c
factors as promptness of the report, victim cooperation, indications Odt'lu ; i:iss
and accuracy in the report, and emotional state after the rape are'use msf: gwi‘;t lg,
filing, conviction, and sentencing decisions (Bohmer and Blumberg, .19_7 ; Galton,
1975: LeGrand, 1973; National Institute of Law El}forcemellt and Criminal Justice,
1977a, 1977h; University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 1968; Wood, 1973).

Rape Theory and Case Disposition

Some of the theories of rape discussed above with. respect to social.structure
and offenders are reflected in criminal justice processing decl§|ons. Strmg:ent redu
quirements for proof in rape law and the unofficial ela.boratlol.ls by police and
prosecutors reflect traditional notions about male-female interactions, as expecte
in the feminist theory of rape (Robin, 1977). Surveys of c.mfunal. justice agents
(e.g., Bohmer, 1977), the tracking of cases throtigh the (':r.xmmal justice proces;
(e.g., Holmstrom and Burgess, 1978), and analysis of decisions made.at sele::]e
stages in the system (e.g., Kalven and Zeisel, 1966) d.emonstrate‘that evidence rules
in common law statutes shift the focus of attention fr'om the offender to‘the
victim. For example, juries are more lenient when t.here is evidence of a previous
victim-offender relationship or contributory behavior on the part of the victim
(Bohmer and Blumberg, 1975; Hibey, 1973; Holmstrom and Burgess, 197.8; Kal\:e;l
and Zeisel, 1966, Robin, 1977). Even judges, who are thought to be more impartial,
have been influenced by such information (Bohmer, }977 ).‘H.owever, prosecutor]s
surveyed in 1974 believed that prior chastity inform.atlon had httle‘ effect on benc (;
trials but greatly affected jury trials (National Institute of Law Enforcement an

-iminal Justice, 1977b). . o )
Clm’i‘?xe Jdifferential pr)ocessing of complaints on the .basm of.the victim’s gnor
sexual experience, race, and social status is consistent with conflict theory (L:} ree,
19801;). In line with the findings of attribution research, more respectab.le v1ctu.nsl
are considered more credible and less likely to have consented. Thus, m’cerracl:ti
rapes involving black offenders and white victims are more seriously prosecute
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than other racial combinations (LaFree, 1980a; Wolfgany and Riedel, 1977). The
typically harsh sentences specified in rape law can be considered indicators of the
moral outrage at the violation of the rights of females, as well as reflecting male
interests in female property that are threatened by rape (LeGrand, 1973).

Research on the criminal justice system, especially on the early stages of case
processing, has tended to focus on either the personal attitudes of criminal justice
agents or procedures which incorporate beliefs about victims, offenders, and the
crime. Little research has focused on police and prosecutor decision-making in a
bureaucratic context. Police, prosecutor, judge, and jury judgments are determined
by a more complex set of factors than are the attributions of college students in
social psychology studies. The size of a jurisdiction affects the level of resources
and extent of experience with rape cases. The sex composition, prevailing case load
and degree of specialization within an agency should be considered, too. For ex-
ample, plea bargaining is more likely to be supported in large jurisdictions which
tend to be more congested (National Institute of Law Enforcement and Criminal
Justice, 1977a). When assessing the strength of a case, police and prosecutors are
sensitive to decisions likely to be made by the judges and juries in their jurisdictions
and to outside pressure groups seeking accountability. For example, the higher the
chance of acquittal, the less likely a guilty plea or a jury waiver (Kalven and Zeisel,
1966). :

Evidence for any theory can be more completely examined with multivariate
analysis, but this technigue has been applied only recently to rape case processing.
For example, LaFree (1980b) found that victim characteristics were less important
than suggested by feminist theory and research. Of the victim characteristics
thought to be important for case disposition (reputation, living arrangements,
assumption of risk), only alleged reputation had a significant effect on conviction,
but none was a significant determinant of the guilty plea. More important for con-
viction were: offender characteristics (prior record of forcible sex offenses, multi-
ple offenders); prompt reporting; strong prosecution evidence; weak defense evi-
dence (e.g., weapon, defendant confession, defendant identification, physical evi-
dence); and race (white victims, especially when offenders were black). Guilty pleas
(as compured with trials) were more likely when: there was less defense evidence;
the rape occurred at some location other than the victim’s residence; there were
more witnesses; the defendant was white (especially with a white victim); and
the victim was older.

The strong and persistent influence of race of victim and offender throughout
the various stages of criminal justice processing lends credence to conflict theory
(LeFree, 1980a). Although the available multivariate analyses cannot be easily com-
pared, there is also support for a formal organizational perspective. Williams (1978)
confirmed the strong influence of legal and evidentiary factors on conviction, as did
LaFree (1980a) in identifying the determinants of arrest, charge seriousness, felony
screening, verdict, sentence type, place of incarceration, and sentence length.
Although serious dispositions are more likely when the characteristics of victims,
offenders, and offenses are similar to the typifications of rape held by processing

agents (LaFree, 1980b), multivariate analysis illustrates some of the complexity of
the process.
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The formal social control exerted by criminal justice practices under cominon
Jaw statutes has been considered minimal. Low rates of reporting rape and the with-
drawal by victims during case processing have Leen wideiy documented. Attrition
of offenders through the criminal justice system has been particularly high for rape
in comparison with murder and manslaughter, robbery, and burglary (Williams,
1978). The lenient treatment of offenders as a result of prejudicial information
about victims, and the reluctance of juries and courts to impose unreasonably
severe sentences, have been of particular concern (Holmstrom and Burgess, 1978;
LeGrand, 1973; National Institute of Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice,
1977a; National Legal Data Center, 1975; Sasko and Sesek, 1975).

