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THE SOCIOLOGY OF RAPE. 

Mary Beard Deming 
and 

Ali Eppy 
Social Science Research Institute 
University oj Southern CaliJornia 

ABSTRACT 

. 1 . ~ 

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 stlUctural determinants of 
rapc. Support is found for feminist, conflict, ecological and subcultural theories, but not for 
theories of sexual access. The second half of the review focuses on social reactions to rape, as 
indicated in studies of attribution and criminal justice processing. The disparatc studies re
viewed ill the article arc integrated with a common focus on theoretical perspectives, on those 
aspecte of rapc that distinguish it from other crimes of violence, and on methodological issues. 

INTRODUCTION 

Sociolo~ical 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 estabIisJunent of the National Center for the Prevention and Control 
of Rape by Congressional mruulate in 1976. However, the sociological perspective 
has not heen empltasized ill recent bihliographies (e.g., Chappell and Fogarty, 1978; 
Chappell, et al., 1974; Feild and Barnett, 1977; Fogarty, 1977; National Rape 
Information Clearinghouse, 1979) or literature reviews (e.g., Albin, 1977; Chappell 
and Foga11y, 1978; Geis, 1977; Katz and Mazur, 1979). The following review 
organizes rape research to illustrate the contributions and the potential of socio
logic,'ll theory and methods. 

'X-The research was supported in part by NIMH, Grant Number ROI MH32677. The authors 
wish to thank Daniel Glaser, Solomon Kobrin, Pierre LandI):, and Katherine Teilmann Van 
Dusen for helpful comments on the draft of this paper. 
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SOCIOLOGY AND SOCIAL RESEARCH, 

This review is necessarily selective, hut it is not limited to studies by socio
logists. Studies of forcible rape of adult female victims by adult male offenders are 
emphasized. Social structural detenninants of rape are identified in the first two 
sections. Theories of rape (feminist and conflict theories, theories of sexual access, 
criminal justice system variatiollS, 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 oriminal justice processing. 

RAPE AND SOCIAL STR UCTURE 

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 puLlic 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 stereotyt1ed attitudes about rape. 
For example, the association of dominance 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 contrilJUtor 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 
;nability to see women as human beings ... 

This theoretical perspective has had limited empirical testing cross-culturally or 
among sub national 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 ill 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 instru.ment of social control in a society 
(tlte Mundurucu Indians of Brazil) characterized by edreme division of lahor by 
sex, while Findlay (1974) finds rape absent in a 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 cJlaracterized by conflict, rape may occur very fretIuently, 
unless controlled by otller social institutions, as among tile Gusii of Kenya (LeVine, 
1977). We agree Witll others who call for more research on the influence of power 
and aggression in relationships among tile sexes (Albin, 1977) and for the study of 
rape in a social structural framework (Lystad, 1980). 

Conflict tlleorists concerned with rape view sex role socialization, the social 
control of women, and sexual stratification as fWlctions of the economic organiza
tion of capitalism in which women are treated as property (Barnett, 1976; 
Scbwendinger and Schwendinger, 1974). Thus, rape law and criminal justice 
pradice are less concerned witll those acts which do not violate the property rights 
of some men over women (spousal rape, rapes of unmarried victims Witll 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 position in social (marriage) and economic roles. While feminist 
analysis suggests tllat 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, 
se~vices, and power will eliminate tlte need for male social control over women by 
means of rape. Cross-cultural tests of the conflict tlleory of rape suffer from in
adequate data and inability to control for other factors likely to intervene between 
tile broad eeonomic structure of society and the incidence of rape. Barnett (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 criminal justice practice. 

Theories of Sexual Access 

While feminist and conflict theories emphasize power and aggression as motives 
for rape, other structural approacJles focus 011 the sexual nature of tile crime. Stud
ies of the sex composition of populations and of tile sexual permissiveness of 
societies reflect an interest in the relationship between sexual outlets and tlte in
cidence of rape. SVaiastoga (1962) posited a bigher 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. Tlte regiollS in Denmark with the high
est sex ratios (t-ural 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 botlt measures are ealculated 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, Cbappell, et ai., (1977) and 
Geis and Geis (1979) have explored the reverse hypotltesis: that rape rates are 
higher in more permissive than in less pennissive societies. They argue that "a 
rejected male in a nonpermissive setting is more able to sustain his self-image by 
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allegating (sic) that it is the setting itself that is responsible for ruly sexual set
back he suffers. . . . In the permissive settiltg the rejected male becomes more 
hard-pl'essed to intepret his rejection ... forcible rape represents a response arising 
out of the chaos of a beleagured self-image" (Chappell, et al., 1977:231). Differ
ences in rape rates between Boston and Los Angeles (less ruld 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 tllere are more social encounters 
with the potential fOl' rape in Stockholm, but evidently a lower proportion of these 
encounters result in rape than iII the United States. Rape research would benefit 
lwm further identification of the structural manifestations of "sexual permissive-

