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Abstract

Violence against women, especially rapes, has been a pervasive problem in the society. It
is well documented that victims of rape not only experience serious short and long-term
psychological harm as a direct result of the assault, but may also be stigmatized by others
(e.g., be blamed for not resisting enough). While there are sufficient studies in the developed
countries that have examined how various gender and other ideologies relate to prejudiced
attitudes toward rape victims, much less work has been done in developing nations such as
India. Because of increased incidents of rapes in the recent past, it becomes increasingly
necessary to understand the attitude people form towards rape and rape victims. Thus the
present study was planned to understand the prevalent rape myths and attitudes of young
adults, and to explore gender and social identity as factors influencing the attitudes towards
rape and rape victims. A total of 208 participants, both males and females responded to
a Rape Myth Acceptance Scale, Attitude towards Victims Scale and Causal Attribution
towards Sexual Violence Scale. Results indicated that compared to male respondents,
females hold lesser rape myths but have more negative attitude towards victims of rape.
Results also reveal the significant effects of social category and gender on causal attribution
for sexual violence. The results of this study are important in improving our understanding
of the attitudes young adults hold towards rape and rape victims and present a need to
develop strategies to dispel negative stereotypes that individuals hold about victims of rape.
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Introduction

Sexual aggression against women has been a problem in the society
since time immemorial. Besides minor forms of sexual victimization
such as sexist statements, sexually tainted whistles, women often face
more serious forms of victimization such as rapes that have been a
permeate problem in the society. Even literature, art and historical
documents bear evidences to the fact that women across many
cultures and throughout the history have been pressured into sexual
encounters.? The Indian Penal Code of India has defined rape under
section 375 as, “A man is said to commit ‘rape’ who except in the
case hereinafter excepted has sexual intercourse with a woman under
circumstances falling under any of the six following descriptions:

a. Against her will
b. Without her consent

¢. With her consent, when the man knows that he is not her husband
and that her consent is given because she believes that he is
another man to whom she is or believes herself to be lawfully
married

d. With her consent, when her consent has been obtained by putting
her or any other person in whom she is interested in fear or death
or of hurt

e. Withher consent, when at the time of giving such consent by reason
of unsoundness of mind or intoxication or the administration
by him personally or through another of any stupefying or
unwholesome substance, she is unable to understand the nature
and consequences of that to which she gives consent

f. With or without her consent when she is under 16years of age.

However, this definition does not include the same sex crimes.
So, on February 3, 2003 the definition was aggrandized to include

same sex crimes and the age of consent was also raised tol8years.
Despite the fact that strict legislative provisions have been made to
punish those involved in such incidents, the incidents of rapes have
been incessantly increasing every day. According to the 2012 statistics
of National Crime Records Bureau of India 24,923 rape cases were
reported in India in 2012. Out of these 24,470 were committed by
relative or neighbor. The annual rape rate in India has increased from
1.9 to 2.0 per 100,000 over the period of 2008-2012.

The interactive and motivational fundaments of rape are deeply
rooted in our cultures. Many investigators are of the view that
rape results from the processes of normal socialization.*¢ In fact,
because most men tend to identify their sexuality with dominance
and aggression and women tend to identify their sexuality with
dependence and passivity, many women who are raped feel that they
were at fault and many of the offenders feel justified by messages
that say that rape, sexual harassment, child sexual abuse and other
forms of violence are acceptable. It is often unclear to a woman who is
raped, whether sexual violation was a result of sexual desire or violent
intent. According to the feminist theory’ men and women are affected
differently by social level variables. For instance, in the current
social structure, mostly men dominate over women in terms of work,
education and family etc. Dominance is often maintained through
violence.® Rape is often an example of such subordination.” Such
views are often reflected in the attitudes people hold towards rape in
the form of rape myths. A plethora of literature provides evidence for
the prevalence of prejudiced attitudes towards rape and rape victims.

