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Two experiments were conducted to identify the specific dimensions in por-
trayals of sexual violence that inhibit or disinhibit the sexual responsiveness of
male and female college students. The first experiment replicated earlier
findings that normals are less sexually aroused by portrayals of sexual assault
than by depictions of mutually consenting sex. In the second experiment, it
was shown that portraying the rape victim as experiencing an involuntary
orgasm disinhibited subjects’ sexual responsiveness and resulted in levels of
arousal comparable to those elicited by depictions of mutually consenting sex.
Surprisingly, however, it was found that although female subjects were most
aroused when the rape victim was portrayed as experiencing an orgasm and no
pain, males were most aroused when the victim experienced an orgasm and
pain. The relevance of these data to pornography and to the common belief
among rapists that their victims derive pleasure from being assaulted is dis-
cussed. Misattribution, identification, and power explanations of the findings
are also discussed. Finally, it is suggested that arousing stimuli that fuse
sexuality and violence may have antisocial effects.

The assessment of sexual arousal in re-
sponse to portrayals of sexual violence has
recently become a valuable tool in the treat-
ment of rapists (Abel, Blanchard, & Becker,
1978; Abel, Barlow, Blanchard, & Guild,
1977). Abel et al. (1977), in fact, contend
that measures of sexual responsiveness to the
depiction of rape relative to sexual arousal
engendered by mutually consenting sexual
themes serve as indices of the proclivity to
rape. These investigators base this conten-
tion on the finding that rapists in their sam-
ple evidenced high sexual arousal to audio-
taped portrayals of both rape and consenting
acts, whereas the nonrapist comparison group
showed substantial sexual arousal to the mu-
tually consenting depictions only.

Both the rapist and nonrapist samples
studied by Abel and his colleagues were male
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patients referred for evaluation of their devi-
ant sexual arousal. Other studies, however,
lend some support to the conclusion that nor-
mal subjects are not sexually aroused by sex-
ual violence. Baron and Byrne (1977) sum-
marized the self-reported effects of exposure
to varied sexual stimuli emerging from studies
with both married and unmarried males and
females in the United States and West Ger-
many. They concluded that these studies con-
sistently show that sexual acts involving vio-
lence are among the least arousing of sexual
themes.

Such conclusions appear incongruous with
content analyses revealing that a great deal of
hard core pornography (Smith, 1976; Mc-
Conahay & McConahay, Note 1) and an
increasing percentage of soft core erotica
(“Pornography,” 1976; “Pretty Poison: The
Selling of Sexual Warfare,” 1977; ‘“Really
Socking It to Women,” 1977; Malamuth &
Spinner, Note 2) incorporate violent themes.
It seems likely that publishers’ decisions to
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include violent pornography in their publica-
tions is to some degree a reflection of buyers’
interests. It may well be, therefore, that cer-
tain dimensions distinguish the type of sexual
viclence found in commercially available
erotica from the erotica used in the research
studies cited above. Consistent with this pos-
sibility are the data reported by Schmidt
(1975). This investigator found that both
males and females were highly aroused sex-
ually in response to a movie depicting a rape
but were not at all aroused by a film showing
an extreme sadomasochistic ritual. The latter
stimulus is quite representative of the type
used in most of the research surveyed by
Baron and Byrne (1977). Unfortunately,
Schmidt’s description of the rape stimulus is
not sufficiently detailed to suggest how it may
have differed from those used by Abel et al.
(1977) and therefore possibly account for the
discrepant results of these investigations.
The theoretical basis for the present re-
search was derived from the recent analysis
by Malamuth, Feshbach, and Jaffe (1977) of
the relationship between sexual arousal and
aggression. This position emphasized the in-
fluence of inhibitory and disinhibitory factors.
1t was argued that for some subjects, the por-
trayal of rape may serve a disinhibitory func-
tion by minimizing (from the victim’s per-
spective) responsibility for sexual acts (see
also Hariton & Singer, 1974; Johnson &
Goodchilds, 1973) and (from the assailant’s
perspective) the potential of rejection, per-
formance evaluation, and so on. However,
certain elements within rape portrayals may
serve to strongly inhibit sexual responsive-
ness. Such elements would include the social
inappropriateness of the act or the victim’s
suffering. This analysis suggests that the dii-
ference between deviates and nondeviates is
not primarily in what “turns them on” but
in what “turns them off,” and that normal
subjects may become highly aroused to rape
themes in the context of disinhibitory factors.
A recent experiment by Briddell et al.
(1978) yielded results consistent with an
inhibition—disinhibition analysis. They found
that undergraduate male subjects who were
led to believe that they had consumed alco-
hol, irrespective of whether they actually had,
responded with as much sexual arousal (as
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revealed by direct genital measures) to the
depiction of rape as to mutually desired inter-
course. On the other hand, subjects who were
led to believe that they had not ingested al-
cohol, irrespective of whether they actually
had, revealed penile tumescence differences
between the rape and mutually desired inter-
course that were similar to those reported by
Abel et al. (1977). These data indicate that
disinhibiting subjects via a change in their
cognitive set may result in their sexual re-
sponses to rape stimuli becoming virtually
indistinguishable from those of rapists.