" ' ul I t' ness 111 a cross-c tura pet'spec we, 

Criminal Justice System Variations 

Societies val)' in the strength of the normative restrictions regardiItg sexual 
conduct that are internalized by their members tlu'Ough sex role socialization under 
particular economic mid class structures. However, they also vary in the pattern of 
fOimal social control over crimiIlal hehavior such as rape, and these variations iII 
police surveillmlce, prosecution strategy, plea bargaining, jury leniency, and penal
ties should produce variations in rape rates among communities. For example, 
Chappell, et ai., (1977) note that differences ill police classification of rapes be
tween Boston and Los Angeles account for some of the differences in their rape 
rates. In addition tllCl'e have been many legal changes with respect to rape in recent 
years, but there has been little study of their detel'l'ent effect. Schwartz's (1968) 
analysis of iIlcreased penalties for rape in Pennsylvania is one of the few attempts to 
measure the impact of legal chaJtge on the frequency of rape. IncI'eased penalties 
had no deterrent effect in PCllllsylvania. 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 tlle comparative iIlcidence of 
rape can be exruniIled from studies of the distribution of crime within urhrul areas. 
Factors such as age and race composition, level of unemployment, median iIlcome, 
aspects of family composition, ruld rates of otller violent crimes have all heen re
lated to rape rates in small areas. Although Uoggs (1965) and Schmidt (1960) fiI1(l 
little relationship between rape ruld neighborhood type, other researchers (Amir, 
1971; Bidna, et ai., 1976; Chaiklin and Lewis, 1964; Rabkin, 1979; Seikin, 1975) 
note high rape rates iII poor neighborhoods characterized by unemployment, high 
proportion of LIack population, and high !'ates of violent personal crime. Varia
tions by city size, state, and region have also been noted (Hindelrulg and Davis, 
1977; Rahk~'l, 1979), hut the reasons for these differences are still being debated. 
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AmiI' (1971) dl'ew out the theoref al' li ' 
tion of the crime. He noted th,t tl IC

I
., hllUP catIons of tlle differential distribu-

1 a Ie llg est rates of rape I 
lOmogeneous and residentially clustere I h' 1 are among re atively 

including sexual violence O'ainst wom ( gr~ups, W, IC I condone aggressive behavior, 
group that favorable att~udes towa::' ~to;: wlthm, the n~ighborhood and the peer 
characterized by permissiveness in se al ,ncI,e a~e leamed. Such .areas are also 

I, , ' xu socIa IzatIon and the u f 
mascu uuty and achieve status AmiI' (1971'330) se 0 sex to prove , ,concludes that 

(w)1tat is contended in the tl fbi" , 
behavior are a fre( uen' , leory 0 s~ c~ tUre IS that aggressIve modes of 
situations, and that Ithe !l~:%a~~~: Wl~ICh I~ ~xpected in certain kinds of 
that members will interpret a sitU:~:~I~ 0 t,l: sub~ul~ure m~es it likely 
lence including forceful sexual e . I 't t' as beflllg of a kmd calling for vio-

xp 01 a Ion 0 a female. 

~U·;~rt\!i:a~!~l1e:k:~tSa~:lo~:~ytl~~o~r.eo~ sub,cult~l'e tlo attr~ute rllpe among blacks 
culture, and the violent contraculture onunan cu ture, Ie LIack poverty sub-

These ecological studies sUg'O'est tilat l' h 
other violent crimes Rape . ~ " ape . as areal correlates similar to those of 
t t . ' IS so sllUdar WIth respect to tI rt' • 

S a us, and socIOeconomic status of tI . l' Ie age, race, mantal 
tbe crime, proportion of intraracI'al let VIC I 1m I' temporal and seasonal patterns of 
t · f f even s eve of l'el,ortiIlO' t I' d 
1011 0 alse repo~-ts (Katz and Mazur, 1979'). .g' 0 po Ice, an propor-

What, then, IS unique about rape? Are tit " , . 
theories explainin(l' other violent " . h d eones specIfIC to rape required, or will 

• 0 ClUne e a equate? In cont' ,t t . . 
c~'ll~es, rape victims are often tho rht to b .' ') 1 al!; '0 ~ctllUs of odler 
VIctIm precipitation is less frequent ~all fo ~] resP?l;smle for the Cl1lne. Although 
Mazur, 1979), tbe rape victim's credibili/ ~s ler ~o ent personal crimes (Katz and 
than the credihility of victims of tl . IY m,Ole often doubted by prosecutors 
tl I 0 ler VIO ent Cl'lmes (Williru 1978) I d" Ie c lal'acter of the defendant seems t ' . us", 11 a dltIon, 
mIll Feild (1978) speculate that 't' b 0 lIlf~uence rape case processmg, Barnett 
of a l'apist that lesser prison ter:u:swe~,~au~ efendants did not fit the stereotype 
rull} socially attractive ra lists as ,asslg~ed Ly resp~ndents to economically 
ferential appeared for defendants :~l~~:~;d, Wlt11 unattractI~e rapists. No such dif
of victims and offenders by ff g aIY cases. These dIfferences in perception 
tl ] 0 ense may account for . d' 

lat lave been identified by others For . case procesSlllg Ifferences 
likely to be dismissed by tl li' exrunple, rape and assault cases are more 
and Davis, 1977) A II l~ po ce ~r prosecutors than burglary cases (Hindelruw 

