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| anger does not seem to be a main cOmponent of the victim's initial reaction.

I THE PERSON OR ORGARNIZATION ORIGIN-

-

University;of Massachusetts, Amherst

STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE-

EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY

literature (see. €.8ey’ Burgess & Holmstrom. l97ba. 1974b 1976 Bryant
&cmﬂ 19775 Griffin, 1971; Hursch, 1977; Weis &:Wei.:. 1975). While °
fear (of 1injury, death ahd the rapist) is the primary reaction to rape
experi@nce by victims. self blame may be. second only to\fear in frequency

> Ly

of - occurrence. Self - blame is far more common/than anger* "Interestingly‘ f’- o

3
She appears to feel responsile in spite of her feelings of helplessness

and fear (Calhoun, Selby, & King, 1976,. p. 123) " _‘f,/ . /
In considering the few facts which exist on victim precipitation

in the crinme of rape. howé‘er. it becomes obvious that the victims' _f§r‘

- R =

* attributional strategies (1.e:, self -Blame) do not“ref&ect an accurate

. S :
-appraisal of the woman's causal 1ole in .the assault The.National N

Commission .on the Causes and Prevention of Violence (1969) concluded that ’
only b.b%.of rapes are victim precipitated. A higher.figure; 19%, has"been .
propOsed by Amir (1971), who used a considerably broader definition in” |
establishing his criteria for victin® precipitation. The\discrepancy between R
the National Commission s findings and those of‘nmir may be due to the

greater discretion afforded the data-interpreter by Amir's broader defini- '
tioF. which included such criteria as "risky situations marred with sexu-
ality.” §till it is of particular note that neither 4, &% nor 192 repr;sentsv
a ma jority of rape situations. yet the rape literature. in discussing the

pervasivness of self-blame among victims. appears to generalize from the
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- .experienCes of most - rape victims., IR ;’(' ,-' . R : ¥4

Self-blame by,rape victims does not ﬁeflect a realistic. app;aisal

I
i

. .

pIayed by the woman 1in, the assault. ‘qu, then. can one - “

¥

_ account fdr\ he pervasiveness 2? such feelings° A familiar response is

that women been socialize }o ac%ept blame for their own victimiza—

/

a-l
(R

tion, or, as Brownmiller (1975) §uggests, we are conditnoned to a female ’

'victim mentalihyi Browqmiller discusses the psychologies of Deutsch
g ,gf
¢ and Horney, whq both view masochism as a feminine trait (though considered \

ﬂ

culturally inducedfby Horney, but the Tesult of biology to Deutsch) and

G.'h

.coneludes that this masochism is an integral part of. female socialization.f

4

In the particular case f’rape, women have fallen prey to the internalization

9,9 3

of myths. including "All womenxwant to be raped" and "No wdman can bYe raped

against her will " Burgess a%d Holmstrom (1974a) consider self blame a

ﬂanifestation ofwamn s sociali%ation to the attitude of "blaming the victim,"

rs

a perspective also shared by,Bryant aﬁd girel(l977) While this socialization

A

hypothesis strikes a familiar chord and gg doubt suggests much that is true,=
4

it may paint a very incomplete picture&of‘the factgr(s) éiponsible for

self-blame in the rape victim. It fits n}eely hith the portrait of women .

[

1, ShE L,
as helpless and masochistic, incapable of . displaying anger towards others and

therefore*directing'itntowards themselves and,hay unwittingly perpetuate ‘a-
view of women, too consistent with the role of rape victim. Particularly,
this. view overlooks the possibility that oddly enough, self -blame may rep-f
resent a positive, rather than a negaéive, impulse by women who have been'

rapedg it may represent a positive attempt to cope with the trauma of rape.