The present investigation was designed to
analyze the specific dimensions within por-
trayals of sexual violence that would inhibit
or disinhibit the sexual responsiveness of
normal subjects. The need for such an investi-
gation was anticipated by Abel and Blanchard
(1976) in their review of research on the
sexual areusal and treatment of deviants.

Examination of the materials used by Abel
et al. (1977) indicated that the differences
between the rape and nonrape stories oc-
curred not only in whether the female was a
willing participant, but also in a number of
other dimensions. As described below, these
dimensions were systematically varied within
sexual stories so as to create differing versions
of the same story and thereby enable the
assessment of the influence of these dimen-
sions on sexual responsiveness. Such an analy-
sis may substantially contribute to the de-
velopment of measures for diagnosing the
proclivity to rape by pinpointing the specific
dimensions that may turn normal, but not
deviate, subjects off.

Experiment 1

The first experiment was intended to repli-
cate Abel et al.’s (1977) finding that normals
respond with less sexual arousal to sexual
assault than to a mutually consenting por-
trayal. The contribution of a number of
inhibitory—disinhibitory dimensions was also
examined.

One such dimension involved the nature of
the female’s experience of pain. Examination
of the rape and nonrape stories used by Abel
et al. (1977) indicated that the rape versions
included considerable victim pain and suffer-
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ing. Pornographic materials incorporating
sexual violence as well as rape fantasies of
many nondeviates, on the other hand, are not
generally associated with much victim pain
(Hariton & Singer, 1974; Johnson & Good-
childs, 1973; Maslow, 1942). It was predicted
that the depiction of pain within the context
of sexual violence would result in little sexual
arousal compared with a mutually consenting
depiction including pain, but that the degree
of sexual arousal generated by the no-pain
versions would be similar irrespective of
whether the story was of a sexually violent or
mutually consenting nature.

In addition to manipulating the female’s
pain and whether the sexual interaction was
of a coercive nature, aspects of the coercive
and noncoercive stories were varied via nest-
ing. Within the coercive versions, the inten-
tions of the aggressor were manipulated. The
assailant was either portrayed as having
planned the assault or as having committed
a rape that was not premeditated. Since in-
tentional crimes are more likely to be per-
ceived as unacceptable (Horai & Bartek,
1978; Maselli & Altrocchi, 1969), it was
predicted that the intentional assault would
inhibit sexual arousal to a greater extent than
the act that was not premeditated.

Within the mutually desired depictions, the
presence of aggressive cues was manipulated.
It was predicted on the basis of earlier re-
search (Malamuth et al., 1977) that aggres-
sive cues would disinhibit “taboo” inhibitions
and consequently enhance sexual responsivity.

The experimental design thus consisted of
a 2(male or female subjects) X 2(assault or
mutually desired) X 2(pain or no pain) fac-
torial design with two levels of intentionality
nested within the assault passages, and two
levels of aggressive cues nested within the
mutually consenting passages. In total, then,
there were eight versions of the same story
and 16 experimental conditions.

