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ABSTRACT
This study aims to predict Law students’ acceptance of rape myths, using
the relative importance they give to different subfunctions of human
values as well as their honor concerns. Additionally, we are interested
in discussing how these beliefs could influence their future decisions as
practitioners of the Law. The sample was composed of 281 undergraduate
Law students (females = 57.6 %), with a mean age of 23.6 (SD =
3.78) years. Respondents answered the Illinois Rape Myths Acceptance
Scale (IRMA), the Honor Scale (HS-16), the Basic Values Questionnaire
(BVS), and sociodemographic questions. Results indicated a negative
correlation between rape myths, integrity concerns, the suprapersonal and
the existence subfunctions of values. Also, the normative subfunction,
masculine and family honor negatively predicted the acceptance of these
myths. Such findings suggest that these individuals have a conservative
approach to the topic of sexual violence; with gender differences as well
as personal views having the potential to impact their behavior towards
victims.
Keywords
sexual violence; rape; rape myths; honor; human values.

RESUMEN
Este estudio tuvo como objetivo predecir la aceptación de mitos
de violación por parte de los estudiantes de derecho, utilizando la
importancia relativa que asignaron a diferentes subfunciones de los
valores humanos, así como sus preocupaciones de honor. Además,
estábamos interesadas en analizar cómo estas creencias podrían influir
en sus decisiones futuras como profesionales de la ley. La muestra estuvo
compuesta por 281 estudiantes universitarios de derecho (mujeres = 57.6
%), con una edad media de 23.6 (DE = 3.78) años. Los encuestados
respondieron la Escala de Aceptación de Mitos de Violación de Illinois
(IRMA), la Escala de Honor (HS-16), el Cuestionario de Valores Básicos
(BVS) y las preguntas sociodemográficas. Los resultados indicaron una
correlación negativa entre los mitos de la violación, las preocupaciones
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de integridad, las subfunciones suprapersonales y de
la existencia de los valores. Además, la subfunción
normativa, el honor masculino y familiar predijeron
negativamente la aceptación de estos mitos. Tales hallazgos
sugieren que estas personas tienen un enfoque conservador
hacia el tema de la violencia sexual, con diferencias de
género, así como puntos de vista personales, que tienen el
potencial de afectar su comportamiento hacia las víctimas.
Palabras clave
violencia sexual; violación; mitos de la violación; honor; valores
humanos.

Sexual violence comprehends any sexual act
(or attempt to obtain it) directed at another
person and that occurs against the victim’s will,
regardless of the relationship between the people
involved. It groups a variety of events, such
as sexual harassment, stalking, incest and rape
(Government of Newfoundland and Labrador -
Canada, 2014; Lee & Jordan, 2014).

Although all forms of sexual violence have
serious implications over the victim’s life, rape is
considered one of the most serious. It refers to the
act of forcing another person, usually a woman,
to have sexual intercourse in the absence of
freely given consent (World Health Organization
[WHO], 2010).

Despite the underreporting, data from 2022
(Fórum Brasileiro de Segurança Pública [FBSP],
2023) indicate that, only in Brazil, 33.4 % of
women aged 16 years or over have experienced
some form of violence (physical and/or sexual)
by a current or former partner, spouse, or
boyfriend. A result that overcomes the world
average, estimated at 27 % according to the
Global Prevalence Estimates of Intimate Partner
Violence (WHO, 2021).

It is also estimated that 43 % of Brazilian
women have also suffered from different forms
of violence (physical, psychological, and sexual)
inflicted by an intimate partner throughout their
lives, equivalent to 27.6 million women aged 16
years or older. Out of them, 21.1 % (13.6 million)
declared an experience of being forced to have
sex against their will (FBSP, 2023).

Although men can also fall victim to these
forms of violence – including sexual violence
(i.e., about 1 in 26 men have experienced
completed or attempted rape and approximately
1 in 9 men were made to penetrate someone

during his lifetime) women are still the main
victims of this type of crime in the country (Basile
et al., 2014; Cerqueira & Coelho, 2014). This is
also true for the rest of the world (Planty et al.,
2013; Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network,
n.d.a; n.d.b), reflecting the particularities of this
form of violence (Chapleau & Oswald, 2010;
Scarpati, 2018).

