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Convicted Rapists’
Vocabulary of Motive

DIANA SCULLY AND JOSEPH MAROLLA

Scully and Marolla’s study of the way rapists rationalize their behavior offers a

Jascinating glimpse into the accounts offered by criminals. They interview the most

hard-core segment of the rapist population, those sentenced to prison time. In

analyzing these men’s rationalizations, Seully and Marolla draw on Scott and

Lyman’s (1968) dlassic typology of accounts: excuses and Justifications. In using

excuses, men acknowledge the wrongfulness of the act but deny full responsibility. |

These, they find, are primarily used by those who admit to their deviant acts.

Men who deny having committed rape (over 80% of the population), are more

prone to use justifications, where they accept responsibility for their act but provide

reasons that legitimate their behavior as not wrong. Scully and Marolla examine

the various disavowal techniques, shed light on the tepertoire of culturally avail- |

able neutralizing accounts, and analyze the connection between types of accounts |

used and the way offenders locate blame. ’
Which types of accounts do you find more compelling, excuses or justifica-

tions? How does this article make you feel about the effectiveness of accounts in

neutralizing people’s views of themselves as deviant? How effective do you think 1
they are in neutralizing others’ views of them? |

Psychiatry has dominated the literature on rapists since “irresistible impulse”

(Glueck, 1925: 243) and “disease of the mind” (Glueck, 1925: 243) were
introduced as the causes of rape. Rescarch has been based on small samples of
men, frequently the clinicians’ own patient population. Not surprisingly, the
medical model has predominated: rape is viewed as an individualistic, idiosyn-
cratic symptom of a disordered personality. That is, rape is assumed to be a

From Diana Scully and Joseph Marolla, “Convicted Rapists Vocabulary of Motive: Excuses
and Justifications.” Sodal Problems, Vol. 31, No. 5, 1984. Copyright © 1984 Society for the
Study of Social Problems. All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission of University of
California Press Journals and Diana Scully.
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psycho-pathologic problem and individual rapists are assumed to be “sick.”
However, advocates of this model have been unable to isolate a typical or even
predictable pattern of symptoms that are causally linked to rape. Additionally,
research has demonstrated that fewer than 5 percent of rapists were psychotic at
the time of their rape (Abel et al. 1980).

We view rape as behavior learned socially through interaction with others;
convicted rapists have learned the attitudes and actions consistent with sexual
aggression against women. Learning also includes the acquisition of culturally
derived vocabularies of motive, which can be used to diminish responsibility
and to negotiate a nondeviant identity.

Sociologists have long noted that people can, and do, commit acts they define
as wrong and, having done so, engage various techniques to disavow deviance and
present themselves as normal. Through the concept of “vocabulary of motive,”
Mills (1940: 904) was among the first to shed light on this seemingly perplexing
contradiction. Wrongdoers attempt to reinterpret their actions through the use of
a linguistic device by which norm-breaking conduct is socially interpreted. That is,
anticipating the negative consequences of their behavior, wrongdoers attempt to
present the act in terms that are both culturally appropriate and acceptable.

Following Mills, a number of sociologists have focused on the types of
techniques employed by actors in problematic situations (Hall and Hewitt,
1970; Hewitt and Hall, 1973; Hewitt and Stokes, 1975; Sykes and Matza,
1957). Scott and Lyman (1968) describe excuses and justifications, linguistic
“accounts” that explain and remove culpability for an untoward act after it has
been committed. Excuses admit the act was bad or inappropriate but deny full
responsibility, often through appeals to accident, or biological drive, or through
scapegoating. In contrast, justifications accept responsibility for the act but deny
that it was wrong—that is, they show in this situation the act was appropriate.
Accounts are socially approved vocabularies that neutralize an act or its conse-
quences and are always a manifestation of an underlying negotiation of identity.