, . sma e1 prop01-t1011 of arrests f . . - _-0 

result lJ1 conviction on ruly charge tl f 01 lape and aggravated assault 
, ~~~wm~~'bb lape cases are more likely than :lO'gt'avated . It ] ,10 ery, or burglarv ; 

ff' '. "assau or 1'0 Jbe t b' J su lClent eVIdence; and rape cases are tl I' ry 0 e rejected for in-
guilty plea or trial (Williruns, 1978). Ie east likely of these crimes to result iu a 

Methodological Issues and Suggested Research 

Comparative studies share a number of metllOd I . 
been adequately resolved. First d f 'f f..o oglCul ~rohlems fllat have not 

, e llU IOns 0 forcible rape m such studies should 
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he comparable among wlits. Formal legal definitions differ from those operation
alized by criminal justice agencies and from those commonly held by the general 
public (Bart and Schepl!ele, 1980; Chappell, 1976; Katz and Mazur, 1979; 
Klemmack 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 ~apes in 
victimization surveys and official statistics·-·data sources conunonly used 111 com
pal'ative research. Comparisons between cowltlies are more likely to involve dif
ferences in definitions than compal'isons among jurisdictions within a cowltry. 
Comparisons between primitive 01' less developed societies and industrialized 
nations are even more subject to misinterpretations. 

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

Third, measures of the incidence and prevalence of rape need refmement. For 
example, although usually based on the total popul?tion, reported rape C?~~ be 
related to the population at risk (the female population), and furthCl' speclfleu by 
age and race. Rape could also be related to the male population by. ~e and race 
(Amit', 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 ra~es could be rel.ated to tI,.e 
number of social encounters which hold tile potentIal for rape (GelS and GelS, 
1979). Although such specialized measures are rarely calculated for any type of 
crime, they would he particularly useful for resea~'ch on the theoretical and practi
cal issues surrowlding rape. Procedures for collecting the necessary data should also 
he implemented. 

Comparative studies have been neglected by rape researchers. We do not know 
whether the determinants of rape are the same in all conununities, or whetIlCr tIley 
differ over time, space, or stage of development (Chappell, 1976). TheOl'ies 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 tIleoretical development and practical conccl'I1S such as prevention strate
gies, crisis intervention, and legal reform. With respect to determinants and cor
relates (otIler than (fender differences), rape appears to be anotIler form of violent 
crime. Researchers b concerned WitIl rape should not neglect theoretical develop
ments and resel:irch pertaining to otIIer crimes. However, the consequellces of rape 
for the offender and victim and tile 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 ?n the rapist or the victim as the unit of analysis may shed additional light on 
tbe ulllque features of rape. 

OFFENDER RESEARCH AND RAPE THEORY 

~ape theory. and. research based on studies of offenders have been neglected, 
espeCIally by SOCIologIstS. Psychological and psychiatric perspectives have domin
a~e~ research on rapists in the past, and the current interest in rape has shifted to 
VlctunS. Nevertheless, several major studies (Amir, 1971; Cohen, et ai., 1975; Groth, 
1979~ and other more limited analyses are reviewed for their support of the 
theones noted in the previous section. 

Feminist Theory 

~ittle research has focused explicitly on differential sex role socialization to 
explalll rape from a feminist perspective. Available research on attitudes toward 
sex roles and rape deserve further application to rapists and appropriate control 
groups. For. example, men tend to have more favorable attitudes toward rape than 
wo~en (Feild, 1978), as do those who approve of more traditional roles for women 
(Feild, 1978; ~lemma.ck and Klemmack, 1976). The tendency for SOmf} rapists to 
deny wrongdomg, to IIlterpret rape as an extension of the male role, and to deny 
that rape can ~ccur among f~e~ds and acquaintances suggests til at definitions of 
sex role LehaVlor do vary wltIun the male population (Groth 1979' Katz and 
Mazur, 1979; Weis and Borges, 1975). ' , 