Method

Subjects. Three hundred and eight students in
two undergraduate psychology classes at the Uni-
versity of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) partici-
pated in the study at the beginning of a course lec-
ture. Fourteen subjects were omitted from data
analyses because of their failure to complete the
questionnaire. The remaining participants consisted
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of 135 males and 159 females. Preliminary analyses
of the data with students’ class as a variable indi-
cated negligible differences, thereby justifying col-
lapsing the data across this variable.

Procedure. Subjects were informed that they
would be given a booklet containing a short pas-
sage of an erotic nature and a brief questionnaire.
The instructor indicated that anyone who did not
wish to participate was free to leave without being
penalized in any way or could simply choose not
to examine or to complete the materials. No one
left the room. Subjects were asked to remain quiet
until the completion of the study and to avoid look-
ing at anyone else’s booklet because of the private
nature of the materials. Booklets containing the
eight versions of the passage and an attached ques-
tionnaire were then randomly distributed by a female
graduate student who was unknown to the subjects.
The booklets were collected after approximately 15
minutes. At the next meeting of the class, the design
and purpose of the study were presented, and there
was some discussion of preliminary results and the
purposes of such research.

Materials. A one-page description of sexual inter-
course (Malamuth, Feshbach, Fera, & Kunath, Note
3) served as the basis for the following manipula-
tions:

Rape versus nonrape. The rape versions of the
passage began with a description of the woman
fighting the advances of the male and trying un-
successfully to get free. Interspersed throughout the
passage were depictions of her being forcefully
crushed, terrified, paralyzed, and forced. Her reac-
tions consisted of screaming, panic, paralysis, and a
frenzy of tears. In the mutually consenting versions,
in contrast, no reference was made to any force or
resistance and the woman’s reactions were described
as being excited, feeling sensuousness, hungrily pull-
ing him towards her, a sigh of pleasure, and a
frenzy of bliss.

Pain wvariable. The pain version included several
references to the woman’s experiencing waves of
pain, discomfort, hurting, sore, and aching, whereas
the other version did not contain direct references
to pain.

Intent variable (nested within rape versions). The
rape stories included one of the following paragraphs
to differentiate the premeditated from the unplanned
assault. The premeditated version read:

For days he had been waiting to fuck the hell
out of a woman, a proper payment in his mind for
the games women had been playing with him.
Now he particularly appreciated the tinge of
resistance he felt from her. She was feeding his
already large store of antagonism towards women.

The unplanned version, in contrast, read:

His passion had soared beyond control. He had not
meant to lose control like this but there was no
way he could stop himself now. He felt that he
was not responsible for his actions. Nature was
taking over and leading him to act out its course.
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Aggressive cues (nested within nonassault wver-
sions). The words drove, torrent, spun, intense,
pushed, sending, thrust, and pressed in the passages
not containing aggressive cues were replaced by the
words stabbed, assault, moaned, hard-locked,
pounded, driving, rammed, and slammed. An example
of the effect of this variation is in the following
two versions of the same sentence: “His powerful
muscles drove the hardened member through her in
a torrent of forceful thrusts” and “His powerful
muscles stabbed the hardened member through her
in an assault of forceful thrusts.” It should be
reiterated that despite the presence of aggressive
cues, it was very clear that the sexual interaction in
these passage versions was mutually desired.

Dependent measure. Subjects’ reactions to the
passages were assessed by means of a mood check-
list. This form consisted of 11 descriptors of various
moods with instructions to indicate one’s feelings at
the moment. For each mood description, the subject
was asked to check one of 9 points along a scale
ranging from none at all (0) to extremely (8).

Two items, one appearing at the beginning and
one at the end of the list of adjectives, concerned
sexual responsiveness. The first referred to feelings
of “sexual arousal and being sexually ‘turned on,”
whereas the second referred to feeling ‘sexually
tantalized or sensuous.”” The other questionnaire
items inquired about anxiety, boredom, clear think-
ing, frustration, energetic feelings, offense, embar-
rassment, anger, and positive affect.