Stokes and Hewitt (1976: 837) use the term “aligning actions” to refet to
those tactics and techniques used by actors when some feature of a situation is.
problematic. Stated simply, the concept refers to an actor’s attempt, through
various means, to bring his or her conduct into alignment with culture. Culture consent is generally th
in this sense is conceptualized as a “set of cognitive constraints—objects —t ¥ the prelude
which people must relate as they form lines of conduct” (1976: 837), an
includes physical constraints, expectations and definitions of others, and person:
biography. Carrying out aligning actions implies both awareness of thos
clements of normative culture that are applicable to the deviant act and, in ad
tion, an actual effort to bring the act into line with this awareness. The resul
that deviant behavior is legitimized. ‘
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Thirty-one percent (n = 10) of the deniers presented an extreme view of the

sictim. Not only willing, she was the aggressor, a seductress who lured them,
ansuspecting, into sexual action. Typical was 2 denier convicted of his first rape

and accompanying crimes of burglary, sodomy, and abduction. According to the

presentence reports, he had broken into the victim’s house and raped her at knife
which he claimed was for

point. While he admitted to the breaking and entry,
altruistic purposes ('to pay for the prenatal care of a friend’s girlfriend”), he also
argued that when the victim discovered him, he had tried to leave but she had
asked him to stay. Telling him that she cheated on her husband, she had voluntar-
ily removed her clothes and seduced him. She was, according to him, an exem-
plary sex partner who “enjoyed it very much and asked for oral sex.* Can 1 have it
now?” he reported her as saying. He claimed they had spent hours in bed, after
which the victim had told him he was good looking and asked to see him again.
“¥ho would believe 'd meet a fellow like this?” he reported her as saying.

In addition to this extreme group, 25 percent (n = 8) of the deniers said the
victim was willing and had made some sexual advances. An additional 9 percent
= 3) said the victim was willing to have sex for money or drugs. In two of

(n
these three cases, the victim had been either an acquaintance of picked up,

which the rapists said led them to expect seX.
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(2) Women Mean »yes” When They Say “No”

Thirty-four percent (n = 11) of the deniers described their victim as unwilling,
at least initially, indicating either that she had resisted or that she had said no.
Despite this, and even though (according to presentence reports) a weapon had
been present in 64 percent (n = 7) of these 11 cases, the rapists justified their
behavior by arguing that either the victim had not resisted enough or that her
“no” had really meant “yes.” For example, one denier who was serving time for
a previous rape was subsequently convicted of attempting to rape 2 prison hospi-
tal nurse. He insisted he had actually completed the second rape, and said of his
victim: “She semistruggled but deep down inside think she felt it was a fantasy
come true.” The nurse, according to him, had asked a question about his con-
viction for rape, which he interpreted as teasing. “Tt was like she was saying,
‘rape me.”” Further, he stated that she had helped him along with oral sex and
“from her actions, she was enjoying it.” In another case, a 34-year-old man
convicted of abducting and raping a 15-year-old teenager at knife point as she
walked on the beach, claimed it was 2 pickup. This rapist said women like to be
overpowered before sex, but to dominate after it begins.

A man’s body is like a Coke bottle, shake it up, put your thumb over
the opening and feel the tension. When you take a woman out, wWoo
her, then she says “no, I'm a nice girl,” you have to use force. All men
do this. She said “no” but it was a societal no, she wanted to be coaxed.
All women say “no” when they mean “yes” but it’s a societal no, sO
they won’t have to feel responsible later.
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ad a previous sexual relationship with the victim, that she agreed to have sex for
rugs, and that the opportunity to have sex with him produced “a glow, because
1e was really into oral stuff and fascinated by the idea of sex with a black man.
he felt satisfied, fulfilled, wanted me to stay, but I didn’t want her.” In another
ase, a denier who had broken into his victim’s house but who insisted the victim
vas his lover and let him in voluntarily, declared “She felt good, kept kissing me
nd wanted me to stay the night. She felt proud after sex with me.” And another
lenier, who had hid in his victim’s closet and later attacked her while she slept,
rgued that while she was scared at first, “once we got into it, she was OK.” He
ontinued to believe he hadn’t committed rape because “she enjoyed it and it was

ike she consented.”

{4) Nice Girls Don't Get Raped
The belief that “nice girls don’t get raped” affects perception of fault. The

victim’s reputation, as well as characteristics or behavior which violate normative
sex role expectations, are perceived as contributing to the commission of
the crime. For example, Nelson and Amir Menachem (1975) defined hitchhike
rape as a victim-precipitated offense.