Hayes et al. (2013), for example, argue that the
intrinsically social gender component represents
one of the biggest barriers to rape prevention.
According to these authors, rape is not a result
of an individual pathology, but the product of
individual tendencies combined with different
sociocultural elements. As discussed by Scarpati
(2013; 2018), Brazilian society still admits a
conservative view of men and women’s social
roles, thus contributing to a scenario in which the
power imbalance between men and women either
directly or indirectly legitimizes the perpetration
of violence against this minority (Scarpati &
Pina, 2017).

Another element that seems to be related
to the perpetration of this form of violence
is known as the ‘rape myth’. Rape myths are
distorted, stereotyped and/or false beliefs about
rape, rape victims and aggressors (Eyssel et
al., 2006; Süssenbach et al., 2013) and can
be explained according to their three main
functions: a) blaming the victim; b) removing
the perpetrator’s responsibility for the act; and
c) denying the existence of violence (Bohner et
al., 2010; Smith & Skinner, 2017). Concerning
the victim, those myths suggest that the woman
could be a) lying about the violence; b) “asking”
for it; or c) pretending that she was raped
because she changed her mind after having
consensual sex with someone. Additionally, some
of the myths related to the victim suggest that
there is a “typical” victim and as a result, some
women, such as prostitutes, do not fit into the
stereotypical ‘true victim group’ (Scarpati, 2018;
Temkin et al., 2018).

Concerning the offender, on the other hand,
these myths purport that the perpetrator: a) did
not intend to hurt the woman; and/or b) should
not be blamed since men struggle to control their
sexual instincts. In addition, and similarly to what
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occurs in relation to the victim, rape myths also
perpetuate the idea that, c) there is a ‘typical
offender’ profile (with specific characteristics)
(Bohner et al., 2010). Those myths also serve
as neutralizers, thus allowing offenders to find a
justification for their behavior, disengaging them
from any social norm that could make them feel
guilty or ashamed (Scarpati, 2018; Temkin et al.,
2018).

In respect to violence itself, some of the myths
contribute to perpetuate the idea that rape is
trivial and not a serious offence while women
supposedly tend to overvalue its consequences
on their lives. For some authors, rape myths can
be understood as a form of moral disengagement
strategy (Franiuk et al., 2008; Page & Pina, 2015;
Page et al., 2016; Scarpati, 2018), or as a special,
providential form of justice, considering those
myths are related to the idea that ‘good things
happen to good people’ and ‘bad things happen
to bad people’. In other words, when facing a
case of sexual violence, people (either the victim
or the general population) tend to rely on those
beliefs to justify violence and, at the very least, be
able to face events with a sense of predictability
and control. As pointed out by some authors,
one of the most remarkable characteristics of
this phenomenon is the fact that sexual violence
seems to be the only form of violence where the
victims tend to be blamed for the offence they
have suffered, instead of being supported by the
society and authorities (Coulouris, 2010; Eyssel
& Bohner, 2011; Fakunmoju, 2022).

Beyond victims and offenders, one group
directly involved with this form of violence
is justice system workers. Lawyers, prosecutors,
judges, and even the jury. All of them play an
important role in the way cases of sexual violence
are understood and judged, affecting not only
the victim’s life but also their family’s and the
offender’s, and, to some degree, the legislation
itself.

In cases of rape, for example, concepts
such as the “honest woman” and traditional
gender norms are often applied to disqualify
victims, moving the responsibility away from the
perpetrators (Porto & Costa, 2010; Smith &
Skinner, 2017). In fact, authors such as Temkin

et al. (2018) suggest that lawyers, judges, juries
and prosecutors seem to have trouble dealing
with sexual crimes and, not infrequently, these
cases are ignored or dealt with according to sexist
biases.

In Brazil, even as far as the 1990s, if the
perpetrator married his victim, all charges would
be dropped. According to Pandjiarjian (2006),
at that time, the focus was not helping the
woman, as a victim, to get justice, but rather
the preservation of the victim’s and her family’s
honor. This was due to the belief that if a woman’s
reputation was affected, her chances to find a
husband would be diminished and her family
would be dishonored. In other words, despite
the advent of the Brazilian Federal Constitution
in 1988, with its principle of gender equality,
some practices of the justice system would still
disregard that principle (Pandjiarjian, 2006).