Weis and Borges (1975) suggest that learning tile expectations for sex roles is 
~~re problematic than for other social roles. OtIlers note tllat heterosexual success 
IS unportant for developing a positive self-concept and for social status in some 
g~oups (Chappell, et ai.,.1977; .Geis, 1977; ~eis and Geis, 1979). Sex role expecta
tIons may be mo~e ambIgUOUS III more pennlSsive cultures (Geis and Geis, 1979) or 
suhc~ture,s (CUrtIS, 1976b). The f?rmation of sexual identity may be particularly 
probl{',mabc for tIlOse who expenenced sexual trauma as children or as yowIg 
adults. Cohen, ~t ai., (1975) not~d a high frequency of sexual trauma among rapists 
who. were motIvated by aggreSSIOn, and of family violence or abuse among those 
motivated by .LO~l sex and aggression. Groth (1979) also fOWld that one-tllird of 
tile .0ffenders.1Il Ius ~udy had experienced sexual trauma. Whatever the cause, the 
:Ulxle.t~ a~d ms~cunty associated WitIl sex role development may lead to over
Iden,tIflcatIo? ~Ith a !nod~1 of sexual and aggressive masculinity among rapists. 
PartlCl~larly IIlsIghtful IS Wels and Borges' (1975) analysis of sex role socialization 
seductIon, and rape from a s>:mbolic illteractionist perspective. ' 

Subcultural Theory 

Amir's tI~eo~y. of the subculture of violence is supported, not only hy aggregate 
dat~, but by IIldlVldual level data as well. He fomld that "forcible rape was an intra
raCIal event .between victims and offenders who were at tile same age level and who 
were ecologIcally bound, that is, victims and offenders lived in the same area, which 
tended to be also the area ,f)f the offense" (Amir, 1971:339-340). Previous arrest 
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f ' against ' , . ' Philadel hia show a prevalence 0 crune , 
records for Ins sample of rapIsts u; t d Pthat rape is only one of many VIolent 
persons. Other researchers ~ave :,7 no ;ortioll of rapists (Groth, 1979; Rabkin, crimes committed by a su stan la }Jro 

1979), est a shared commiiment to violence 
Analyses of pair and galIg rape also sl~gt wI'th implications fo!' both the sub-t f gO'ressive mascu un y, " al and a shared concep 0 a b "th The victim prOVIdes a l'atIon e 

culture of violence theory and fem~lst f~ry, f "male bondirlP''' (Brownmiller, 
' 'tl I other Ul a Olm 0 "0 tI 

for men to mteract WI I cac 1 . f f al s ohjects serves to exaggerate Ie 
1975; Groth, 1979). The treatment ~ ~ e~ ~l:e rrroup shares a set of values and 
masculine characteristics of the, ~a;tlC:;:U::~ral aI~d sexual activities in pat,ticulal', 
norms regarding illegitimate actIVItIes lil~- I t have criminal records of offenses 
Participants III mu Ip e rap €I .f . e tIl all siIwle offenders mIl', , ' It' I e are more \.e y 0 (A ' 1971' 

f ffenses an 0 rap '"'0 d I t against the person, 0 sex 0 , . th needs of those, pat-ticularly a 0 escen s, Groth 1979), The group also meets, e 
whose'sexual identity is insecure (Amll', 1971). 

Theories of Sexual Access 

I 'd ft in a social context does seem to 
Although the development of se~u~ I end 1 ~'culture of violence theories, the 

' d by femllllst an sUu "1 
he related to rape, as at,gue . d t Those theories wlndl focus exc u-
need for sexual outlets IS not rei at? 0 rapeU derive from Merton's concepts of 
sively on the sexual uspect ?f the cnme ~:~:r~e ~'esents the taking by force of that 
relative deptivation and deVIance: !hus, l( lChappell ('t al., 1977; Geis, 1977). 

' 'I bl tl ' wih legItImate means , 't 
which IS not avm a e 110--0 , I tl t. Ina10l'ity are involved III consen _ ' f . t d rap· IStS SlOW la.\ ~ sl 
Howevel', studIes 0 conVIC e , .f.1 ff se 1l10re extensive analyses lOW ' I ' t tl e tune 0 t le 0 en ,II , I 
iup' sexual relatIons nps a I I I f exual pleasure dU1'1lIg t Ie rape 

o '1.1 f f on and low eve s 0 s 1 
high levels of se~ua u~s Ul~C lb. lit and humiliation ill I'ape reflect ~lee(, s 
(Groth, 1979), ExceSSive force, ~~ta y;, ists for whom sexual possessIOn IS 
other than sexual release, In fact, pO',ver Il'ap ff' " As such it is a useful 

' . lity partIcular y 0 enSIVl., , , 
primary, may conSIder ,se~ua ,t} 1979) Finally, the criminal careers of rapIsts 
weapon to degrade the VIctim (GlO 1: ' .to sexual needs, Reviewing much 

I tI ,t1 t l'aIle IS a response d 'ti 
do not support t Ie I?O~y la l' Rahkin (1979) concludes that, compare WI 1 

of the literature on crunmal caree s', I . I, ll'evious record of sex offenses, 
other sex offenders, rapists are less like y to. la~e a I 
but more likely to have a record of nonsexual crunes, 

Classification of Rapists 

t I ssify rapists by motive, AI
Typical of offender res~arch a:~ atte~ntsfl:Cl~c:s on criminal hehavior, their 

tllOugh psychologists tend to Ignore f"· S?~Iat I~. 1 - •• hculture of violence theories, 
' d rt to the emmIS I!dU ""- • 5) 

classificatIons len suppo d I ' :(} "sexual" intent (Cohen, et aL., 197 
"Power" rapists (Groth, 1979) an t,l~se W. ~ me feeiings of inadequacy. 