In our study, 69 percent (n = 22) of deniers and 22 percent (n = 10) of
admitters referred to their victims sexual reputation, thereby evoking the
stereotype that “nice girls don’t get raped.” They claimed that the victim was
known to have been a prostitute, or a “|oose” womar, or to have had a lot of
affairs, or to have given birth to a child out of wedlock. For example, a denier
who claimed he had picked up his victim while she was hitchhiking stated,
“To be honest, we [his family] knew she was a damn whore and whether she
screwed one or 50 guys didn’t matter.” According to presentence reports this
victim didn’t know her attacker and he abducted her at knife point from the
street. In another case, a denier who claimed to have known his victim by

reputation stated:

If you wanted drugs or a quick piece of ass, she would do it. In court
she said she was a virgin, but I could tell during sex [rape] that she was

very experienced.

When other types of discrediting biographical information were added to
these sexual slurs, a total of 78 percent (n = 25) of the deniers used the victim’s
reputation to substantiate their accounts. Most frequently, they referred to the
victim’s emotional state or drug use. For example, one denier claimed his
victim had been known to be loose and, additionally, had turned state’s
evidence against her husband to put him in prison and save herself from a
burglary conviction. Further, he asserted that she had met her current boy-:
friend, who was himself in and out of prison, in a drug rehabilitation centet
where they were both clients.

Evoking the stereotype that women provoke rape by the way they dress;
description of the victim as seductively attired appeared in the accounts ©
22 percent (n = 7) of deniers and 17 percent (n = 8) of admitters. Typicall
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In sum, deniers argued that, while their behavior may not have been
completely proper, it should not have been considered rape. To accomplish this,
they attempted to discredit and blame the victim while presenting their own
actions as justified in the context. Not surprisingly, none of the deniers thought of
himself as a rapist. A minority of the admitters attempted to lessen the impact of
their crime by claiming the victim enjoyed being raped. But despite this similarity,
the nature and tone of admitters’ and deniers’ accounts were essentially different.

EXCUSING RAPE

In stark contrast to deniers, admitters regarded their behavior as morally wrong
and beyond justification. They blamed themselves rather than the victim,
although some continued to cling to the belief that the victim had contributed
to the crime somewhat, for example, by not resisting enough.

Several of the admitters expressed the view that rape was an act of such
moral outrage that it was unforgivable. Several admitters broke into tears at

intervals during their interviews. A typical sentiment was,

I equate rape with someone throwing you up against a wall and tearing
your liver and guts out of you.... Rape is worse than murder ... and

I'm disgusting.
Another young admitter frequently referred to himself as repulsive and

confided:
’m in here for rape and in my own mind, it's the most disgusting crime,

sickening. When people see me and know, I get sick.

Admitters tried to explain their crime in a way that allowed them to retain‘a
semblance of moral integrity. Thus, in contrast to deniers’justifications, admitters
used excuses to explain how they were compelled to rape. These excuses
appealed to the existence of forces outside of the rapists’ control. Through the
use of excuses, they attempted to demonstrate that either intent was absent or
responsibility was diminished. This allowed them to admit rape while reducing
the threat to their identity as a moral person. Excuses also permitted them to

view their behavior as idiosyncratic rather than typical and, thus, to believe
they were not “really” rapists. Three themes run through these accounts: (1)

the use of alcohol and drugs; (2) emotional problems; and (3) nice guy image.