This form of treatment has long been allowing
men and women to trivialize the seriousness of
rape and its consequences on the victim’s life
(Koepke et al., 2014). As suggested by Coulouris
(2010) and Smith and Skinner (2017), despite
the changes and the progress achieved in the
legislation, the decisions by the Judiciary seem
to be affected by individual’s understanding of
this offence as well as their values, beliefs and
prejudices. For example, even though according
to the current Brazilian legislation (Presidência
da República, August 7, 2009), rape is a gender-
neutral crime, with both men and women being
regarded as potential victims of this form of
violence, few men come forward to report
having been raped, and for most people only
women can be considered rape victims. Thus,
the investigation of a rape —its background and
consequences— cannot be dissociated from the
context in which it takes place (Scarpati, 2018).

Based on the above, next sections present two
constructs: honor and human values. We believe
they may contribute to the understanding of Law
students’ attitudes towards rape, by considering
their endorsement of rape myths. As discussed by
Vandello et al. (2008), these can serve as tools for
better comprehending how the distorted beliefs
that underpin discourses and decisions have been
affecting the practices of the legal system.
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Honor Concerns

Pitt-Rivers (1973) defines honor as a link
between society’s ideals and expectations, and
the reproduction of these ideals by individuals
through their aspiration to personify them. In
other words, honor is someone’s value not only
according to his/her own eyes, but also to society.
It helps regulate people’s behavior, to the extent
that it is related to one’s estimation of worth
and self-pride (Gouveia et al., 2013; Oliveira,
2009). At the same time, it helps define groups’
identities since it is also dependent on being
acknowledged by the group, i.e., having one’s
worth and self-pride recognized, in a shared code
where this claim is negotiated (Guerra, Giner-
Sorolla & Visíljevic, 2013).

However, Ramos (2012) and Souza (2010)
stress that the usefulness of the notion of
honor is not a consensus between researchers.
According to them, it is not difficult to see
a division between authors who consider it an
outdated concept and those who view it as a
very useful tool for the comprehension of varied
social phenomena (Oliveira, 2009; Rodriguez
Mosquera et al., 2002). To Rodriguez Mosquera
et al. (2002), for example, honor remains
an important concept in many contemporary
cultures and must be considered by authors
who aim to understand how different cultures
deal with problems such as the perpetration of
violence against women. In this sense, honor is
a complex system of norms, values and practices
that relate to people’s attitudes towards different
aspects of their lives, and can be organized
into four codes: family, social, feminine, and
masculine honor (Rodriguez Mosquera et al.,
2002).

The first code, family honor, is based on
the reputation of the family in a society. This
reputation is directly linked to each individual
family member’s behavior. Therefore, if a family
member is considered ‘dishonorable,’ the whole
family will be affected. The second code, social
honor (or integrity), is based on notions such as
trust, honesty and reputation, and is considered
the most universal type of honor. In this code,
the emphasis is on the maintenance of someone’s

personal integrity as well as his/her reputation in
any interpersonal relationship (Guerra, Gouveia,
Araújo, Andrade & Gaudêncio, 2013; Rodriguez
Mosquera et al., 2002).

The third and fourth dimensions deal
respectively with the masculine and feminine codes
of honor, referring to its gender-related aspects
(Rodriguez Mosquera et al., 2002). Masculine
honor, for example, expresses a direct association
between a male’s reputation and his capacity
to act as a ‘real man’ (Scarpati, 2018). This
can be demonstrated either through his sexual
behavior (i.e. virility), by having a prominent
position in the labor market, or through the
effort to keep his authority within the family. In
other words, it is based on the idea that men
need to be sexually daring, strong, and act as
providers and protectors of their families. It is
important to note, however, that despite the fact
that masculine honor emphasizes the assumption
of male superiority, and consequently reinforces
the disparity between genders, women also
perpetuate the ideals of masculinity purported by
this code (Rodriguez Mosquera et al., 2002).