ff ' tI', lPasculimty anu overco . 
use I'al)e to rea u'm len , '" elease anger and rage by rapmg a 

' .J tI 'ti "'l"'gressIve auns l' 
"Anger" rapIsts anu lOSO WI 1 < t:> TI" d' .tI'C" rapist or more generally, ' , 'Iabl substitute, Ie sa IS , b 
known Vlctun or an aVaI e 'd'ff sion" is stimulated sexually y tile l'apist characterized by "sex-aggressIon 1 u , 
violence and resistance, 
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Classification by those WllO emphasize social rather tllan psychological ex
planations have received less attention. Glaser's (1978) typology of rapists/non_ 
rapists is based 011 two dimensions of attitudes toward actual or potential victims/ 
lovers (desire for affectioll aJlu respect for persollal autollomy). The categories 
account for several social aspects of the crime: problematic sexual idelltity ("naive 
graspers"), llonstranger rape ("meaning stretchers"), stranger rape ("sex looters"), 
and gang rape ("group cOllformers"), Amir's (1971) distinction between 
"role-supportive" alld "role-expressive "rape is less well developed, Role-supportive 
rape "is performed for the purpose of maintaining membersllip ill a gl'OUp or for 
sheer sexual gratification" (Amir, 1971:318), Role-expressive rape "is performed 
llot so lUuch for the sexual satisfaction as because of participation ill tile context 
[in1 wllich it occurred, for exampie, group I'ape" (Amir, 1971:319). 

Conflict Theory 

Conflict theory pI'edicts that access to power ill tIle sexual market determines 
tile incidence of rape aIld the social reactioll to rape. Collins (1975:282) suggests 
tIl at the "greater the power of dominant individuals to appropriate others as 
sexual property ~ tlle stronger the taboo and the greater tile outrage at violations of 
tllCse property rights," Two dimensions of the stratification system, income and 
race, llave been studied with respect to rape, As expected, victimization surveys 
show that rape rates are lower among whites thaIl among blacks, and lower in tile 
higher income categories within the white popUlation (Barnett, 1976), That bladl: 
victims llesitate to report rapes by white assailants (Katz and Mazur, 1979) is also 
consistent with conflict theory, White females and higher illcome females are af
forded gl':!ater legal and enforcement protection, 

The criminal justice processing of bhlck offenders also supports conflict tlleory. 
Black rapists of white victims receive Hle most serious sanctions throughout the 
criminal justice system (LaFree, 1980a) and they have histori~[tlly been dispro
portionately sentenced to death in the SoUtil (Wolfgallg and Riedel, 1977), How
ever, interradal rape more frecIuently involves strangers (Agopian, et at" 1977; 
Amir, 1971), and stranger rapes are mOl'e successfully prosecuted, 

Similar effects of stratification ill such institutiolls as slavery, war, prisons, and 
traditional dating relationships are documented by Brownmiller (1975), TIle use of 
force by tIIOse in power is legitimized while the resistaIICe of subordinates is weak
ened (Weis :U1d Borges, 1975), More careful studies are required to determine 
wllCtlter rape in these settings represents social class antagonism, as in conflict 
tllCory, or sexual conflict, as in femiuist theory. 

Methodological Issues and Suggested Research 

Reviews of the psychological and psychiatric reseal'clI on rapists mrute frequent 
reference to theoretical and methodological deficiencies (Abel, at ai" 1976; Albin, 
1977; AmiI', 1971; Parvin, 1980), Sociological approaches ltave similar problems. 
Theoretic.11 perspectives are notably lacking in tbe offender research cited above; 
descriptions and classifications are more typical. Research samples are often small, 
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not representative of all rapists, and rarely compare~ ',Vith .ap~ropriate c~ntr~l 
groups. Research access to rapists at any stage of crumnal JustIce processmg IS 
limited by the need to ensure human subjects protection (~h~ppe~l a1~d Fogarty, 
1978). Studies of reported rapists, at the early stages of the cnm~alJustlce pr?cess, 
are often dependent on inadequate official records. More typIcal are studies of 
convicted offenders in prison or special treatment programs, at the end of the 
criminal justice p-ocess. These focus on a highly select grou~ whose character
istics are dependent on differential rep0l1ing by vict~s of var~ous types ~f rape, 
differential processing of offenders, the length of ~carceratIon,. ,..:~d dlffer~nt 
legal definiti( ns and procedures in operation at the t~e of cO~VIcbon .(Par~, 
1980). Con~ llilrisolls of apprehended and undetected rapIsts are VIrtually Im~o~sI
ble, resulting in poor indicators of the incidence of rape and the characterIstIcs 
of all rapists (Rabkin, 1979). 

