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acceptance of interpersonal violence)	by revising the relevant measures…so that they 

parallel more closely their respective constructs, as originally defined by Burt” (Lonsway 

and Fitzgerald 1995:705) and then assessing the variance of a specific measure of 

Hostility Towards Women (Check, et al. 1985). They concluded that the “Hostility 

Toward Women Scale scores alone accounts for 21% of the variance in women's rape  

 
Hostility Towards Women Scale (Check, et al. 1985) 
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myth acceptance scores, but 40% of the variance (i.e., virtually double) among the men. 

Clearly, this variable is a very powerful concept in men's cognitive understanding of 

rape.” (707) They suggested that Burt’s instruments “may be tapping a multidimensional 

misogyny, a construct that is at once broader than those Burt proposes and also more 

specifically antiwoman than the gender-neutral descriptions and titles of her scales would 

suggest.” (709) 

 
Payne et al., 1999 

In this study Diana Payne, Kimberley Lonsway and Louise Fitzgerald developed 

Lonsway and Fitzgerald’s 1995 critique of Burt’s original work on rape myth acceptance 

in order to develop a more rigorous measure entitled the Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance 

Scale (IRMAS). They began by noting that following “the traditions of psychology, 

sociology, anthropology, and philosophy, the concept of myth is theorized to constitute 

(1) false or apocryphal beliefs that (2) explain some cultural phenomenon and (3) whose 

importance lies in maintaining existing cultural arrangements.” (Payne, et al. 1999:29) 

Consistent with Lonsway and Fitzgerald’s 1995 observation that “the essential 

characteristic of a myth is not necessarily the degree to which it represents an empirical 

fact…but rather the particular cultural function that is served by the belief or attitude,” 

(Lonsway and Fitzgerald 1995:704) they reaffirmed Lonsway and Fitzgerald’s 1994 

definition of rape myths as “attitudes and beliefs that are generally false but are widely 

and persistently held, and that serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression against 

women.” (Lonsway and Fitzgerald 1994:134; Payne et al. 1999:29) 
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Noting that “[d]espite extant theoretical and empirical work with the construct of rape 

myths, comparatively little research has focused on the questions of underlying structure 

and conceptual mapping,” (Payne et al. 1999:31) they set out to remedy this deficit by 

undertaking “the first large-scale investigation into the question of rape myth structure.” 

(32) Based on a literature review Payne, Lonsway and Fitzgerald extracted 120 rape myth 

items which, through psychometric analysis, multidimensional scaling and cluster 

analysis they reduced to 19 rape myth categories.  

 

In the first sub-study, Payne et al. conducted factor analysis on the 19 components and 

first reduced them to 11 items labeled “She was careless; She implicitly agreed; She 

deserved it; It wasn’t really rape; He didn’t mean to; She wanted it; She lied; Rape is a 

trivial event; Rape is a deviant event; Rape is natural; and Rape is inevitable.” (36) 

Correlations indicated that that “Rape is inevitable and Rape is natural were not highly 

related to the other components and therefore, presumably, not to the general rape myth 

acceptance construct” and so they were removed. Results also indicated that She 

implicitly agreed, She was careless, and She deserved it could be consolidated under She 

asked for it with little loss of information, (36) resulting in seven different rape myth 

components; She asked for it; It wasn’t really rape; He didn’t mean to; She wanted it; 

She lied; Rape is a trivial event; Rape is a deviant event. (42) 

 

Study 2 examined the structure of the construct by using a paired comparison 

methodology and resulted in diagnosis of 9 conceptual clusters, the first six of which 

correlated closely with items yielded by Study 1. These were labeled Male Absolution 
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(corresponding to He didn’t mean it); Women lie about rape (She lied); Women 

exaggerate about the effects of rape (Rape is a trivial event); It’s not rape if (It wasn’t 

really rape); Rape only occurs in the bad part of town (Rape is a deviant event). The final 

three clusters were labeled She led him on, The woman is responsible for preventing the 

rape and She was a tease/promiscuous, which, the authors note, “appear to be subtypes of 

the more general She asked for it component of Study 1.” (44) 

 

On the basis of this analysis the IRMA scale was developed as follows: 

 
Subscale 1: She asked for it 

- If a woman is raped while she is drunk, she is at least somewhat responsible for letting 
things get out of control.  

- When women go around wearing low-cut tops or short skirts, they’re just asking for 
trouble.  

- If a woman goes home with a man she doesn’t know, it is her own fault if she is raped. 

- When a woman is a sexual tease, eventually she is going to get into trouble.  

- A woman who ‘‘teases’’ men deserves anything that might happen.  

- When women are raped, it’s often because the way they said ‘‘no’’ was ambiguous.  

