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Sexual Arousal to Rape and Consenting Depictions:
The Importance of the Woman’s Arousal

Neil M. Malamuth and James V. P. Check
University of Manitoba, Winnipeg, Canada

In order to pinpoint the elements in rape portrayals that inhibit the arousal of
nondeviants, 143 male and female undergraduate students were randomly as-
signed to read one of eight versions of an erotic passage. The independent vari-
ables manipulated in the stories were consent (nonconsent vs. consent), out-
come (woman’s arousal vs. disgust) and pain (woman'’s pain vs. no pain). Sex of
subject was the fourth independent variable in a fully ¢rossed 2 x 2 X 2 X 2
factorial design. The data indicated that both in terms of experimentally manipu-
lated variables and individual within-cell perceptual differences, the outcome
dimension was the only variable that significantly affected subjects’ sexual
arousal, F(1, 127) = 9.35, p < .004. Portrayals that depicted the woman as
experiencing sexual arousal, irrespective of whether they portrayed rape or
consenting interactions, were reported by subjects to be more sexually stimu-
lating than those depicting the woman’s disgust.

Abel, Barlow, Blanchard, and Guild (1977)
found that rapists evidenced about equal levels of
penile tumescence to audiotaped portrayals of
both rape and consenting sexual acts, whereas
nonrapists showed higher arousal (both in self-
report and tumescence measures) to the consent-
ing depictions. These investigators suggest that
sexual responsivity to rape relative to consenting
themes may be a measure of a ‘‘proclivity to
rape’’ that can be used in the diagnosis and treat-
ment of rapists. Some support for the possibility
that such a measure may also assess aggressive
tendencies in nondeviants comes from research
showing that sexual arousal to certain types of
rape as contrasted with arousal to consenting
portrayals is positively correlated for male col-
lege students with self-reported possibility of
raping (Malamuth & Check, in press; Malamuth,
Haber, & Feshbach, 1980) and with levels of
aversive noise that subjects choose to deliver to a
female (Malamuth, Note 1).
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Examination of the differences between the
sexual arousal of rapists and nonrapists points to
elements within rape portrayals that inhibit the
arousal of nonrapists but not that of rapists (Bar-
baree, Marshall, & Lanthier, 1979). There are at
least three dimensions that differentiate between
the rape and consenting portrayals that may ac-
count for the inhibitory effect: (a) The nonrape
portrayals describe the woman as consenting,
whereas the rape vignettes indicate that she does
not consent to the sexual acts (i.e., the consent
dimension); (b} in the nonrape depictions the
woman is portrayed as becoming sexually aroused
and deriving pleasure, whereas in the rape depic-
tions she abhors and is disgusted by the experi-
ence (i.e., the outcome dimension); (c) in the
nonrape portrayals the woman does not experi-
ence pain, whereas in the rape portrayals she
does (i.e., the pain dimension).

Two previous studies examined the effects of
the dimensions outlined above (Malamuth &
Check, in press; Malamuth, Heim, & Feshbach,
1980). These studies, using self-reported and
penile tumescence measures of sexual arousal,
implicated the outcome dimension as responsible
for differences in nondeviants’ arousal to rape
versus consenting portrayals. However, these
experiments did not fully analyze the potential
main and interactive effects of these dimensions,
because they only manipulated a subset of the
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dimensions described. The present study em-
ployed a fully crossed factorial design that in-
cluded systematic manipulations of each of the
relevant dimensions.

Method
Subjects

The subjects were 77 male and 66 female stu-
dents at the University of Manitoba. Students
from an introductory psychology class signed up
for the experiment, and those from a social
psychology class participated within a course
lecture. Preliminary analyses of the sexual arou-
sal data with class as a variable indicated negli-
gible differences, thus justifying collapsing across
this variable. Within each sex, approximately
equal numbers of subjects were randomly as-
signed to each experimental condition (story).

Materials

Srories.” Eight versions of an erotic story of
about 1,000 words were constructed. The inde-
pendent variables manipulated in the content of
the stories! were consent (nonconsent vs. con-
sent), pain (pain vs. no pain), and outcome
(woman’s arousal vs. woman’s disgust).

Questionnaire. Sexual arousal was measured
on an 11-point scale ranging from 0% to 100%.
For nondeviant populations, self-reported sexuatl
arousal has been generally found to correlate
quite highly with genital measures (e.g., Abel et
al., 1977). The magnitude of correlations typically
has ranged from .40 to .70, although there seems
to be less correspondence for women than for
men (Hatch, 1979). It is now recognized that
physiological measures, as well as, of course,
self-reports, may be voluntarily altered by sub-
jects sufficiently motivated to do so (e.g., Laws
& Holmen, 1978).

Since the present study focused on the sexual
responses of nondeviants, it was important to
obtain a relatively representative sample. To this
end, only self-reported measures of sexual arou-
sal were used in light of research indicating im-
portant differences in sexual attitudes, personal-
ity indices, and sexual behavior between volun-
teers and nonvolunteers for research using genital
measures (e.g., Farkas, Sine, & Evans, 1978). In
contrast, research has generally not shown such
differences between volunteers and nonvolun-
teers for sex research using questionnaires (Bar-
ker & Perlman, 1975). The use of self-reported
sexual arousal allowed the present study to be
carried out within an intact class in which virtu-
ally all subjects participated as well as with vol-
unteers who signed up for the study.
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Items on the questionnaire assessed percep-
tions of the woman’s willingness on a 10-point
scale and the woman'’s pleasure and pain on 9-
point scales. These were used as manipulation
checks and to examine relationships between
perceptions of the stories and sexual arousal.