Feminine honor is also influenced by traditional
gender norms. However, in this case the premise
is that a woman’s sexual activity must be
controlled in order to preserve her (and her
family’s) reputation (Rodriguez Mosquera et al.,
2002; Scarpati, 2013). In other words, there is an
association with ideals of chastity and purity, and
women are expected to be modest and (sexually)
restrained.

Generally speaking, honor can provide a
backdrop for understanding how people see
themselves and relate to others in different
societies. Similarly to honor, human values are
another variable that can be useful for the
understanding of people’s behavior in society
and, here, their understanding of cases of
violence.

Human Values

Human values are a key element of an
individual’s cognitive system. They provide a
framework for people to explain their opinions,
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beliefs, attitudes and behaviors (Rokeach, 1973).
Human values do not relate to specific objects;
rather, they refer to ideas, situations and
institutions stemming from each individual’s
socialization experiences (Cieciuch & Schwartz,
2017). They can be defined as guides to
individual and group actions and expressions of
one’s needs (Gouveia et al., 2014).

People do not differ in terms of which specific
values they hold, but in terms of the priorities
they give to each set of values. These priorities
are related to the socio-cultural context in which
they are inserted (Gouveia et al., 2013), and can,
therefore, be an important tool for understanding
people’s preferences and decisions in regard to
different phenomena.

According to Gouveia et al. (2014), values
have two main functions: the first one—
the Guidance Function, forming the horizontal
axis—represents the structure and type of
orientation (social, personal or central), whereas
the second—Type of Motivation, forming the
vertical axis—expresses the function of values
that give meaning to human needs (materialistic
or humanitarian values) (Gouveia et al., 2013;
2014). The combination of these two axes
originates six specific sub-functions:

1. Promotion (personal guidance,
materialistic motivation): values that
emphasize achievements of material
nature, as well as practical decisions and
behaviors. Also related to the need to be
powerful, efficient, and to the desire of
achieving goals. Values: Power, Prestige,
and Success.

2. Excitement (personal guidance,
humanitarian motivation): values that
favor change and innovation in the
structure of social organizations, as well
as the need for different forms of personal
satisfaction (e.g., sex). Values: Emotion,
Pleasure, and Sexuality.

3. Existence (central guidance;
materialistic motivation): values that
express individuals’ concern for ensuring
basic living conditions (psychological
and biological) as well as for maintaining

a well-planned and organized life. Values:
Health, Stability, and Survival.

4. Suprapersonal (central guidance;
humanitarian motivation): This sub-
function emphasizes people’s need
for information, for being seen
as autonomous individuals, for self-
development, and for appreciating and
understanding the world. Values: Beauty,
Knowledge, and Maturity.

5. Interactive (social orientation,
humanitarian motivation): This sub-
function is related to values addressing
the needs of individuals to feel beloved,
safe, and to establish and maintain
satisfactory interpersonal relationships.
Values: Affectivity, Belonging, and
Support.

6. Normative (social orientation,
materialistic motivation): This sub-
function groups values that emphasize
the idea of a social life based on
respect for symbols, traditions and
cultural standards. People who value
this function tend to behave according
to their in-group standards. Values:
Obedience, Religiosity, and Tradition.

Human values are principles that each
individual considers important in life and that,
in a close relationship to the environment,
guide their behavior in the world (Miller, 2014).
One can observe, for example, that individuals
who agree with values related to the ideas of
universalism, equality and transcendence are
inclined to disagree with discriminatory views
and practices (Belo et al., 2005). Thus, the
importance of recognizing and understanding the
beliefs that underpin individuals’ discourse and
guide their behaviors becomes evident; specially
when one considers that some groups (e.g.,
Law students) will eventually be working (either
directly or indirectly) with victims and offenders
in cases of sexual violence.

It is worth noting, however, that to the
extent of the authors’ knowledge no work
has previously attempted to explore how the
importance given to human values and honor
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concerns affects individuals’ endorsement of
rape myths as well as the potential effects of
rape myths on future legal practices in Brazil.
Therefore, the relevance of this study is that its
results will not only: a) encourage discussion,
even at the undergraduate level, on the subject;
b) properly prepare these future professionals to
enter into contact with victims and perpetrators;
c) contribute to rethinking established strategies;
but also promote the d) understanding of how
superior education has been contributing—or
not—to an ethical and humanitarian worldview.