Py

The primary basis for the assumption that self -blame may represent at W

" Self-Blame and the" Need for Con%rol -

positive psychological ‘mechanism derives from the implications of self G%ame
-/ . : -
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for a bellef- in control .over 1mPortant life-'evgnts." " The social psychological

literature ha.s repeatedly dmed the a.dvantages of perceived control.
tha

Experimenta.l 'studies ha.ve f a perception of control over, impending ‘

aversive events reduces the aversiveness of such e(cents (Bowers, 1968
‘Glass & Singer. 1972); control over their environment enhances the well-— :
.. being of the elderly a,nd prolongs their lifespan (Langer & Rodin, 19%; |

Rodin & Langer.s}w?. ‘Schulz, 1976) experiences with unc ntrollable |

tcomes brings about a state of helplessness and may be at the root of

. 4o
depression (Seligman. ]?9?5)/

) )
vA commbn reaction to. rape is the feeling of a loss ‘of control over

P

- one's life (Bard & Ellison, 1974; Bryant & Cirel 1977). The yoman does
not feel sure of heggelf and questlons her self-dete nation. She not, -
only needs understanding aYld empathy from _chens. but neéds to feel a sense
of control (Hilberman 1976) She feels uncdn%le living in'a world
in which she has so little control over/anortant life events. a world in

Z Which she’ feels extremely vulnerable. and in p;.rticular fears the rapist
and a recurrence of rg,pe_. If a woman H}shes \&to maintainsa sense of

v .controI over her lifek whi](e-< ltaneously attempting to belie\je in the
avoidability of a future rape, ’?he 'target she blames for the rape is likely .

to be influenced by these motivations.' Wbat talget is more liker to, :

'4 imply future avoidability and control than oneself" As Medea and Thomp-— |
son (1974) write. "If the woman ca.n bekleve that somehow. she got herself

P

into the situation, if she. can feel that/é some way she’ caused' iv, 4f 'she _—

14

can ma.ke hereelf responsible for it then she's established soms sort of con~f
g '

/ ’- trol(over rape.’ It ‘Ha.sn t' someone: «az{‘tﬁ%ra.rily smashing into ﬁer life and

&
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. : | . Two Types of Self-Blane

The suggestion that adaptive motivations may lie behind sclf- blame
FS
must neverthless take into account the morc common ncgatlvc,conceptionc’

og\the phenomenon, by. which selfublame is rcgardcd as maladaptive,

a precursor of,psychologlcal problems, and a component of depression (sece

Beck, 19673. Actually, self-blame may be a label for two very different -
attribu{ional stratcgies, both self-attributions, but with very diffcrcnt{

implications for personal contrel. ‘That is, a,victim could blame herself

for the kind of person she is, thereby faultlng her character or f
\ -
cFrtaln pei sonallty traits, which would reflect upon her perceived worth

as & 1erson. On the othnr°hand she COle blame herself for hav1n3 engaged
‘in a, particular act1v§%&. or having failed to engage in a partlcular
v 'act1v1t), thereby blaming herself for certain past behav1oro, thls strategy

could have cons1derably less effect on the victim's; total evaluation &f

herself as alperson. To‘facllltate d1sCuss1on of the e two sclf attrlbu—

. “\. . e,

tional stlaiegles. the for?er wlll belabeled."cha;actcrolgﬂlcal" self-bjame

. % v
self bla@ev“*Whjféas in thegcase ofi charactero-

et

lobical blame(the victim seems concerned vith questlons of deserv1n°ness,/

and the latter "behav1o

o

in the past, in the case of behav1oral blame the v1ctin seens concerned
9

with questions of av01dab111ty in the futu1e, character010ﬂ1cal self-blame*

“1s more clearly assoc1ated with the negatlve conceptlon of sclf-blame
~N . ~
and is relatlvely conslstent with an image of masochlstlc womanhood. If,
Vs A, h

‘on the other hand, a weman enuaucs in behav101al sclf-blame, ‘this does
not necessalily imply thgt she belle\es she dcscrved 1o be raped; rathel., )
‘4t suggests that s:Z/believes by alterin,J her behav101\1n the future shc

)
will be able to avgid a recurrence of rape. In‘an attcmpt to reestmblish
S vl i

& sense of contlolk the woman searches ‘to identify thOse behavlor --‘acts

~
[

= or omissiens -- for which she can blamc he1sel£. activ1ties Nhich she can
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K behavioral self blame corresponds té(an effort attribution. having very

\

believe. if carried out differently.‘could have enabled’her'to avoid the
rape and will thereby enable her to avoid a repeat episode._ | 4
a \ While thﬂ’distinctiﬁﬁ“&etweenAcharacterolqgical and behavioral
N éeif—blame appears related to the state-trait distinction in t11n1¢a1
. psychology (see, e g.. Spielberger. 1972). it more specifically corresponds
to the distinctions drawn by Weliner and his colleagues (Weiner 'Frieze. at.
‘. al.. 1971) in their scheme of attributions in the area of achievement-* in
attributing failure to oneself (internal attribution). one can”point to -
his/her own lack of ability or effort, Generally. it has been foun%}that
individuals who are highly motivated to succeed attribute failure to a lack