- A woman who dresses in skimpy clothes should not be surprised if a man tries to force 
her to have sex.  

- A woman who goes to the home or apartment of a man on the first date is implying that 
she wants to have sex.  

 

Subscale 2: It wasn’t really rape 

- If a woman doesn’t physically fight back, you can’t really say that it was rape.  

- A rape probably didn’t happen if the woman has no bruises or marks. 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- If the rapist doesn’t have a weapon, you really can’t call it a rape.  

- If a woman doesn’t physically resist sex—even when protesting verbally—it really 
can’t be considered rape.  

- If a woman claims to have been raped but has no bruises or scrapes, she probably 
shouldn’t be taken too seriously.  

 
Subscale 3: He didn’t mean to 

- When men rape, it is because of their strong desire for sex.  

- Rapists are usually sexually frustrated individuals.  

- When a man is very sexually aroused, he may not even realize that the woman is 
resisting.  

- Men don’t usually intend to force sex on a woman, but sometimes they get too sexually 
carried away.  

- Rape happens when a man’s sex drive gets out of control.  

 
Subscale 4: She wanted it 

- Although most women wouldn’t admit it, they generally find being physically forced 
into sex a real ‘‘turn-on.’’  

- Many women secretly desire to be raped.  

- Many women find being forced to have sex very arousing.  

- Some women prefer to have sex forced on them so they don’t have to feel guilty about 
it.  

- Many women actually enjoy sex after the guy uses a little force.  

 
Subscale 5: She lied 

- Women who are caught having an illicit affair sometimes claim that it was rape.  

- Many so-called rape victims are actually women who had sex and ‘‘changed their 
minds’’ afterwards.  

- Rape accusations are often used as a way of getting back at men. 
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- A lot of women lead a man on and then they cry rape.  

- A lot of times, women who claim they were raped just have emotional problems.  

 

Subscale 6: Rape it a trivial event 

- If a woman is willing to ‘‘make out’’ with a guy, then it’s no big deal if he goes a little 
further and has sex.  
 
- Rape isn’t as big a problem as some feminists would like people to think 

- Being raped isn’t as bad as being mugged and beaten.  

- Women tend to exaggerate how much rape affects them.  

- If a woman isn’t a virgin, then it shouldn’t be a big deal if her date forces her to have 
sex.  

 
Subscale 7: Rape is a deviant event 

- Rape mainly occurs on the ‘‘bad’’ side of town.  

- Usually, it is only women who do things like hang out in bars and sleep around that are 
raped.  

- Men from nice middle-class homes almost never rape.  

- It is usually only women who dress suggestively that are raped. 

- Rape is unlikely to happen in the woman’s own familiar neighborhood.  

- In reality, women are almost never raped by their boyfriends.  

- Rape almost never happens in the woman’s own home.  

 

4. Rape Supportive Beliefs and Sexual Aggression 

 
Katherine Ryan has argued that rape myths “can influence sexual scripts that determine 

sexual attitudes and behavior” (Ryan 2011:774) and that “acquaintance rapists and 
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convicted sex offenders have a common belief system that includes rape myths, other 

rape-supportive beliefs (e.g., adversarial sex, hypersexuality), and sexual scripts” which 

“encourage sexual narcissism, allow for victim blame, and the minimization and denial of 

rape.” (777)  

 

Indeed, there are numerous studies demonstrating the relationship between rape-

supportive attitudes (‘Rape Myth Acceptance’, ‘Hostility Towards Women,’ ‘Adversarial 

Sexual Beliefs,’ ‘Acceptance of Interpersonal Violence’ etc.) and sexual aggression.  

 
Briere and Malamuth, 1983 

This study examined “the relative effectiveness of sexuality variables versus attitudes 

hypothesized to be rape-supportive in the prediction of ‘likelihood to rape’ (LR) and 

‘likelihood to use sexual force’ (LF) measures,” concluding that “sexuality variables were 

generally not predictive of LF or LR” while “a variety of rape-supportive attitudes and 

beliefs such as blaming the victim for her rape or viewing sexual violence as sexually 

arousing to women were successful predictors of both LF and LR.” (Briere and 

Malamuth 1983:315) 

 
Koss, Leonard et al, 1985 

This study examined the psychological characteristics of three types of sexually 

aggressive men selected in the basis of the Sexual Experiences Survey (Koss and Gidycz 

1985) and tested the psychological variables relevant to two major theories of rape – the 

psychopathology model and the social control/social conflict model. Koss, Leonard et al. 

concluded that the “results of the present study indicate the importance of rape-supportive 
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beliefs in differentiating men who report sexual aggression from men who do not report 

such behavior.” (Koss, Leonard, et al. 1985:990) 

 
Muehlenhard and Linton, 1987 

This study was designed to assess “the incidence of and the risk factors for date rape and 

other forms of male-against-female sexual aggression (SA) in dating situations,” 

(Muehlenhard and Linton 1987:186) and found that “[s]exually aggressive men were 

more likely than nonaggressive men to accept traditional sex roles, violence toward 

women, adversarial sexual beliefs, and rape myths. These results are consistent with 

those of previous studies.” (195) 

 
Further studies which show a link between rape-supportive attitudes and sexual 

aggression include: 

- Rapaport, K., & Burkhart, B. R. (1984). Personality and attitudinal characteristics 
of sexually coercive college males. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 93(2), 216-
221.  