Since the primary dependent measure of the
present investigation consisted of self-reported sexual
arousal, some discussion of the wvalidity of these
reports is warranted. For nondeviant populations,
self-reported sexual arousal has been generally
found to correlate highly with genital measures
(Abel et al., 1977; Abel, Blanchard, Murphy, Becker,
& Djenderadjian, in press; Heiman, 1977; Schaefer,
Tregerthan, & Colgan, 1976), with the magnitude of
correlations typically ranging from .40 to .70. It is
now recognized that physiological measures, as well
as, of course, self-reports, may be voluntarily
altered by subjects sufficiently motivated to do so
(Abel & Blanchard, 1976; Amorso & Brown, 1973;
Cerny, 1978; Henson & Rubin, 1971; Laws &
Holmen, 1978; Quinsey & Carrigan, 1978). Particu-
larly with “taboo” stimuli such as rape, however,
false positives are unlikely to occur; that is, sub-
jects are not likely to be motivated to report or
create arousal if it does not exist, but there may
be some social desirability tendency to deny arousal.
Discrepancies between self-reports and genital mea-
sures are far more likely to be in the direction of
underestimating rather than overestimating arousal
via self-reports (Abel et al., 1977; Schaefer et al.
1976). It would seem, therefore, that although some
caution is necessary, considerable confidence may be
attached to self-reports of the existence of sexual
arousal, particularly in response to “taboo” stimuli.
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Results

Sexual responsiveness. The two items as-
sessing sexual responsiveness correlated highly,
7(294) = .77, p < .0001. An analysis of
variance (AnNova) was performed on each of
these items individually and on a composite
score computed by averaging them. This
analysis included 2{gender) X 2(consent) X
2(pain) fully crossed factorial variables, 2
levels of intentionality nested within the rape
versions, and 2 levels of aggressive cues nested
within the mutually consenting versions. The
results yielded an effect for the consent varia-
ble that was only a trend on the sexual
arousal item, F(1,278) = 2.17, p < .14, but
was significant on both the sexually tantalized
or sensuous, F(1,278) = 6.44, p < .01, and
the sexual composite, F(1, 278) = 4.74,
P < .03, measures. Subjects who had read the
nonrape versions of the story reported being
more sexually aroused (sexual composite M
= 2.84, n = 145) than those who had read
the rape versions (M = 2.35, n = 149).

Nonsexual affect. The analysis of variance
performed on the nonsexual adjectives also
yielded significant effects as a function of the
consent manipulation. As compared with those
reading the rape versions of the story, sub-
jects reading the mutually consenting versions
felt more positive, F(1,278) = 1891, p <
001 (M = 4.26 vs. M = 3.20), but less angry
F(1,278) = 2340, p <.001 (M = .66 vs.
M = 1.80), and offended F(1,278) = 12.57,
p < .001 (M = 98 vs. M = 1.58). It should
be noted that in general, subjects reported
feeling considerable positive and relatively
little negative affect.

Interaction effects between subjects’ gender
and reactions to the rape versus nonrape pas-
sages were found on the anger, F(1,278) =
8.56, p < .004, and offended, F(1,278) =
9.77, < .002, items. These interactions were
due to both genders expressing nearly identi-
cal and very low levels of anger or offense to
the nonrape stories, whereas in reaction to
the rape stories females expressed more of
these negative feelings than males (see Table

1).
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Discussion

The results are consistent with earlier find-
ings indicating that normals are less sexually
aroused by themes portraying sexual assault
than by mutually consenting depictions. The
results failed to reveal, however, any critical
dimensions that might mitigate the impact of
the consent dimension. As such, these data
do not explain the apparent discrepancy be-
tween findings in the literature that rape
themes are not sexually arousing to normal
subjects and the high prevalence of such
themes in popular pornography.