Legal Reform

These concerns for the privacy of victims and for the lenient dispositions of
offenders have stimulated evaluation of current rape laws, comparison of statutes
across states (Arabian, 1978; Bienen, 1977; National Legal Data Center, 1975), and
legal reform efforts. Since nonconsent distinguishes rape from sexual intercourse,
the debate over legal change has centered on the type of evidence admissible to
prove consent. Issues of resistance, corroboration, and the relevance of the victim's
prior sexual history have been addressed by considerable reform legislation. Since
the majority of states no longer require extensive evidence of resistance or cor
roboration of the victim’s testimony, current debate has focused on the relevance
of prior sexual conduct for indicating consent. “Rape shield” laws which limit or
exclude evidence of the victim's sexual history to indicate credibility or consent
have now been passed in forty-five states. Although critics have expressed concern
that the new laws infringe on the Fourteenth Amendment and the Sixth Amend-
ment rights of confrontation and cross-examination (Geis and Geis, 1978; Herman,
1976-1977; Sagarin, 1975; Tanford and Bocchino, 1980), the arguments of re-
formers (Berger, 1977; Harris, 1976; Hibey, 1973; Sasko and Sesek, 1975) have
been supported in federal constitutional challenges in state courts (Cody, 1980).

The expectations of reformers can be developed into a series of testable Ivy-
theses. First, the more restricted the admissibility of evidence on prior sexual
conduct, the less likely are criminal justice agents to question the credibility or non-
consent of the victim. Second, the formal sanctions of the law with respect to of-
tenders will be more effective: a larger percentage of cases will involve guilty pleas;
and a larger percentage of cases will result in conviction, and conviction on rape
charges. Third, the certainty of punishment will increase, but the severity of
sentences will depend on the penalty structure of the new laws. Attribution studies
have investigated the first hypothesis, and analyses of actual criminal justice proces-
sing decisions have focused on the second and third.

Jury simulation studies have examined the attribution of responsibility to
victim and offender under alternative exclusionary rules, and the expectations of
legal reformers are generally supported. When specific evidence of a victim's prior
sexual history is not permitted, jurors are less likely to infer victim consent, more
likely to perceive the victim as credible, and more likely to convict the offender,
especially when the pattern of facts in the case (location of the assault, prior
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CONCLUSIONS

The development of the sociological literature on rape indicates improvements,
as well as continuing problems, in conceptualization and methodology. Several
indicators of the maturation of the field can be noted. Classificatory terms are in-
creasingly applied to aspects of rape. Some of these are new (e.g., rape trauma syn-
drome, rape shield laws, power rapist, aggressive rapist), while others have been bor-
rowed and redefined for rape (e.g., victim precipitation). The replication of selected
studies (e.g., attribution research) is contributing to a better understanding of the
crime. The literature has shifted from strident position papers to theoretically based
hypothesis testing, and from descriptive case studies to more complex multivariate
analyses of larger samples. Since women's issues have gained some legitimacy in the
profession, and rape has been defined as a social problem: worthy of investigation
with federal support, more rigorous research standards have been demanded.

Nevertheless, problems of conceptualization and methodology remain. The
development of theory and the identification of testable hypotheses are typically
lacking in much of the research on rape, in offender research in particular. Al-
though recent research supports most of the theories of rape, with the exception
of those pertaining to sexual access, further specification would be desirable. Ex-
planations and social reactions have not been clearly distinguished for rapes charac-
terized by number of offenders, degree of relationship between victim and of-
fender, degree of sexual assault or violence, and age and race of victim and of-
fender. For example, feminist theory may explain acquaintance rape more ade-
quately than other theories, conflict theory may best explain interclass and inter-
racial rape, and the subculture of violence theory may best explain rape by multi-
ple offenders. In addition to more complete testing of rape theory, the application
of theory from other fields of sociology (formal organizations, for example) has
been suggested.

Rape is particularly difficult to study because it is a statistically rare event and
because it involves a sensitive area of social interaction. Surveys may involve small
numbers of cases, while official statistics suffer from attrition through the criminal
justice system. Since the reporting of the crime tends to be selective, data from
crisis centers, hospitals, social agencies, and criminal justice agences are not compa-
rable. Although many researchers have noted data and methodological difficulties
(Curtis, 1976a; Hindelang and Davis, 1977; Katz and Mazur, 1979), few have
undertaken specifically methodological studies (e.g., Feild, 1978; Law Enforcement
Assistance Administration, 1972). The comparison of survey instruments, the test-
ing of alternative study designs and of techniques for protecting human subjects,
matches of survey and official statistics, and comparisons of cross-sectional and
longitudinal records could be used to determine reliability and validity.

The popular and professional interest in rape has stininlated not only hasic
research in the field, but also considerable social change. Future victim and of-
fender programs and policies and legal initiatives could benefit from analysis of
the determinants of these changes and evaluation of their consequences for victims,
offenders, and social institutions. Rape avoidance strategies (Selkin, 1978; Bart,

1980}, the emergence of victim support services, training programs for criminal
justice agents, vertical prosecuting, changes in evidence rules and rape statutes
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(Loh, 1980; Marsh and Caplan, 1980) have received some attention in recent re-
search. A number of current projects funded by the National Center for the Pre-
vention and Control of Rape address issues of social change and evaluation. It is
hoped that improvements in research on the determinants of rape and evaluation
of social changes will stimulate continued efforts in prevention and treatment.
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