Rape myths and rape related attitudes

The concept of rape myths which was first introduced by
sociologists such as Schwendinger and Schwendinger'® in 1970s can
be defined as a complex set of cultural beliefs that serve to continue
male sexual aggression against women by acts like blaming the
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victim and shriving the perpetrator. Examples provided in Lonsway &
Fitzgerald," explain several important components of the theoretical
definition. For example, common rape myths suggest that women
often falsely claim being raped and that only “certain kinds of women”
are victimized. Many other such myths were keyed out by Burt,® such
as “many women secretly wish to be raped”, “a healthy woman can
successfully resist a rapist if she really wants to”, “in the majority of
rapes, the victim had a bad reputation”, “if a girl engages in necking or
petting and she lets things get out of hand, it is her fault if her partner
forces sex on her”, “men from nice middle class houses never rape”.
These ideas refuse the fact that sexual victimization is widespread
and also deny the personal vulnerability of all women.!' The idea that
rape myths may be widespread may be determined by the fact that
most countries outside North America do not even legally recognize
the possibility that rape may occur within marriage.'”> Some gender
differences have also been observed regarding acceptance of rape
myths. Shaver'® through his theory of defensive attribution reported
that males are more accepting of rape myths than females. Many
other investigators reported similar results (eg. Burt;® Giacopassi &
Ward.'*1%) Such gender differences may have been observed because
of the fact that men do not value sexual consent as much as females
do. Petersen et al.,'® reported that males were more likely than females
to feel, “it is okay to manipulate someone into having sex as long as no
future promises are made” and “it is alright to pressure someone into
having sex”. Results of some studies indicate that though males are
more accepting of rape myths, they are prevalent among both males
and females.!""” However, according to another study no significant
difference was observed between males and females in terms of the
number of rape myths they enumerated as their personal beliefs.'®

Rape myths are not only bootless but also damaging for the society.
They demoralize the victims and justify the act of crime by supporting
the perpetrator. Acceptance of rape myths tends to deny the personal
susceptibility of all women to be victimized as they suggest that
only bad women are raped.!! Research bears evidence that personal
relevance plays a major role in safety related interventions."” However,
women who hold the rape myth that only ‘bad’ women are raped are
less likely to view rape reduction efforts as personally relevant and as
a result are less likely to be a part of it. Men and women who are high
on rape myth acceptance are more likely to believe that the sexual
assault could have been avoided.”® Adherence to traditional gender
roles has also been found to be associated with general acceptance of
rape myths and with the likelihood of men to commit rape if they were
guaranteed that they would not be caught.®

It has also been observed that rape victims are often blamed for
rape (e.g. Campbell et al.,*") and such blame reactions further intensify
the feelings of self blame.”> Research indicates that high levels of
perpetrator blame are associated with low levels of victim blame.?
However, for the same scenarios, certain other studies indicate high
levels of victim and perpetrator blame.?* Mitchell et al.,” found in
their research that victims were blamed less when the perpetrator was
violently motivated than when the perpetrator was sexually motivated.
Pollard® reviewed numerous studies and noted that victims of
acquaintance rape were blamed more than victims of stranger rapes.
Also, research bears evidence that women blame rape victims less
than males.?”? In certain studies no gender differences were observed
regarding victim blame.?*° However, in some studies more victim
blame was observed among females.! According to Janoff-Bulman?
victims of rape tend to blame themselves in two ways- behavioral self
blame in which they blame their behavior as a reason for victimization
and secondly, characterological self blame in which they tend to
blame their personality as a reason for victimization. Fetchenhauer
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et al., argued that victims may also blame external factors for their
victimization.

The above literature reveals that there are sufficient studies in the
developed countries that have investigated how gender and other
ideologies relate to invidious rape related attitudes, but much less
work has been done in developing nations such as India. Moreover
there are very few studies exploring how different rape myths relate
to each other and to attitudes towards rape victims. Being a sensitive
issue and of great importance, it is crucial to understand the invidious
attitudes that people form towards rape and rape victims. Thus, the
present study was planned to understand the existing rape myths and
rape related attitudes and factors influencing them.