Experiment 2

The second experiment was designed to
further examine the dimensions that may serve
to disinhibit sexual responsiveness within rape
depictions. Only rape stories were utilized in
this study. Careful examination of the ma-
terials used in the first experiment and those
of Abel et al. (1977) suggested that another
aspect of the victim’s experience in addition
to pain may be of critical importance—the
extent to which she is portrayed as having
derived pleasure from being victimized. The
nonrape stories used by Abel et al. and those
used in our first experiment emphasized the
fact that the woman “liked it” and became
sexually aroused, whereas the rape version,
particularly in Abel et al.’s research, empha-
sized her revolt and disgust. In fact, in de-
scribing the differences between their rape and
nonrape portrayals, Abel et al. (1977, 1978)
refer to two dimensions: (a) The rape stories
involved coercion, whereas the nonrape stories
did not, and (b) the rape depictions empha-
sized that the woman abhorred the experience,
whereas in the nonrape versions much empha-
sis was placed on the woman’s pleasure. Typi-
cal descriptions of rape in pornography, in
contrast, almost invariably emphasize that
the victim eventually became involuntarily
sexually aroused despite her resistance to the
assault (Brownmiller, 1975; Gager & Schurr,
1976; Smith, 1976; McConahay & McCona-
hay, Note 1).

To analyze the importance of this dimen-
sion, a manipulation in the outcome of the
assault was introduced: A few words were
altered to indicate that the victim either
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Table 1

Mean Reports of Anger and Offense to the
Rape and Nonrape Passages as a
Function of Subjects’ Gender

Type of passage

Rape Nonrape
Gender Angry Offended Angry Offended
Male 1.22 1.06 .66 98
Female 2.24 2.37 .66 97

experienced disgust and nausea or an involun-
tary orgasm.' As described below, a validation
study was undertaken as a check of the pas-
sage manipulations.

The experimental design of both the vali-
dation study and the second experiment con-
sisted of a 2(pain or no pain) X 2(premedi-
tated or unplanned) X 2(nausea or orgasm)
X 2{(male or female subjects) fully crossed
factorial design. In the wvalidation study,
undergraduate judges were asked to rate the
stories on a variety of dimensions, whereas in
the experiment itself, the dependent measure
consisted of the mood checklist used in the
first study.

Validation Study

One hundred and thirty-nine male and fe-
male introductory psychology students ful-
filling part of a course requirement partici-
pated in the validation study. The eight ver-
sions of the stories were randomly distributed
to subjects along with an attached question-
naire. It inquired about their perceptions of
how planned the assailant’s actions were;
whether the victim derived any pleasure from
the assault; the intensity, if any, of her sex-
ual emotions; and the amount of pain she
experienced. Participants responded on 5-
point scales ranging from not at all to very.

1 The investigators struggled with the ethics of
including “orgasm” rape depictions in the experi-
ment. In order to study the impact of such com-
monly available portrayals, however, it was decided
to include them followed by a very clear statement
that such depictions are totally false. The discussion
that followed was largely focused on the function
that such portrayals may serve for some readers,
the reasons for the prevalence of so many myths, and
the true horror of the crime of rape.
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Figure 1. Mean sexual arousal as a function of

pain and outcome dimensions.

The data of four subjects were omitted be-
cause of failure to complete the question-
naire.

The manipulation checks provided clear
support for the intended variations in the
content of the stories. Orgasm outcome stories
were perceived as significantly more pleasur-
able, F(1,119) = 17.46, p < .001, and sex-
ually intense, F(l,119) = 8.47, p < .004,
than the nausea outcome stories. Pain stories
were viewed as more painful, F(I,119) =
5.42, p < .025, than no-pain stories. Inten-
tional stories were seen as more planned than
the unintentional versions, F(1, 119) = 40.14,
p < .001.

Method

Subjects. One hundred and twenty-eight students
in two undergraduate psychology classes at UCLA
participated in the experiment at the beginning of
course lectures. Five subjects were omitted from
data analyses because of their failure to complete
the questionnaires. The remaining participants con-
sisted of 68 females and 55 males. Preliminary
analyses of the data with class as a variable yielded
negligible differences; the data were then collapsed
across this variable.