This attempt to link available offender ~esearch with rape th~ry de~onstrates 
the need for operationalizing the theore-l:lcal concepts.' more mnovatIve study 
designs, and multivariate analyses. The subculture of VIolence theory ,anu some 
aspects of conflict theory have been explicitly tested with offenders. EVIdenc~ f~r 
the otlter theories is drawn from studies designed for other purposes. Fem!111st 
theory, in particular, deserves more careful testing wi~ offender populations. S~lce 
the same evidence onen supports two or more theones, more careful study deSIgns 
will be necessary for theory testing. For example, the diff~rential ~ates of ~ap~ by 
race support both the subculture of violence and tile conflict th~ones. MultIvarIate 
analyses would clarify the relative importan~e of tile de~ermll1ant~ ?f rape and 
facilitate the evaluation of competing tlleoretIcal perspecbves (femm~st and con
flict, for example). The effects of demographic and fam!ly background charac!er
istics, reference group identification, residence, criminal hIstory, degree of acquamt
ance with tile victim, and attitudes toward traditional male and female sex roles on 
different types of rape should be determined. 

ATTRIBUTION OF RESPONSIBILITY 

Attrihution and the Victim 

Attribution of responsibility to the victimdistingllishes rare from other ~ol~nt 
crimes and adds to the particular trauma of the rape experIence for the VIctIm. 
Socialization tlleory has been used to explain how women learn the "victim role," 
while "just world" tllCory has been used ,to explain how other~, ho~~ the ~ct~. re
sponsible for the crime. In both perspectIves, women beco~e legIt~ate ~ctuns 
who anticipate or deserve their fate, aIld the offense agamst t~em IS ~onsldered 
excusable or justifiable. Weis aIld Borges (1975 :99) have described thIS process. 

Confronted with a case of severe injustice or victimization, the response is 
often denial followed by justification .... Th.e reaction to all alleged rape is 
usually similar: It was not a real rape but a seduction, and if it was rape, 
then the womall 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 aIld report her experience, the more 
she feels incapable of disproving the aIlticipated allegation that it was not 
rape and tllat she should, in fact, take tile Llaine herself. 

Accordingly \ there is a tendency to attribute responsibility to the l'ape victim 
for her victimization, if not on the hasis of her character, then on the basis of her 
behavior. Beginning with Jones and Aronson (1973), it has been generally hypotlle
sized that tile 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 tile evidence suggests the 
reverse, however--tllat the less respectable victims are considered more at fault. 
With simulations typically involving college students, social p.:;ychologists 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 anti 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, et aI., 
1979; Feldman-Summers and Lindner, 1976; Kahn, et al., 1977; Smith, et al., 
1976). Differences in the victim characteristics presented to tile respondents, dif
ferences in the sex composition of respondents and identification with the victim 
aIld offender, and differences in the measurement of attrihution may accowlt for 
the contradictory findings. Occupational roles distinguished by degree of respect
ability were not related to the de~ree of responsibility attributed to victims (Smith, 
et al., 1976). Seligman, et aI., (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 womall was seen as a less likely rape victim she must have encouraged tile 
attack by her behavior, and therefore was more responsibl~ for her victimization. A 
woman who had heen raped on a previous occasion was seen as provoking the 
recent rape to a greater extent tllaJl a womaJl 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 blanled 
previously raped victims who were attacked in areas where many other rapes had 
taken place. More responsibility was attrihuted to victims who had been sexually 
active outside of marriage (Cann, et al., 1979). When the rapist was a straJIger, 
greater responsibility was ascribed to the victim (Calhoun, et al., 1976; Smitll 
et al., 1976). Because stranger rape was considered "random" aIld could not be 
explained witll situational attributions, responsibility was assigned on tile basis of 
belief in a just world (Calhoun, et aI., 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 ultimah~ly 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 Feldman-Summers and Lindner (1976) found that 
longer prison terms were recommended when offenders had raped more respectable 
victims. Neither Kahn, et at., (1977) nor Smith, et at., (1976) were able to replicate 
these results, however. In addition, Kahn, et at., (1977) did not find /Support for 
the hypothesis that punislunent would be more severe when both the victim and 
offender were more respectable. More "attractive" (socially, economically) de
fendants tended to receive shortel' sentences than unattractive defendants (Barnett 
and Feild, 1978). Differences in sentence severity by male and female respondents 
were found by Smith, el at., (1976) and by Feldman-Sulluners and Lindner (1979) 
hut not by Kahn, et at., (1977). Comparing rape 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, el 
at., 1977). 

Attribution 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 female subjects 
who will identify with the offender and the victim respectively. Kahn, rt at., (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, e{ at., 1976; 
Smith, el at., 1976). In fact Calhoun, el aI., (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 characteristic* 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 plUlish
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 reseal'ch have been 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 lil(ely 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 aCf{Uaintance, while attribution studies contrast all acquaintances 
with strangers. 