The objectives of this study are to understand how different rape
myths inter-correlate with each other and to the attitudes towards rape
victims, to understand the prevalent rape myths and attitudes of the
young adults towards rape and rape victims and to explore gender
and social category as factors influencing the attitudes towards
rape victims. It was hypothesized that rape myths would correlate
positively and significantly with each other and with negative
attitudes towards rape victims. It was also hypothesized that males
would hold more rape myths and more negative attitudes towards
victims than females and that the participants belonging to the weaker
sections of the society (e.g. SC and OBC categories) would hold more
negative attitudes towards rape and rape victims than the participants
belonging to the general category. Further, it was hypothesized that
males would blame the victim more than the females and that the
participants belonging to the weaker sections of the society would
blame the victims more for their victimization than the participants
belonging to the general category.

Methods

Participants

A total of 208 graduate and post graduate students, both males
and females (85 females and 123 males), between the age group of
17-27years, enrolled in different courses, participated in this study.

Tools
The participants responded to the below mentioned scales.

Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale: Updated Illinois
Rape Myth Acceptance Scale is a 22 item measure developed by
McMahon & Farmer.** It has been adopted from the Illinois Rape Myth
Acceptance Scale which is a 45 items scale.®® Like the original scale,
for the updated IRMA, the scores range from 1 for ‘strongly agree’ to
S for ‘strongly disagree’ which may be totaled for a cumulative score.
Higher score indicates greater rejection of rape myths. The updated
IRMA retains the original subscale categories indicating different rape
myths. Subscale 1 stands for the rape myth ‘she asked for it’, subscale
2 for ‘he didn’t mean to’, subscale 3 for ‘it wasn’t really rape” and
subscale 4 for ‘she lied’.

Attitude towards Rape Victims Scale: The Attitude towards Rape
Victims Scale is a 25 items scale, developed by C. Ward."> The scale
is scored from 0-4 and a respondent can score from 0-100. For some
of the items the scoring is reversed. The higher the score, the more
negative the attitudes that the respondent holds towards the rape
victims.

Causal Attribution for Sexual Violence Scale: Causal Attribution for
Sexual Violence Scale is a 9 items scale developed by Fetchenhauer
et al.,” for measuring different causal attributions (characterological,
behavioral and external) for sexual violence victimization.
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Table | Inter-correlation among different rape myths and with attitude towards rape victims

Rape Myths Rape Myths Attitude towards Victims@
He didn’t meantit It wasn’t Rape She Lied

She asked for it .368%* .360%* 455 -.670%*

He didn’t meant it 310% 262+ -46 1%

It wasn’t rape .243%* -.337%*

She Lied - 473

**Significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

@-= Higher scores indicate more negative attitude towards rape victims

Table 2 Effect of gender on rape myths and attitudes towards rape victims and causal attribution towards rape victims

Variables Gender

Scale Dimensions Male (N=121) Female (N=82) F(1.197)
She asked for it 20.31 23.08 9.26%*
He didn’t mean it 19.90 20.74 2.30
Rape Myths@ It wasn’t rape 19.49 20.76 2.23
She lied 15.86 17.65 9.87%*
Total Rape Myth 75.56 82.22 10.63%*
Actitude towards Rape 38.75 39.73 23 4305
Victims
Victim’s self 8.57 7.59 7.65%F
Causal Attribution Victim’s character 6.8l 5.96 6.46*
External 8.8l 8.93 0.12

* p< 0.05 and *** p<0.001

@-= Lower scores indicate more rape myths.