Procedure. The procedure was identical to that
described in Experiment 1.

Materials. The basic rape passage and the ma-
nipulation of the pain and intent variables were
virtually identical to those of Experiment 1. The
manipulation of the outcome variable was accom-
plished by adding at the end of the story one of the
following sentences: “Mary Ann found herself over-
come with disgust, which sent her reeling into a
state of extreme nausea” or “Mary Ann found her-
self overcome with passion, which sent her reeling
into a violent orgasm.”
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subjects’ gender and passage variations of the

Results

Sexual responsiveness. The two items as-
sessing sexual responsiveness were found to
correlate quite highly, »(123) = .62, p <
.0001. An ANovaA yielded a main effect for the
outcome variable on the sexual arousal item,
F = 4.14, p < .05; * the sensuous item, F =
6.47, p < .01; and the composite score, F =
6.57, p < .01. This effect indicated that stories
portraying the victim as experiencing an in-
voluntary orgasm were more sexually stimu-
lating than those in which the victim reacted
with nausea.

A three-way interaction was also obtained
among the outcome, pain, and gender varia-
bles on the sexual arousal, F = 6.42, p < .01,
sensuous, F = 4.01, p < .05; and composite,
F = 6.41, p < .01, measures. As revealed by
the sexual composite scores in Figure 1, both
males and females responded with relatively
low levels of sexual arousal to the depiction
of victim nausea, irrespective of whether pain
was described. However, females were rela-
tively highly aroused when the victim was
described as experiencing an orgasm and no
pain, whereas males were most aroused when
the victim experienced orgasm and pain. Sim-
ple effects follow-ups (Keppel, 1973) revealed
significant differences for females between the
no-pain-nausea outcome and the no-pain—
orgasm conditions, F = 6.66, p < .025, and
for males between the pain—nausea outcome

2 The degrees of freedom for all of the analyses
that follow are 1, 107.
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and the pain—orgasm conditions, F = 4.22,
p < .05.

Nonsexual affect. A main effect as a func-
tion of the outcome variation was also found
for the variable assessing feelings of general
excitation, F = 5.43, p < .025, and an effect
approaching significance on positive affect, F
= 3.34, p < .07. Subjects reported more gen-
eral arousal and positive affect following the
reading of the orgasm as compared with the
nausea outcome.

Main effects as a function of the pain ma-
nipulation were found on the anxiety, F =
5.79, p < .02, and frustration, F = 7.61, p <
.01, variables, and a trend on the angry item,
F =297, p < .10. Subjects were more anx-
jous, frustrated, and angry following the pas-
sages portraying victim pain.

Main effects for the gender variable were
also obtained. Compared to male subjects, fe-
males felt more frustrated, F = 9.14, p <
.005; offended, F = 17.66, p < .001; embar-
rassed, F = 18.36, p < .001; and angered, F
=10.56, p < .002, but less positive, F =
11.48, p < .001, following the reading of
these rape stories. As in the first experiment,
however, the absolute levels of the negative
emotions were rather low for both genders.

Discussion

The data of Experiment 2 indicated that
the manipulation of the outcome dimension
within rape stories significantly influenced
subjects’ levels of sexual arousal. When the
victim was depicted as experiencing an invol-
untary orgasm, subjects reported relatively
high levels of sexual arousal as compared to
when the victim responded with nausea. More-
over, the outcome variable interacted with the
pain and gender variables: Whereas both
genders were relatively not sexually stimu-
lated to the nausea portrayal, males were
relatively highly aroused when the victim
experienced an orgasm and pain, and females
were relatively highly aroused when the vic-
tim experienced an orgasm and no pain.

Prior to discussing the meaning of these
findings, it is important to examine the com-
parability of the data in the two experiments
reported herein. If the data of the second
experiment are collapsed across the outcome
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variable, the results for the rape stories used
in both experiments are highly similar.
Furthermore, the highest mean level of sexual
arousal reported for any of the nonrape ver-
sions of the first experiment, about 3 on a
scale ranging from 0 to 8, is virtually identi-
cal to the highest levels of arousal reported
to certain rape versions in the second experi-
ment.