Method

Participants

Participants were 281 students in the last year
of Law school, from public (8.2 %) and private
(91.8 %) universities in the Brazilian Southeast
region. Women constituted 57.6 % of the sample,
and the age of the respondents ranged from
20 to 46 years (M = 23.6, SD = 3.78). Most
of the respondents were Catholic (52.7 %),
had a moderate level of religiosity (M = 3.09,
SD = 1.25), and were single (89.5 %). The
sample was non-probabilistic and intentional, as
only participants who were willing to collaborate
when consulted by researchers were considered.

Instruments

Participants answered a questionnaire formed by
the following instruments.

Socio-demographic questions: all participants
were asked to answer questions about age, gender,
marital status, religion, and type of university.
Level of religiosity was also measured by a
question asking, “Do you consider yourself a
religious person?”, answered by a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from no religious (1) to completely
religious (5).

Honor-Scale (HS): developed in Spain by
Rodriguez Mosquera et al. (2002). Its original
formulation consists of 25 items divided into
four subscales, namely: family honor (e.g.,

Being unable to defend one’s family’s reputation),
personal integrity (e.g., Not keeping up one’s
word), masculine-typed honor (e.g., Not defending
one-self when others insult you) and feminine-
typed honor (e.g., Being known as someone it
is easy to sleep with). Participants must answer
how much each of these items would make
them feel bad, on a Likert scale, ranging from
1 (not at all bad) to 9 (very badly). The
Brazilian Portuguese version used in this study
was validated by Guerra, Gouveia, Araújo,
Andrade and Gaudêncio(2013); it consists of 16
items. In this study’s sample, internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha) ranged from 0.61 (masculine
honor) to 0.85 (feminine honor).

Illinois Rape Myths Acceptance Scale (IRMA):
developed by Payne et al. (1999); consists of
45 items. The Brazilian Portuguese version was
validated by Scarpati et al. (2014), consisting of
34 items subdivided into four subcategories. Each
of these categories address different aspects of the
acceptance of rape myths: It is her fault (e.g.,
If a woman is raped while drunk, she bears some
responsibility for letting things get out of control);
It is not “too serious” (e.g., Rape is not as big a
problem as some feminists want people to believe);
It is just an excuse (e.g., While most women do
not admit this, they often find that being forced
to have sex is exciting); It is not his fault/male
instinct (e.g., Men usually have no intention of
forcing women to have sex, but sometimes they are
driven by overwhelming sexual urges). Respondents
should indicate how much they agree or disagree
with each statement on a five-point scale, where
1 = strongly disagree and 5 = agree. In this
sample, internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha)
ranged from 0.64 (It is not his fault/male instinct)
to 0.74 (It is her fault).

Basic Human Values Questionnaire. This
questionnaire was based on Gouveia’s (Gouveia
et al., 2014) theoretical model and consists
of 18 items expressing basic human values. It
is subdivided into six subcategories: existence
(e.g., Health: worrying about your health to avoid
becoming ill; not being sick), suprapersonal (e.g.,
Maturity: feeling able to achieve life goals, and
to develop your capabilities), normative (e.g.,
Tradition: following the social norms of your country;
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respecting the traditions of the society you live
in), interactive (e.g., Social support: getting help
when you need it; feeling you are not alone in
the world), promotion (e.g., Success: getting what
you aim for; being efficient in everything you do)
and excitement (e.g., Sexuality: having sex; getting
sexual pleasure). Each participant would indicate
—based on a seven-point scale, ranging from 1
(totally unimportant) to 7 (totally important)—
the degree of importance of each value in their
lives. In this study’s sample, the scale showed
a 0.70 level of internal consistency (Cronbach’s
alpha).

Procedure

After approval from the Ethics Committee
(Approval number 312/11), researchers
contacted different higher education institutions
and explained the research’s objectives. After
receiving permission, a researcher and a few
trained assistants administered the questionnaire
in a collective classroom environment.
Participants were informed of the objectives,
the voluntary nature of the survey and the
confidentiality of participants’ personal data; all
were asked to sign an informed consent form,
in which all relevant information regarding the
research was explained. The questionnaire was
answered individually by each of the participants
and kept in an envelope.