Table 3 Interaction effect of gender and social categories on rape myths and attitudes towards rape victims and causal attribution for sexual violence

Variables Gender F
Male Female
Scale Dimensions General OBC SC General OBC SC
Rape Myths She Asked for It 20.4 20.06 17.81 23.74 23.97 21.96 8.97%*
He Didn’t Meant 19.56 20.52 20.36 21.99 18.12 17.66 0.55
It Wasn’t Rape 19.93 18.3 18.81 21.1 10.7 19.42 0.03
She Lied 15.79 16.12 15.48 17.48 17.75 17.12 .0l
Total Rape Myth 75.68 75.01 74.48 84.33 76.54 76.16 1.2
Attitude Towards Rape Victims 38.61 39.82 38.46 26.42 40.44 35.49 4.27*
Causal attribution Victim’s self 8.43 7.79 8.25 75 8.83 7 0.8
Victim’s Character 6.97 7.14 5.15 6.07 7.59 7 3.24*
External 8.78 7.63 85 7.2 9.93 9.17 1.12
** p<0.01
Procedure The Table 2 above shows the effect of gender on rape myths,

Informed consent was taken from all the participants and they
were given all the ethics related information. Following which the
participants were instructed to respond to the questionnaires. They
were informed that the questions were asked only for research
purpose and that their responses will be kept strictly confidential.
For the purpose of maintaining confidentiality the participants were
given an ID. After taking their demographic details the participants
responded to a Rape Myth Acceptance Scale, Attitude towards Rape
Victims Scale and Causal Attribution for Sexual Violence Scale. After
collecting the data it was scored on a five point rating scale. For few
items the scoring was reversed.

Results

The Table 1 above shows the inter-correlation among different
rape myths and with attitudes towards rape victims. Results indicate
a positive and significant correlation among different rape myths.
Results also indicate that rape myths are significantly but negatively
related to negative attitudes towards rape victims.

attitudes towards rape victims and causal attribution for sexual
violence. Results reveal that compared to females, males have more
rape myths that ‘she asked for it” and that ‘she lied’. Males have less
negative attitudes towards victims of rape than females. Results reveal
that males blame the victim’s behavior and victim’s character more
as reasons for victimization than females. However, no significant
difference was observed between males and females for making
external causal attributions.

The Table 3 shows the interaction effect of gender and social
categories on rape myths and attitudes towards victims and causal
attribution for sexual violence. To see the effect of social category
a 2 (gender) x 3 (social category) ANOVA was performed for 203
participants (5 subjects were dropped as they were less in number
belonging to do not want to reveal and missing categories). The results
reveal that no main effects of social category were found in the analysis.
However, a significant interaction of gender and social category was
found on many dependant measures. It was found that both males and
females participants from the general category were more rejecting
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of the rape myth ‘she asked for it’, followed by participants from
OBC and then SC category. Results also reveal that for both males
and females, participants from the OBC category hold more negative
attitudes towards victims. Among females, OBC participants blamed
the victim’s character as a reason for being victimized the most
followed by SC and then general category participants. Among males
OBC participants blame the victim’s character the most followed by
participants from general and then SC category.

Discussion

The present study was an attempt to understand how different rape
myths inter-correlate with each other and to negative attitudes towards
rape victims, to understand the prevalent rape myths and attitudes of
young adults towards rape and rape victims and to explore gender
and social category as factors influencing the attitudes towards rape
and rape victims. It was hypothesized that rape myths would correlate
positively and significantly with each other and with negative attitudes
towards rape victims. It was also hypothesized that males would hold
more rape myths and more negative attitudes than females and that the
participants belonging to the weaker sections of the society (e.g. SC,
ST and OBC categories) would hold more negative attitude towards
rape and rape victims than the participants belonging to the general
category.

The findings of the present study support our hypothesis that rape
myths would correlate positively and significantly with each other.
This means that people having one type of myth are expected to be
high on other types of rape myths. However, the hypothesis that rape
myths would correlate significantly and positively to negative attitudes
towards rape victims is partially supported. Results indicate that rape
myths correlate significantly but negatively to negative attitudes
towards rape victims. The results suggest that people holding more
rape myths are less likely to hold more negative attitudes towards
rape victims. Buddie & Miller'® had argued that it was possible for
individuals to plump for rape myths but at the same time they may
recognize the negative effects of rape. Buddie and Miller reported
that over 57% of the participants reported some combination of rape
myths and behavioral and/or emotional reactions of victims for their
personal belief about the victims of rape. This may be the reason that
participants who hold more rape myths have less negative attitudes
towards the victims of rape. Although they do endorse the rape myths,
they also recognize the negative impact that rape has on the victims
which causes them to hold less negative attitudes towards rape victims.