Procedure

Subjects were run in groups of from 15 to 55
subjects. At the session’s beginning, it was stated
that the stories contained pornography that some
might find offensive, that responses were com-
pletely anonymous, and that anyone was free to
leave at any time without any penalty. No subject
left the room. Subjects were also told that they
were under no obligation to fill out the materials.
Each subject was then given one version of the
story with a questionnaire to complete after read-
ing the story. Also attached was an envelope with
a written debriefing, which subjects read after
completing the questionnaire. The debriefing of
subjects who read rape depictions stressed the
true horror of rape and presented several points
intended to dispel a number of rape myths.

Results
Manipulation Checks

Perceptions of the woman'’s willingness, plea-
sure, and pain were analyzed with a 2 (consent) X
2 (pain) X 2 (outcome) X 2 (sex of subject)
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA).
This analysis yielded an effect of all three story
variables on the total item set, F(3, 125) > 33,
p < .0001, for each variable. The results are
summarized in Table 1. Univariate analyses indi-
cated that the consent variable had effects on all
three perception items, the pain variable affected
only perceptions of pain, and the outcome vari-
able yielded effects on both perceptions of plea-
sure and willingness (Table 1). Standardized dis-
criminant function coefficients, however, which
assess each dependent variable’s unique rela-
tionship to a given effect, revealed that each
manipulation had its unique effect on its corre-
sponding manipulation check (rows 3, 7, and 11
of Table 1).

These data indicate that the consent, pain, and
outcome dimensions were effectively manipu-
lated. However, it also appears that in people’s
perceptions there exists some association be-
tween certain variables such that the manipula-
tion of one of these may also be perceived as
affecting another (e.g., rape depictions may be

! Copies of the stories are available upon request
from the first author.
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perceived as involving more pain than consenting
portrayals even if the same amount of pain is
actually described).

Sexual Arousal

Ratings of sexual arousal were affected only
by outcome, F(1, 127) = 9.35, p < .004, with
higher levels to the arousal outcome (M = 41.9%)
than to the disgust outcome (M = 29.3%) depic-
tions. Examination of the cell means shows that
this difference was consistent for each gender for
both rape and consenting depictions. There was
also a sex of subject effect, F(1, 127) = 10.25,
p < .003, with males (M = 41.7%) reporting
more sexual arousal than females (M = 28.6%).

To determine the extent to which the data
herein correspond to those of Abel et al. (1977), a
planned comparison was made between the two
conditions comparable to those used in their
research—the consenting, arousal outcome, no-
pain condition v rsus the nonconsenting, disgust
outcome, pain condition. As expected, sexual
arousal in the former condition (M = 46.5%) was
greater than in the latter condition (M = 29.3%),
F(1, 127) = 4.70, p < .0S.

Within-Cell Relationships

An analysis was carried out to determine to
what extent subjects’ individual differences in
perceptions of each of the stories related to sexual
arousal. The average within-cell correlations
were calculated between sexual arousal to the
stories and perceptions of these stories (i.e.,
woman’s willingness, pain, and pleasure). Con-
sistent with the between-cells results, sexual
arousal correlated only with perceptions of the
woman'’s pleasure, r(141) = .35, p < .001.

Discussion

Both in terms of experimentally manipulated
variables and individual within-cell perceptual
differences, the data clearly indicate that the
woman’s sexual arousal was the only variable
that significantly affected subjects’ sexual arou-
sal. Depictions of the woman as experiencing
sexual arousal were more sexually stimulating
than those depicting the woman’s disgust. Simi-
larly, average within-cell correlations indicated
that only perceptions of the woman’s pleasure
correlated with subjects’ sexual arousal.

The importance of the outcome dimension
might be related to sex role socialization within
the context of sexual gaming (Clark & Lewis,
1977). The traditional sexual scripts (Gagnon &
Simon, 1973) that people are frequently brought
up with dictate that women are not supposed to
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Table 1

Effects of the Consent, Pain, and Outcome
Variables on Perception of the Woman’s
Experience

Perception of the
woman's experience

Willing-
Story variable ness Pain Pleasure
. Consent

Nonconsent M 3.48 5.92 3.37

Consent M 7.46 4.46 5.33

DFC 72 -.27 43

F(1, 127) 77.26%* 35.57*%* 23.86**
Pain

Pain M 5.22 6.64 4.27

No pain M 5.77 3.62 4.45

DFC 1 1.02 .03

F(1, 127) 1.33 101.12%* 25
QOutcome

Disgust M 4.59 5.39 2.58

Arousal M 6.36 4.97 6.11

DFC 12 —.01 .95

F(1, 127) 15.97* 2.75 115.97**

Note. DEC = discriminant function coefficient. For a
discussion of discriminant function analysis, see
Tatsuoka (1971).

*p < .001. ** p < .0001.

openly indicate their sexual interest (Clark &
Lewis, 1977). Thus, people may learn to focus on
the woman’s perceived sexual responses as the
true index of her desires while ignoring other
sources of information. Consequently, if a woman
is perceived as disgusted by sexual acts,
subjects’ sexual arousal may be inhibited irre-
spective of other indications she may give of her
consent. Indications that the woman is sexually
aroused, in contrast, may create a context
wherein other potential inhibitors (e.g., lack of
consent, pain, violence, presence of a knife, etc.)
have no effect.
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