Results

In order to understand the effects of honor and
human values on individuals’ endorsement of
rape myths, four analyzes of hierarchical multiple
regression were conducted (via the stepwise
method). Each dimension of rape myths was
included as a dependent variable. Independent
variables were participants’ gender (Block 1),
values’ subfunctions and honor concerns (Block
2). Tables 1 and 2 present results of variables that
significantly explained the different dimensions
of rape myths in this population.

The dimension It is her fault was positively
explained by normative values. Additionally, it

was negatively explained by suprapersonal values
and participant’s gender, indicating that male
participants showed higher levels of agreement
with this dimension. These IVs, together,
explained 8 % of the variance in this dimension.
These results suggest that individuals who tend
to agree with the idea that women are, somehow,
responsible for their victimization also tend
to endorse values of obedience, tradition, and
religiosity as guiding principles in their lives.
Participants who guide their lives based on
suprapersonal values (e.g., social justice, maturity
and knowledge), in turn, tend to disagree with
this notion.

Table 1.
Predictors of Dimensions 01 – ‘It is her fault’ and 02
– ‘It is not too serious’

*p < 0.05
**p < 0.01

The dimension It is not “too serious” refers to
the notion that women tend to exaggerate when
talking about the consequences of being a victim
of sexual violence. Similarly to what occurred
in the first dimension, this dimension was also
negatively explained by the importance given to
suprapersonal values as well as the participant’s
gender. It was also positively explained by
masculine honor and, together, all independent
variables explained 11 % of the outcome’s
variance. These results suggest, again, that male
participants showed a higher level of agreement
with this dimension, and that participants who
consider suprapersonal values as guides for their
lives tend to disagree with this type of rape myth.

In relation to the third dimension, it is
just an excuse (table 2), 6 % of the variance
was negatively explained by the gender of the
participant; suggesting, once again, that male
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participants endorse rape myths more frequently
than women. This dimension was also negatively
explained by existential values, suggesting that
participants who attribute relevance to aspects
such as survival, personal stability and health
do not agree with the idea that women
lie or exaggerate about the implications and
consequences of sexual violence.

Table 2.
Predictors of Dimensions 03 – ‘It is just an excuse’
and 04 – ‘It is not his fault’

*p < 0.05
**p < 0.01

Finally, the fourth dimension (It is not his fault/
male Instinct) had 11 % of its variance explained
by the group of independent variables. Similarly
to what occurred previously, this dimension was
also explained by gender, suggesting that the male
group had a higher level of agreement with the
content of these myths. This dimension was also
positively and statistically significantly explained
by participants’ concerns with the preservation of
family honor.

Discussion

This study aimed to comprehend the effects of
honor concerns and the importance given to
human values on Law students’ endorsement
of rape myths. On this basis, it aimed to
discuss the potential implications for their future
professional practice. As previously stated, few
authors have devoted themselves to this subject
in Brazil, and a lot of work remains to be done
regarding the understanding of the relationship
between human values (Gouveia et al., 2014)
and rape myths (Scarpati, 2013).

Despite the large amount of researches
showing that certain beliefs influence and

support sexually violent behavior towards
women, little is known in terms of cross-cultural
differences, especially in developing countries
(Fakunmoju et al., 2021). A recent study by
Fakunmoju et al. (2021) shows that differences
in rape-myths endorsement reflect various
patriarchal structures and ideologies, different
cultural and religious practices, stereotypes
against women, psychological assimilation of
values and beliefs as well as victims’ access to
protection and police responses to violence.

Honor concerns (Guerra et al., 2015) is
also a relevant construct for the explanation
of different types of behavior, including violent
behavior. According to Gouveia et al. (2013) in
honor cultures (such as the Brazilian culture),
high levels of honor concern have been shown as
an important predictive component for behaviors
“that threaten people and their interpersonal
relationships when moral standards are not
met” (p. 583) —as in the case of sex crimes.
Thus, this study contributes not only to the
theoretical enrichment of the literature, but also
to the advancement of the discussion on sexual
aggression against women in Brazil —and on the
different ways to prevent and resolve it.