The findings of the study partially supported the hypothesis that
males would hold more rape myths than females. The results indicate
that this statement is true for at least certain kinds of rape myths. It
was found that compared to females, males have more rape myths
that ‘she asked for it” and that ‘she lied’. These results are in line of
the studies conducted in the past that have confirmed that females are
less accepting of rape myths than are males (e.g. Burt & Field.**®)
The results refute the hypothesis that males would hold more negative
attitudes towards the rape victims. The results obtained are contrary to
the results obtained by researches carried out in the past (eg. Jiminez
& Abreu.’’) However, these results may have been obtained because
of the fact that more restrictions are placed on women and they are
consistently taught to be more traditional than men in our society. Past
researches have reported positive relations between traditional gender
role stereotypes and rape supportive behaviors.*3%3

The results support the hypothesis that males would blame the
victims more than females. The results reveal that males make more
behavioral and characterological blame than females. Males have
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been found to blame the behavior and character of the victim more, as
reasons for the victimization, than females. Males have consistently
been shown to blame the victims of rape more than the females in the
past.?”?* Men have also been shown to attribute more responsibility
to the victims of rapes and to view rape as less severe than women.*°

A significant interaction of gender and social category was found
on many dependant measures. Results indicate that females were more
rejecting of rape myths and that both males and females in the general
category were more rejecting of rape myths than the participants
from the OBC and SC categories. Among the three categories, i.e.
general, OBC and SC, participants in SC category were shown to
be most accepting of rape myths. Results reveal that females hold
more negative attitudes towards rape victims than males. Among
females, OBC participants have more negative attitudes towards
rape victims followed by SC and then participants from the general
category. Among males too, OBC participants have been shown to
hold more negative attitudes towards rape victims than General and
then SC categories. However, there is very little difference between
the participants in general and SC categories in case of males.
Nagel et al.,*! concluded that having a greater income is associated
with holding more sympathetic attitudes towards victims of rape.
According to the results females blame the victims less than the male
participants. Also, among females OBC and SC participants make
more characterological blame than participants in the General category.
This means that among female participants, OBC and SC participants
blame the victim’s personality more as a reason for the rape than
the participants in the general category. Among males as well, OBC
participants have been shown to make more characterological blame
than participants in the general and SC categories. However, contrary
to the common notion, participants from the general category make
more characterological blame than the SC participants. No significant
differences were found between males and females and among the
categories regarding external factors as causes for rape. Despite a
significant interaction effect of gender and social category on many
dependant measures, no main effect of gender and social category
were found in the analysis.

The results indicate that despite increase in education and
awareness about social evils such as rapes, there exist rape related
myths and negative attitudes towards rape victims in males.

The findings of the present study have important theoretical and
practical implications. The present research was an attempt to add
to the existing literature and expand on the research regarding rape
myths. These results are also important for those working with the
justice system as it would improve the awareness of these biases
among them along with the victims. Then they can work to counter
them. The knowledge of what negative attitudes people hold towards
victims of rape can help identify ways to ward these biases, thereby
helping to minimize the stigmatization and secondary victimization of
rape victims. The findings of this research will aid both rape victims
and those meeting rape victims in understanding the processes that
play a crucial role in the social perception of rape and rape victims.

Limitations and further suggestions

The results of this study are only indicative and subject to few
limitations. The study used only a small sample of 208 participants.
A bigger sample is needed for validation of these findings. Gender
and category wise the sample distribution was unequal. Future
studies must use a sample that is gender and category wise, equally
distributed. Study involved the use of questionnaire survey responses
which might have been affected by social desirability. Future studies
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may use more indirect measures that might give more accurate
results. Future studies may also explore the conditions in which these
prejudiced rape related attitudes develop.
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