(1) The Use of Alcohol and Drugs

A number of studies have noted a high incidence of alcohol and drug constmp-

tion by convicted rapists prior to their crime (Groth, 1979; Queen’s Bench
However, more recent research has tentatively concluded

sk

Foundation, 1976).
that the connection between substance use and crime is not as direct as previou
entioned

thought (Ladouceur, 1983). Another facet of alcohol and drug use m

the literature is its utility in disavowing deviance. McCaghy (1968) found tha
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offect on their behavior, 69 percent (n = 27) of admitters, but only 40 percent

(n = 10) of deniers, said they had been affected.
Fven mote interesting were references to the victim’s alcohol and/or drug

use. Since admitters had already relieved themselves of responsibility through
claims of being drunk or high, they had nothing to gain from the assertion that
the victim had used or been affected by alcohol and/or drugs. On the other
hand, it was very much in the interest of deniers to declare that their victim
had been intoxicated or high: that fact lessened her credibility and made her
Reflecting these observations, 72 percent (n = 18)
10) of admitters maintained that alcohol or drugs
had been consumed by the victim. Further, while 56 percent (n = 14) of deniers
declared she had been affected by this use, only 15 percent (n = 6) of admitters
made a similar claim. Typically denters argued that the alcohol and drugs had
sexually aroused their victim or rendered her out of control. For example, one
denier insisted that his victim had become hysterical from drugs, not from being
raped, and it was because of the drugs that she had reported him to the police. In
addition, 40 percent (n = 10) of deniers argued that while the victim had been
drunk or high, they themselves either hadn’t ingested or weren't affected by
alcohol and/or drugs. None of the admitters made this claim. In fact, in all of
the 15 percent (n = 6) of cases where an admitter said the victim was drunk or
high, he also admitted to being similarly affected.
These data strongly suggest that whatever role alcohol and drugs play in
sexual and other types of violent crime, rapists have learned the advantage to

be gained from using alcohol and drugs as an account. Qur sample were aware

that their victim would be discredited and their own behavior excused ot

justified by referring to alcohol and/or drugs.

more responsible for the act.
of deniers and 26 percent (n =

(2) Emotional Problems

Admitters frequently attributed their acts to emotional problems. Forty percent
(n = 19) of admitters said they believed an emotional problem had been at the
oot of their rape behavior, and 33 percent (n = 15) specifically related the prob-
lem to an unhappy, unstable childhood or a marital-domestic situation. Sl
others claimed to have been in a general state of unease. For example, one
admitter said that at the time of the rape he had been depressed, feeling he

couldn’t do anything right, and that something had been missing from his life.
But he also added, “being 2 rapist is not part of my personality.” Even admitters

who could locate no source for an emotional problem evoked the popular image
of rapists as the product of disordered personalities to argue they also mu
have problems:
The fact that I'm a rapist makes me different. Rapists aren’t all there.
They have problems. It was wrong so there must be a reason why I did
it. T must have a problem.
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chronic condition, nor did they believe themselves to be insane or permanently
impaired. Said one admitter, who believed that he needed psychological
counseling: “T have a mental disorder, but I'm not crazy.” Instead, admitters
viewed their “problem” as mild, transient, and curable. indeed, part of the
appeal of this excuse Was that not only did it relieve responsibility, but, as
with alcohol and drug addiction, it allowed the rapist to “recover.” Thus, at
the time of their interviews, only 31 percent (n = 14) of admitters indicated
that “being a rapist” was part of their self-concept. Twenty-eight percent
(n = 13) of admitters stated they had never thought of themselves as rapists,

= 4) said they were unsure, and 33 percent (n = 16) asserted

8 percent (n =
they had been a rapist at one time but now were recovered. A multiple

“ex-rapist,” who believed his “problem™ was due to “something buried in my
subconscious” that was triggered when his girlfriend broke up with him,

expressed a typical opinion:

Admitte
Ts Q.ISO us “ni ”
to viol .e d “nice guy” statem .
1o violence and harming wom ents to register their m.
injured their victims. Such en, even though, in some cases, th oral opposition

i was the case of an admitter co - tdey had seriously

nvicted of ga
gang rape:

I'm against hurti
urting women. She should have resisted. N
- None of us

I was a rapist, but not now. ’ve grown up, had to live with it. I've hit
the bottom of the well and it can’t get worse. | feel born again to deal

with my problems.