- Muehlenhard, C. L, Friedman, D. E., & Thomas, C. M. (1985). Is date rape 
justifiable? The effects of dating activity, who initiated, who paid, and men's 
attitudes toward women. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 9, 297-309.  

- Malamuth, N. M. (1986). Predictors of naturalistic sexual aggression. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 50, 953-962. 	

- Malamuth, N., Sockloskie, R. J., Koss, M., & Tanaka, J. S. (1991). Characteristics 
of aggressors against women: Testing a model using a national sample of college 
students. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 59(5), 670-681.  

- Lackie, L., & de Man, A. F. (1997). Correlates of sexual aggression among male 
university students. Sex Roles, 37(5/6), 451-457.  

- Abbey, A., McAuslan, P., Zawacki, T., Clinton, A. M., & Buck, P. O. (2001). 
Attitudinal, experiential, and situational predictors of sexual assault perpetration. 
Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 16(8), 784-807.  

- Loh, C., Gidycz, C. A., Lobo, T. R., & Luthra, R. (2005). A prospective analysis 
of sexual assault perpetration: Risk factors related to perpetrator characteristics. 
Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 20, 1325–1348. 
 

 



	 351	

Appendix II: Summary of Scientific Disputations of Thornhill and Palmer’s Theory 
	

1. By-product Hypothesis 
Thesis: Rape “may be only a by-product of other 
psychological adaptations, especially those that function 
to produce the sexual desires of males for multiple 
partners without commitment.” (Thornhill and Palmer 
2000a:59-60)  

Disputation: “Since we have an evolutionary history, 
everything that we are and do can be furnished with an 
evolutionary explanation.” Therefore “such explanations are 
crushingly trivial” (Coyne 2003:176) 
Thornhill and Palmer claim that “[w]hen one is considering 
any feature of living things, whether evolution applies is 
never a question.” (12) This constitutes an “explicit admission 
that the by-product hypothesis lacks the defining property of 
any scientific theory – falsifiability, that is, the ability to be 
disproven by some possible observation.” (Coyne 2003: 176) 

2. Direct Adaptation: The ‘Rape-specific’ Hypothesis 
Thesis: Rape results from an adaptation “that was directly favored by selection because it increased male reproductive 
success by way of increasing mate number.” (338) It is a “direct adaptation installed by natural selection to allow sexually 
disenfranchised men to produce children.” (Coyne 2003: 174) 
I: Demonstration of Adaptation 
a) Selection and Adaptation: Thornhill and Palmer 
maintain that “selection is the most important cause of 
evolution” (8) and “selective pressure will be apparent in 
the functional design of the adaptation.” (240) That is, 
functional design provides evidence of adaptation by 
selection pressure.  

This account sidelines four other accepted forces of evolution 
– drift, mutation, recombination and gene flow. (E. A. Lloyd 
2003:240) 
Functional design is not sufficient to infer adaptation by 
selection pressure, population geneticist Sewall Wright’s 
‘Shifting Balance Theory,’ “demonstrate[s] the possibility of 
mutation and drift playing a major role in producing 
adaptations.” (243) 

b) Adaptation and Diversity: The “diversity of life has 
two major components: adaptations and the effect of 
adaptions” (244) 

This “is not the mainstream evolutionary view” (Lloyd 2003: 
244) For example; phyletic remnants - such as the five-digit 
vertebrate limb - are not necessarily maintained due to 
selection pressure, but as a result of phyletic inertia. Hence, 
the choice between adaptation or by-product of adaptation is 
not exhaustive. 

c) Specificity of Psychological Adaptations: Thornhill 
and Palmer’s thesis depends on the notion that very 
specific psychological adaptation could be selected for.  