§

of efiort while thOse with Low achieVement needs attribute fallure to a‘aack
]

’ff ,of ability (Weiner. Frieze. et. al,, 1971) It appears that ability and effort

'/
individuals who make an attribution to poor ability believe that there

L v
is 1little they can do to control the situation .and succeed for ability is .

i

stable and rclatively unchangeable. Effort attributions. on the other hand,

\\\')fttributions have very different implications for perbeived control;

will lead .one tp believe that as long as s/he tries harder ‘s/he will be',
able to control joutcomes in a pOsitive manner -(see Dweck ‘19?5) Likewise.

characterological self-blame corresponds to ah ability attribution and . :

A

different implications for perceived personal control" While the dimension «

used by Weiner ahd his colleagues to distinguish betwéen abi%}ty and effort .

+ 1is that of stability (stable-unstable). the differences between ‘the attributions.

‘may also be captured _through ‘the use of a contﬁbllability (controllable-

uncontrollable) dimension.1 ' ch ' Q,;, \-" "i% W

This rudimentary analysis would contend‘that an individual who &

S at{ributes het“victimization to modifiable behavior (é g., I should,notuhave

_ . “h .
_' § . P . PR * 9 . ‘ ’(“ . & ‘\_ . ‘
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walked alone; I should have locked the windows) will maintain a belief in
future c_or{.trol and a consequent belief in her ability teo \avoid a similar

. . » ‘
misfortune in the future. If one's victimization is attriputed to an inter-

w

‘nal, more-or-less unchangeable factor, such as on?s cmracter or personality
(e,g,. I'm the’ type of person who attra,cts rapistsy I'm a -weak i)erson and .
can't say no), the victim will be considerably less J.ikely to believe that

« RN /“\”

she' 15 capable.of alleviating her vulnei‘abijlity in t%u_tu Mnd may begin
to perceii/e her..elf as a chrbnic victim. "y 3 ) 0

7 vy

. ﬁgpe Crisis Center Ques‘t {

—

~ According to t.heja/bove schema, 'behav

-

. strategy,;eiflecting a.daptive impulses&whereas characterological seE blame
, " -

f &)i*gsents Y'aq'maladaptive courses While fthe popul;?t image- of the *rape

i

1

2 v
victim" 1ﬁ’$hat of a womansbelieving she is b{yvorthless person, results

of a '{'ecent survey study suggest‘ that behavioral self-‘b”lame may be‘far more
,rgprese?tative of the type of bla.qne engaged i"by women who have been raped.

?:h)ce the r?pe literatuz;e ma.kes.mo blame distinctions and is therefore not
04.‘

a _i v%y helpful In this & text, a brief questionnaire was devised which was then

.
sem‘: taiape crisis centers across tBe country.. genter names were derived
.

imafglz;;fom a list of same in a fairly recent federal report on rape and

)s vict

(Bnodyaga, Gates, et. al., 1975), and were supplemented by names

’ of rape crisis %enters found in an ini‘ormal directodry at a local Women's
a

./ N \
3 Center; serviCes which were hotlines only or were task forces without

counseling services were ex‘cluded from the final 1list. In all, questionnaires

‘wére mailed - to 120 rape crisis centers, reprQsenting services in 37 states
Te

-and the District of Colum%}. "Thirty of the questionnai:res were returned

u

"addressee unknown." of the remaining 90 crisis centers, l+8 responded. vThus.

ing the 30 unreceived questionnaires. the return rate was 40%;
$/
cbnsidering only/the 906that/b’re presuma.bly recelved by the centers, the

¢ A v )
x S 6 : —
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,-return rate was 53%.