Finally, a

» @ number of admi

: mit

demonstrating that, while the ters attempted to improve their self
-1

not been a “ni y had raped, it could have mage by

; S le . been worse if
tg erﬁle Wlt,h his victim after she top » one admitter professed to bein ethey _had
o have given the victim money g especially

Id him :
o ! o get }ihe had just had a baby. Others claimed
sure the victim’s children ome or make a phone call me
pattern was to break in and were not in the room. A mul , or to have
and attack sleeping victims in thei hu tiple rapist, whose
€ir nomes, stated:

(3) Nice Guy Image

ralize their crime and negotiate a non-rapist

Admitters attempted to further neut
“nice guy.” Admitters

identity by painting an image of themselves as 2
projected the image of someone who had made a serious mistake but, in every
other respect, was a decent person. Fifty-seven percent (n = 27) expressed
regret and sOIrOw for their victim indicating that they wished there were a
way to apologize for or amend their behavior. For example, a participant in a
rape—murder, who insisted his partner did the murder, confided, “T wish there
was something I could do besides saying T'm sorry, I'm sorry.” I live with it
24 hours a day and, sometimes, I wake up crying in the middle of the night
because of it.”

Schlenker and Darby (1981) explain the significance of apologics beyond the
An apology allows a person to admit guilt while at
the same time seeking a pardon by signaling that the event should not be
considered a fair representation of what the person is really like. An apology
separates the bad self from the good self, and promises more acceptable behavior
in the future. When apologizing, an individual is attempting to say: “I have

repented and should be forgiven,” thus making it appear that no further rehabil-

jtation is required.
The “nice guy’ statements of the admitters reflected an attempt to commi
with Schienker’s and Darby’s analysis of apologies.
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ensible. But they
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Admitters expresse d their acts by appealing to OZC thus compelled them to
explained themselves ai ir capacity to act rationally an intoxication and emo-
forces which reduced the es predominated: alcohol/ drug in 2 moral identity for
rape. Two types of eX.C;lis used these excuses to negotiate ical behavior. This
tional Pr()blems'.AChmlt ) e as idiosyncratic rather than WP“eX—rapists,” some-
themselves by viewing raiualize themselves as recovered or ¢ their “true” self.
allowed them to criecorlz:ilz)us mistake which di}il not r;pi:;iz because their value
who had ma ca indicate that these me .. as 2 male
one In contrast, deniers’ aciilgtsezilrf not to do so. When Siigsggz‘iz;?had been
system provided o comfoen er seen as criminal. Howe‘éei; negotiate an identity.
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NOTES

These numbers include pretest inter-
views. When the analysis involves

either questions that were not asked in
the pretest or that were changed, they

are excluded and thyg the number
changes.

themselves found oral sex marginally
acceptable, the frequent mention i
probably another attempt to discredit
the victim. However, since 4 tape
recorder could not be used for the

Interviews and the Importance of these
claims didn’t emerge until the daty was
being coded and analyzed, it is possible
that it was mentioned even more
frequently but net recorded.

There is, of course, the possibility that
some of these men really weie inno-
cent of rape, However, while the US.
criminal justice System is not without
flaw, we assume that is highly
unlikely that thig many men could
have been unjustly convicted of rape,
especially since rape is 5 crime with
traditionally low conviction rates,
Instead, for burposes of this res
Wwe assume that thege
as charged and thyr
maintain an image of nonrapist springs
from some psychologically or socio-
logically nterprétable mechanism,

Because of their outright denial,

Research shows clearly that women
do not enjoy rape. Holmstrom and
Burgess (1978) asked 93 adult rape

victims, “How did it feel sexually?”
Not one said they enjoyed it

earch, the trauma of rape is 5o great

men were guilty
their attempt to

Further,

that it
disrupts sexual functioning (both

frequency and satisfaction) for the
overwhelming majority of victims, at
least during the period immediately ‘
follovving the rape and, in fewer cases,
for an extended period of time
(Burgess and Holmstrom, 1979;
Feldman-Summers et al,, 1979). In
addition, a number of studies have
shown that rape victims experience
adverse consequences Prompting some |
to move, change jobs, or drop out of ‘
school (Burgess and Holmstrom, 1974, [
Kilpatnck et al,

1979; Ruch et al.,
1980; Shore, 1979).

he data being ana-
onsequently, they are
i paper.

ng that a2 number of
ally mentioned the

ged interest in ora sex.
Nterview questions about
1y indicated that the rapists