Katz and Mazur (1979:150) assert that 

[ d J espite the fact that the theory of victim precipitation in rape has been 
largely refuted by feminists, criminologists, sociologists and psycIriatrists, 
ane! 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 victim, and for her own feelings of guilt, even 
though unrealistic. 

Studies of definitions of rape held by suhgroups ill the popUlation confirm that 
victim behavior can detm'mine 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 tlle Clime enter into deci
sions to arrest, prosecute, convict, and sentence offenders. In part, tltis results from 
the personal beliefs of each Climinal justice agent, but tlle legal requirements and 
bureaucmtic exigencies tllat determine case processing also reflect tllese 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. DeteITnininU' lack of consent is dif
ficult, botll legally and procedurally, because some degre: 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 ofte~ on 
whether the event occurred than on whether the victim and offen~el' al:e per~C1ved 
as the kind of people likely to be involved in rape. ~o the f?llowlllg dIscussIon .of 
police\ prosecutor, judge, and jury outcomes recoglllzes. the mfluence of tI~e ?ehef 
systems of individual participants, as well as lega~ requ.ll·ement~,. characterlst~cs of 
bureaucracies and formal organizations, and relabonslllps speCIfIed by theorIes of 
rape discussed in tile previous sections. 

The legal requirements of penetration: force, and lack of c~nsent must be ~:t 
for police to classify a case as rape and to fIle a report a~d for. prosecutors to chaloe 
and pursue a case. The victim must also serve as a credIble wItness for. the prosecu
tion. In the absence of a clear standard of nonconsent, courts and legIslatures ha~e 
developed rules of evidence and pro~edure as ind~c~tors of noi1cons~nt (H~rrI~, 
1976). In common law statutes, these mclude: specIfIc stand:u-ds of resIstance, eVI
dence of the victim's chal.'acter, reputation, and prior sexual hIstory; ~d corrobor~
tion of some or all aspects of the crime. Police and prosecut?rs typ~cally go stIll 
further in operationalizing behavioral indicators o~ th~ re.qUl~ed eVIdence. Such 
factors as promptness of the repot1, victim cooperatIon, mdIcatIons of ~ruthf~ess 
and accuracy in the report, and emotional state after the rape are used m chargmg, 
filing, conviction, and sentencing decisions (Bohmer and Blumberg, .19.15; Galt~n, 
1975; LeGrand, 1973; National hlstitute of Law Enforcement and Commal JustIce, 
1977a, 1977b; University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 1968; Wood, 1973). 

Rape Theory and Case Disposition 

Some of the theories of rape discussed above With. respec! ~o social. structure 
and offenders are reflected in criminal justice processIng deCISIons. Strmgent re
quirements for proof in rape law and the unofficial ela~oratio~s by police and 
prosecutors reflect traditional notions about male-female mtel:ac!lons., as. expected 
in the feminist theory of rape (Robin, 1977). Surveys of c.~mal. Ju~tIce agents 
(e.g., Bohmer, 1977), the tracking of cases through the ~r~lllnal JustIce process 
(e.g., Holmstrom and Burgess; 1978), and analysis of deCISIons made. at selected 
stages in the system (e.g., Kalven amI Zeisei, 1966) d~monstrate_ that eVIdence rules 
in common law statutes shift tile focus of attentIon from the offender to. tile 
victim. For example, juries are more lenient when tbere is evidence of a pre~o.us 
victim-offender relationship or contributory behavior on the part of the VIctIm 
(Bohmer and Blumberg, 1975; Hibey, 1973; Hobnstrom and Burgess, 197~; Kal~en 
and Zeisel, 1966, Robin, 1977). Even judges, who are thought to be more lIDparbal, 
have been influenced by such information (Bohmer, 1977). However, prosecutors 
surveyed in 1974 believed that prior chastity information had littl~ effect on bench 
trials but greatly affected jury trials (National Institute of Law Enforcement and 
Cl'iminaIJ ustice, 1977h). . ' ., . 

The differential processing of complaints on the basIS of tile VIctlID spoor 
sexual experien~e, race, and social status is consistent with conflict theory (L~F~ee, 
1980b). In line with the findings of attribution research, more respectah!e VIct~s 
are considered more credible and less likely to have consented. Thus, mterraClal 
rapes involving black offenders and white victims are mOl'e seriously prosecuted 
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tllan other racial combinations (LaFree, 1980a; Wolfgan~ and Riedel, 1977). The 
typically harsh sentences specified ill rape law can lIe considered indicators of tlle 
moral outrage at the violation of the rights of females, as well as reflecting male 
interests in female property that are threatened IIy rape (LeGrand, 1973). 