It is also worthwhile to consider the com-
parability of the present arousal levels to
those of previous research. Unfortunately, it
is not possible to make such a comparison
with Briddell et al.’s (1978) data, since these
investigators reported only mean change in
penile diameter. Abel et al. (1977) presented
subjects’ self-reports and penile tumescence
levels (which are virtually identical for non-
rapists) as a self-reported percentage of maxi-
mum arousal and as a percentage of full erec-
tion. It should be noted, however, that Abel
and his colleagues created individual stories
for each subject on the basis of what that
person found most arousing. Furthermore,
these investigators had the subject listen to
the stories twice before selecting the highest
responses. The mean level of nonrapists’ sex-
ual arousal to the mutually enjoyable stories
was about 60%. The means in the present
experiments in those nonrape and rape condi-
tions that generated the most arousal were
about 449 of the maximum scale level. Con-
sidering the differing procedures employed,
these arousal levels seem to be quite compara-
ble.

A study designed to replicate and extend
the results reported here for the outcome
manipulation was recently completed by
Malamuth and Check (Note 4). This study,
which did not manipulate the pain dimension,
involved male subjects only and utilized geni-
tal measures of physiological arousal as well
as self-reports. Moreover, the basic story used
to manipulate the outcome and consent di-
mensions was taken from those employed by
Abel et al. (1977) and was presented via
audiotapes. The rape depiction portraying the
victim as involuntarily becoming sexually
aroused was found to be significantly more
sexually stimulating to subjects than the rape
version originally used by Abel et al. (1977)
and absolutely, though not significantly, more
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stimulating than the mutually consenting
version.

It would seem that within pornographic
depictions of rape, the victim’s arousal con-
stitutes an important component of these
stimuli’s appeal. This observation is of par-
ticular interest in light of reports by several
investigators that many rapists strongly be-
lieve that their victims derive pleasure from
being assaulted. Gager and Schurr (1976), for
instance, state that “probably the single most
used cry of rapist to victim is: ‘You bitch

. slut . . . you know you want it! You all
want it!’ and afterward, ‘There now, you
really enjoyed it didn't you? Why don’t we
do this again?’” (p. 244). Clark and Lewis
(1977) similarly report finding that “it was
very common for a rapist to ask his victim
whether or not she was enjoying the situation,
and to demand a positive response” (p. 102).

Several reasons may be suggested for sub-
jects’ higher levels of sexual arousal to the
orgasm versus nausea story versions. Subjects
may reinterpret the events preceding the
depiction of the victim’s orgasm so that the
assault is no longer perceived as clearly co-
ercive in nature. Similarly, if subjects are
identifying with the woman, they may respond
with greater arousal if she is aroused. Alterna-
tively, the description of the victim’s orgasm
may serve to justify the assault in the read-
er’s mind and thereby minimize guilt feelings.

Yet another interpretation of this effect is
in terms of the perceived power of the as-
sailant. By forcing a woman to reach an
orgasm despite her abhorrence of the assail-
ant, the rapist may be perceived as having
gained ultimate control over the only source
of power historically associated with a woman
—her body (Clark & Lewis, 1977). Identifi-
cation with a powerful assailant may be
stimulating to individuals reared with “macho”
ideals of the male sex role (Gross, 1978).

The interaction between gender, outcome,
and pain variables may provide further infor-
mation as to which of the interpretations sug-
gested above is the most plausible. This
interaction raises the possibility that differing
interpretations may apply to male and female
subjects. Since females indicated high levels
of sexual arousal when the woman was por-
trayed as experiencing no pain and an or-
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gasm, it would seem that their identification
with the victim would most readily explain
the outcome effect. Males’ reports of the
highest arousal when the victim experienced
pain and an orgasm might be interpreted as
most consistent with a “power” explanation
whereby despite her pain and suffering she is
forced to climax. However, a rather different
interpretation of males’ data may be sug-
gested in terms of misattribution or mislabel-
ling processes. Within the context of the
orgasm description, the victim’s pain may be
perceived as reflecting intense pleasure, given
the many physiological and overt similarities
in the manifestations of these intense emo-
tional responses (Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin,
& Gebhard, 1953).