"In a cover letter I identified myself 3s a so¢lal psychologist interested
,in the nature of sel{\blame among victims of rape; and the letter recipients
were asked to base tneir questionnalre responses on their experiences
a; counselors of rape'victims. The'questionnaire items dealt pfimarily
with the issue’of self-blame. Crisis centers were asked to indicate
approximately how many rape victims they see yearly, and, of those they see,

the percentage 110 blame themselves, at least in part, for the rape. The °

:Benavioral gg}f-blame\Question asked, "Of the rape victims you see, what

“ 4 : »
percentage blame themselves for the rape because of some behavior (act or

omission) they engaged in at the time of-or immediately prior to the rape (e.g.,

"I should not have walked alone," "I should not have hitchhiked," " "I should

have locked my windows")? The crisis centers were then asked to provide

specific examples of behavioral self-blame related by the women they have

counseled. THe charactero}ogical self-blame question asked, "Of the rape

9
victims you see, what pércentage blame tnemselves for the rape because of some
character trait or personality "flaw" they believe tbeynhave (6.8 "I was so

stupld, I deserved to be raped," "I'm the kind of woman who attrgcts rapists,”

"I am a weak person and can't saypno“)?"Specific examples of this type of

Blame were then requested as well. The centers were also asked to Indicate on
two 7-point scales, with endpoints ‘almost not at all" and "completely," how
much self-blaming characterized the women who, respectively, engaged in
Pehavioral and characterological blame; this was included in order to
ascertaln whether behavioral and characterological self-blamers differ in
terms of the amount of self-blame they attribute‘to themselves for the rape.
Of the 48 rape crisis centers who: responded 38 of them completed the

4
questionnaire. six wyrote letter% providing general comments, and four wrote

that they did . not provide direct counseling services and were therefore

: N

o



N '_ugable.to coﬁplie the items, . Resulis were therefore based on Lbé éomplg?ed
questidnnairgs of 38 Cente%é, located.in ZQ states and the Disirict of.‘<
Columbia., The ceﬁtérg differcd markedly in the scope of their operatibp;_
with the three smallestserving 12, 30, and 40 r;pc victims yearly, and the

'ithrbe largest serving 1200, 1250, and 1500; ‘the mcan numbcr of rape victins

scen acrd;; the centers was' 335.

'

In general, self-blame was reported as quite comﬁon} the reported

‘mean percqptage of women who blamé&’themselves, at.leé;t in part, for the
rape.waF 74%. Of those who blaﬁ;d themselves, behavioral'sglfmblame was
reported as considerably more commbn»than characterological self-blame,
-and the difference between the the reporited incidenc® of -the two blaming ~
strategies was Yer& significant, t(32) = 11.87, p ¢ .0013. an averaée of

69% of the women blamed thgmsqlves behaviorally, whereas an average of_lﬂz
blaped'themselves,charac@efologically.. Further, e%amples of thevfhp types

of seliéblame prévided by the Rape Crisis Centérs,coufirmcd.the facf that
‘they were.réadily\able to distinguish bet&een tse two., Frequently‘medtioned
example; of\bghavéoralyself—blame included the following: I should not have
hiﬁchhiked, 1 shoui&n't have walked alone (in that neighborhpodﬁ, I shouldn't
have let someone I didn't know inté the house, I shouldn't have been out

that late, I shduldn't have left my window open, I“shou1d not have gone to
his apartment, I should have locked the caé} Examples of characteblogical
self-blame that were frequently reportéd included: I'm too\yrustigg; I'm

a weak person, I'm too naive and gullible, I'm the kind of person who a£tracts’

.. troublef‘I'm not & very aware persgp, I'm not at gll assertive -- I can't

say no, I'n imfature and can't £ake care of myself, I'm not a good judge of

character, I'm tasically’a bad person. It is interesting to note that

~

examples of behavieral selfi‘ﬂame were 1rcoported in the f&si tense (i.e.,

‘ &Y o . :
.I should have/sbould not havxsahwhertas examples of characterolazical self-




. blame were presented in the p&esent tense (1.e., I am/am not);‘pcrhaps-
lmplicitly indicating the‘presumed modtfiability/non-modif1ability of
factors assoclated with behaviopal and characterological self-blame respec—
"tively. § ’ ’ |
* In responding to how much women blamed themselves for the rape, the centers
reported that charactcrologicalAself-blameps blamed themselves significantly
more for the ruhe,than did behavioral self-blamers (3.92 vs. 3.23, t(25) 3.36,
' p .002), - Overall, then, almost ‘three-quart.rs’ of the women seen at the
crisis centers blamed themselves, at least in part, for the rape. The self -
‘blamel expressed was far more likely ﬁo be of the behavioral self-blame type
than of the ch;;acterological sort, yet the women who engaged in the. latter

. blaming strategy were likely to blame themselves moreifor the rape than were

behavioral self-blamers.