This depends on the “scientifically undefended thesis – 
contradicted by neuropsychological data – that the brain is 
constructed of a high number of very special-purpose 
physiological mechanisms.” (Lloyd 2003: 245) This is a 
familiar “hobby-horse” of evolutionary psychologists who are 
“considered a fringe group by most evolutionary theorists.” 
(246) 

d) It is scientifically necessary to demonstrate that a trait 
is an adaptation by: 

 

i) Showing genotype/phenotype variation Thornhill and Palmer claim that the rape adaptation is 
universal, hence there is – conveniently – no variation that 
could be demonstrated.   

ii) Showing evolutionary antecedents Use of evidence from non-humans is inconsistent. Rape exists 
in some species but not in others. Thornhill and Palmer appeal 
to evidence from scorpion flies, but sideline behaviour of non-
human primates that does not fit their thesis. 

iii) Examining past evolutionary circumstances: The 
“crucial assumption of their entire book is that rape was 
indeed, at some point in evolution, a reproductively 
successful strategy” (Lloyd 2003: 249)  

Provide no historical evidence, and rely on present estimate 
that 2% of rapes lead to conception. This may be sufficient to 
produce selection pressure, but fail to show that “raping 
provided, at some point in history a higher frequency of 
fertilization than nonraping for those individuals. (Lloyd 
2003: 249) They “begin by assuming that the trait is an 
adaptation and reason backward from there.” (242) 
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II: Demonstration of Mechanism 
a) Males are capable of performing a cost/benefit 
calculation about the utility of rape as a reproductive 
strategy 

While difficult, the existence of a mechanism of cost/benefit 
analysis is not untestable and “must be shown to exist in the 
societies with corresponding variations in rape rates.” (Lloyd 
2003: 242) They provide no evidence (Travis 2003b:212) and 
as such, “all such speculations remain mere stories about our 
unrecoverable past.” (Coyne 2003: 180)  

b) Ability to detect female vulnerability to rape “While we are telling evolutionary stories, isn’t it more likely 
that the ability to detect vulnerability evolved as a broadly 
valuable social and parenting capacity.” (Lloyd 2003: 247) 

III: Demonstration of Predictions 
a) Most women raped will be of childbearing age (70-73) Rape in America Survey (1/3 of victims are under 11 and 2/3 

under 17 (Koss 2003:195) When postmenopausal women are 
taken into account as well, “a significant number of rape 
victims are either too old or too young to reproduce.” (Coyne 
2003: 180) 

b) Rapists will not seriously injure their victims (76) 22% of peacetime rapes involve excessive injury which 
“plainly supports the view that at least some rapes involve 
anger and gratuitous violence and are not completely 
motivated by a desire to reproduce.” (Coyne 2003: 180). 
Moreover, wartime rape frequently involves multiple 
perpetrators (which is less reproductively adaptive) and often 
ends in mutilation and/or murder. “There are thus a great 
many rapes that are nonreproductive.” (181) 

“Faced with many clear cases of nonadaptive rapes, Thornhill and Palmer revert to their two fallback positions: the by-
product hypothesis and special pleading about the different conditions of our evolutionary past.” (Coyne 2003: 181) 
“Aspects of rape that seem adaptive must have evolved by direct selection, while non-adaptive aspects are seen as 
evolutionary holdovers or by-products. Lawyers call this ‘arguing the alternative.’ It’s not science, but advocacy.” (182) 
Explaining away non-adaptive rapes “is defensible only in the absence of other alternative explanations for the occurrence 
of the nonreproductive rapes, that is, in the absence of explanations based on dominance and aggression.” (241) 
c) Rape victims who suffer most violence will be less 
distressed (92, 192) 

Major predictor of PTSD is “objective severity of the violence 
inflicted” (Koss 2003: 196) 

d) Vaginal penetration will be more distressing than 
other forms of rape (94, 192) 

Methodological obstacles: i) Meaning of different forms of 
penetration is culturally conditioned ii) Many rapes involve 
multiple types of penetration iii) Amount of injury is 
significant and would need to be controlled for to establish 
effect of type of penetration  (Koss 2003: 196) 

e) Married women and women of child-bearing age will 
experience more distress (89-93, 192-193). Support 
derived from study of 79 rape victims in Philadelphia, 
analyzed by Thornhill and Thornhill that “showed that 
reproductive-age victims suffered significantly more 
psychological trauma than non-reproductive age victims.” 
(90) 

i) Girls under 12 did appear to suffer less trauma, but were 
interviewed only 5 days after assault, despite fact that CSA is 
known to have the “most severe, broad, and long-lasting” 
effects. (Koss 2003: 195) 
ii) Rates of distress between reproductive and post-
menopausal women did not differ. The contrast between 
reproductive and non-reproductive women was obtained by 
lumping together young and older women with the younger 
group contributing the entire difference. This is an incidence 
of statistical sleight-of-hand and “is not the way scientists 
normally behave.” (Coyne 2003: 183) 

f) Rapists will tend to be men from lower socio-economic 
classes “who supposedly have limited access to mates.” 
(Coyne: 2003 182) 

This is true but poorer men are disproportionately represented 
among all violent criminals. (Coyne 2003: 182) 
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