Research on the criminal justice system, especially on dle 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. Poli~e, prosecutor, judge, and jury judgments are determined 
by a more complex set of factors dlan 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 he considered, too. For ex
ample, plea bargaining is more likely to be suppot1ed 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 th.e 
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 technique 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 impot1ant 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 rep0l1ing; 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 compared with trials) were more likely when: there was less defense evidence; 
the rape occurred at some location otber 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 conflid theory 
(LeFree, 1980a). Although the available multivariate analyses cannot be easily com
pared, there is also suppot1 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 
tile process. 
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b criminal' ustice practices under common 
The formal social control exer,te,d y L ' t J f reporfmg rape and the with-
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law statutes has been c~nsl ere " have been widelY documented, ttntIon 
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of offenders through the cnmmal JustIce

l 
sy I et~ robbery and burglary (Williams, 

, ' I d and mans aug 1 et, , "f t' 
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, I d al atIon of curren rap, ) d 
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legal reform efforts. Since non consent Idst111gUtllletype of evidence admissible to 

I I I · (te has centere on Ie tI ", tIle debate over ega c .Iang b t' nd the relevance of Ie VlctIm s 
·f' 't nce corl'O ora Ion, a . , S' 

prove consent. Issues 0 resls a dd d b onsiderable reform legislatIon. 111ce 
orior sexual history have been a res~ Y t

C 
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victim and offender under a1ternativ:d~;l~:o~l:~fic evidence of a victim's prior 
legal reformers are generally support I likP ly to infer victim consent, more 

, . t 'tted Jurors are ess e ff d sexual history IS no perm I , ibl d e lilrely to convict the 0 en er, . h 'f s cred e an mol' .. , 
likely to perceive t e VlC un a .' tI se (location of the assault, pno1' 
especially when the pattern of facts 111 Ie ca 
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relationship between victim and offender, eJ"egree of relationship between victim 
and offender, degree of force, for example) suggests lack of consent. Perceptions of 
the defendant's general moral character have less effect on the outcome of a case 
than the victim's general moral character. Even when the fact pattern indicates lack 
of consent, the sexual history information allowed under common law or restricted 
(but not excluded) under moderate reform statutes reduces tIle probability of 
conviction (Borgida and White, 1978). Unfortunately, with complete exclusion, 
jurors are more likely to consider available evidence inadequate, and to specifically 
request some evidence of tIle victim's sexual history and character (Borgida, 1980). 

Loh's (1980) analysis of Washington's rape reform statute and Marsh and 
Caplan's (1980) analysis of Michigan's criminal sexual conduct law illustrate evalua
tion on the basis of actual criminal justice data processing. Again, the hypotheses 
are supported. For offenders initially charged with forcible rape, the overall con
viction rate did not change in Washing 'ton and increased in Michigan. Among those 
convicted, however, the proportion charged with rape at final disposition increased 
in both states. Similarly, the proportion of offenders pleading guilty to all charges 
declined slightly, but the proportion of pleas to charges of forcible or statutory 
rape increased. Plea negotiations were facilitated by the structure of the new I~ws 
which defined several degrees of sexual assault based on the extent of penetratIon 
and the level of violence. With respect to sentences in Was1lington, deferred and 
suspended jail sentences decreased and incarceration declined slightly, but com
mitment to inpatient sexual offender treatment facilities increased dramatically.' 
Given adequate statistical data, similar studies in other states would contribute to 
tIle generalization of the findings and clarify the consequences of the different 
statutes tIlat have been passed. 

Methodological Issues and Suggested Research 

Criminal justice research related to rape has suffered from insufficient theo
retical development, inadequate data ,Uld poorly developed methodology. Theo
retical perspectives are often not expllcit. Cross-sectional studies based on data 
from selected stages of processing canno~ assess tile cumulative impact of decisions 
made at earlier points in the criminal justh~e system. Attempts at longitudinal track
ing of cases throughout the system often result in small numbers of cases through 
attrition. The longitudinal PROMIS (Prosecutor's Management Information Sys
tem) data in Washington, D.C. (Williams, 1978) and the OBTS (Offender-Based 
Transaction Statistics) in California (Hindelang and Davis, 1977) have yet to be 
fully utilized. Only recel}tIy have the more sophisticated methods been applied in 
rape studies. Sevel'al multivariate analyses identify the relative effects of variables 
thought to determine case disposition. However, more appropriate techniques for 
handling dichotomous and categorical variables noecd to be applied to rape case 
data. Comparative research with otIler crimes and across jurisdictions has been 
neglected, in spite of the possibilities for investigating the unique features of rape 
case processing for evaluating the impact of changing laws and procedures. In spite 
of these difficulties, recent improvements in research strategies have added sub
stantially to tIle Imderstanding of rape. 
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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 r~pe has belen defined as a social problem worthy of investigation 
with federal support, mor'e rigorous research standards have been demanded. 

Nevertheless, problems of conceptualization and methodolob'Y remain. The 
development of theory and the identification of testahle 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 hecause 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 teclmiques for protecting human subjects, 
matches of survey and official statistics, and comparisons of cross-sectional and 
longitudinal records could be used to determine reliability amI validity. 

The popular and professional interest in rape has sth. mlated not only basic 
research in the field, but also considerable social change. Future victim and of
fender programs and poHcies 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 (Sell\.in, 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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