The finding that sexually violent depictions
may stimulate considerable levels of sexual
arousal in normal subjects raises an im-
portant question: What are the effects of
being sexually stimulated by such violent
themes? This issue is of particular importance
in light of the continuous increase in the
frequency of such stimuli over the past few
years (Malamuth & Spinner, Note 2). The
research of the President’s Commission on
Obscenity and Pornography (1970), which
concluded that there was no evidence to indi-
cate that exposure to pornography had anti-
social effects, did not adequately examine the
effects of sexually violent portrayals (Cline,
1973; Donnerstein & Hallam, 1978; Mala-
muth, Haber, & Feshbach, 1980), partially
because the prevalence of such themes is a
relatively recent phenomenon.

On theoretical grounds, there is reason to
be concerned about exposure to such fusion
of sexuality and violence, particularly when
relatively high levels of sexual arousal are
stimulated. One process that may potentially
occur is suggested by research on homosexu-
ality. Herman, Barlow, and Agras (1974)
reported that repeatedly exposing homosexuals
to heterosexual stimuli and instructing them
to “imagine engaging in heterosexual behav-
ior” was sufficient, as indicated in self-reports
and physiological measures, to modify their
arousal patterns and increase heterosexual
behavior outside the laboratory. The authors
suggest that the extinction of avoidance
tendencies and providing new fantasy ma-
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terial may have been responsible for the
increased sexual arousal to the heterosexual
stimuli.

Similar exposure—arousal-behavior processes
may operate when subjects are repeatedly
presented with sexually violent stimuli. If the
use of violence in sexual and other relations
has been generally frowned upon in society,
we would expect most individuals to possess
strong inhibitory or avoidance tendencies vis-
a-vis such acts. Exposure to portrayals of sex-
ual violence may under certain conditions
reduce these inhibitory patterns (Malamuth
et al., 1977).

The type of conditions that may lead to
such effects is suggested by the Herman et al.
(1974) study. These investigators reported
that only those stimuli that elicited relatively
intense sexual reactions were found to lead to
new fantasies and behavior. It would seem
that certain factors, such as those induced by
the belief that one is under the influence of
alcohol (Briddell et al., 1978) or the percep-
tion that the rape victim derived pleasure
from the assault, may alter the cognitive
inhibitors of normals and thereby enable the
generation of considerable levels of sexual
arousal.

The elicitation of sexual arousal within a
violent context may result in a conditioning
process whereby violent acts become associ-
ated with sexual pleasure, a highly powerful
unconditioned stimulus and reinforcer. In
fact, many current treatments for individuals
exhibiting violent sexual behavior or fantasies
(Abel et al., 1978; Brownell, Hayes, & Bar-
low, 1977; Hayes, Brownell, & Barlow, 1978)
are based on the premise that the association
of fantasies with sexual arousal may result in
therapeutic changes. From a learning perspec-
tive, it is equally likely that exposure to
violence juxtaposed with sexually arousing
stimuli could increase sexual arousal to such
violent stimuli and possibly lead to changes
in behavior.

From a more cognitive perspective, similar
effects may be anticipated. The information
conveyed in much of the sexually violent
material is that even if women seem to be
disinterested or repulsed by a pursuer, the
allegedly basic need to be dominated will
inevitably result in their becoming “turned
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on” to overpowering by the male assailant.
Such portrayals may affect beliefs about
appropriate male—female relations and about
the meaning of disinterested responses com-
municated by females (Johnson & Good-
childs, 1973).

Clearly, there exists a need for further
empirical research designed to analyze the
reactions of normal subjects to varied types
of sexually violent stimuli and to study the
effects of these exposures on such areas as
beliefs about the appropriateness of using
force in sexual relations, sexual fantasies, re-
actions to sexual assailants and victims, and
the proclivity to actual acts of sexual violence.
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