, o Implications and Conclusions ' ' 3.

\ i

The rape. crisis center questionnaire results indicate that while the

’
magority of women do exhibit self blame following rapc, the focus of this
, self-attribution is a behavioral act or omission engaged in at the, time of
(or immediately precedino) the rape. FeWer than one-fifth of the women served
*by the centers blamed themselves in a characterological way, evidence that
the "popular“ view- of the masochistic rape victim who perceives herself as
worthless 1is largely unfounded. Rather,; the self—blame in which most rape ‘
victims enbage may represent a control-maintenance strategy. a functional
respohse to a traumatic event. Evidence of the potential adaptive role of self—'
| blame has been found in a study by Bulman and Wo;tman (1977), in which self-
blama (general measure) emerged as a predictor of good coping among

individuals who had been paralyzed ingfreak accidents. A desire to re- ~ -

establish a belief in a controllable world, one in which the randdmness of

-events is minimized, seems more apl to underlie the self-blame of rape victims .

? .
-
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- for behavioral self-blame. In the case of rape,‘this.would certainly render

than is a deep-seated negative view of themselves.

‘ Counseling techniques for rape victims frequently include repeatsdly
telling a woman that there is nothing she could have done to avoid the rape.
that it ;as entirely ths rapist's doin@ and outside of her control. These
statements are meant to dbe reasauring. and in 1light of theae "facts self-
blame 1u regarded as entirely unnecessary and generally harmful. However, if
a woman 1s engaging in behavioral sclf-blame and is consequcntly blaming
herself for control-maintenance reasons, such a counseling strategy would’
Presumably be anything but reassuring. Rather, from this perspective,

counselors should recdgnize the functional value of self-blame and concentrate

on enabling the victim to reestablish a belief in her relative control over

11

1ife outcomes (e.g., discussing possible ways of minimizing the 1ikelihood

of a future rape). Too often self-blame 1s blindly regarded as detrimental
to mental health; rather, it may serve as a cue to the vict&m's Psychological

needs at the time.

In suggesting that behavioral self-blame reflects thefapeutic. positive

impulses in rape victims, there 1is no intention of implying that the rape was

at all the woman's fault. Further, it is likely that a woman who'engages in
behavloral self-blame does not do so to the excluslon of blaming the rapist,

societ}. or other factors{ these blame attributions, Instead, would stem

from different motivations, ' control-maintenance being

the motivation behind the self-blame. Since the phrase "self-blame" so

readily connotes a maladaptive, negative mental state, it would perhaps be

o, .
desirable t0 provide a more neutral label, SU€£_as "self-control attribution,"

more politically palatable the proposition that behavioral self-blame’ (1.e.,

}
self -control attribution) is of functioqal value for the rape victim; the
3

. =10-
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4

new label would foster a' recognition of the control function of behavioral "
self-blame, without implying a Judgement regarding desi:rvi'ni;ness or fault.
Further, it would co.nceiva.bly foresta]_.l the perpetuation of a masochistic
1lhage of womanhood. Use of t:he phrase "self-blame" to denote both
behavioral and characterological self—attributions may not only blur
import.ant distinctions between adaptive and maladaptive response., to ;
traumatic event, but may also preclude avheightened sensitivity to the acute

" -

control needs of women who have been raped.-

=12
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.+ Footnote
1. Recently. AbrameonJ Seligman. and Teasdale (1978) reformulatcd the
- ;d phcnoménon of 1ea§ned helple3snnss in tcrms of an atiributional model
‘and added a global sppcific dimension to the 1ntcrna1 external and
" stable- unstable dinehsions erglnally proposed bj Weirer et. al. (1971).
Using thls model, characterolomlcal self-blame would reprcsent ar
internal, stable, global ;ttributfbn; and bchavioral sclf-blame would

correspond té;an internal, unstable, specific attribution, The utility

of the extra cells by Abramson et. al. may be ealled into question, how-

)

ever, for it is conceivable ihat the more global an attribution, the more
— .

likely it will bc perceived as stable (and vice versa), and thus stability

and specifitity may not be independent dimensions of an attribution.

oKy
e,
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