Altogether, our results demonstrate that, for
this group of people, the understanding of the
phenomenon of sexual violence against women is
heavily dominated by the idea that women may
overstate the gravity of the violence they have
suffered and that men, due to being unable to
control their bodily impulses and desires, should
not be entirely blamed for this type of violence.
It is important to point out that these findings do
not refer to a new phenomenon, but rather to one
that has already been discussed in the literature
(i.e., rape myths; Burt, 1980).

Additionally, our results indicate that
although jurisdictional discourse and current
practices have gained new contours, they
still entail a conservative morality, due to
their endorsement of conservative social norms
—gender norms among them. Bitton and
Jaeger (2019) have shown that police officers
tend to accept rape myths more than
students independent of the officer gender,
and this acceptance is explained by gender
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role stereotypes. As pointed out by Guerra
et al. (2015), stereotypes associated with both
women and femininity as well as men and
masculinity, still contribute to the maintenance
of a traditional view of gender roles, serving
to naturalize and justify male dominance over
women.

Specifically, about honor concerns, our results
showed that family or masculine honor function
as predictive factors for two of the four
dimensions of rape myths. This sheds light on
how the emphasis on gender norms is linked to
beliefs underpinning the perpetration of sexually
aggressive discourses and practices (such as
rape myths). As discussed by Belo (2003), this
association serves a social purpose: the defense of
family reputation, and often is used as an excuse
for the perpetration of violent sexual acts.

In relation to masculine honor, Guerra et al.
(2015) and Rodriguez Mosquera et al. (2002)
comment that this dimension is linked to an
appreciation of the traditional male role, and
to a conservative view of social norms. It helps
society demarcate social differences between
genders, creating unequal power dynamics
(Scarpati, 2013). These remarks follow the
same general direction of previous theoretical
proposals claiming that honor cultures establish
normative standards of behavior for all members
(Gouveia et al., 2013). Therefore, not only
dimensions related to gender (e.g., masculine
honor), but also dimensions related to family
dynamics, are relevant for the understanding the
way people deal with cases of sexual violence
against women, and for a better understanding of
this phenomenon.

Our results further indicated that those who
emphasize materialistic needs of physiological
maintenance and body health do not tend
to endorse violent representations, whereas
individuals who agree with traditional values
and norms and obedience to authorities are
more likely to directly or indirectly promote
sexist speeches and behaviors, blaming women
for sexual violence perpetrated by men (Belo
et al., 2005). Our findings do indeed show
that normative values, characterized by moral

conservatism, functioned as predictors for one of
the four rape myths dimensions (It is her fault).

Another highlight is the fact that every rape
myth dimension was significantly predicted by
the participant’s gender; with men being more
in agreement with rape myths than women.
Respondents’ gender seems to be an important
element for the understanding of heterosexual
relationships, as it can be a predictor for both
the perpetration of violence and the justification
of previously perpetrated acts (Bitton & Jaeger,
2019; Gouveia et al., 2013; Rodriguez Mosquera
et al., 2002). This shows the importance of
considering gender as a relevant analysis variable,
reaffirming the need for an educational program
specifically targeting this audience (Brown &
Testa, 2008).

Collectively, these results also suggest that
although progress has been made regarding
the discussion of the objective elements of
sexual aggression, in order to offer an adequate
assistance to victims, the human aspect must
also be thoroughly accounted for. As pointed out
by Hayes et al. (2013, p. 26), if legal workers,
including judges, believe that every human being
“gets what they deserve and deserve what they
get” and endorses discourses such as “some
women ask for it” (Burt, 1980), how can we
assure that victims receive a fair and impartial
treatment? In other words, what are the effects of
personal beliefs on the practice of the law?

According to Marisa Jansen, in an interview
about violence against women in Brazil, “the
woman victim of sexual violence who seeks the
[aid of the] justice system wants the rapist to be
blamed, punished. She does not want to be re-
victimized, humiliated and ‘judged’” (Brandino,
n.d.). However, is it really possible to punish
offenders if the responsibility for the perpetrated
violence is aprioristically attributed to the victim?
Moreover, how can victims be assisted and
supported if rape is deemed as “not so serious,”
“not as relevant as other crimes,” or not even
real? Victim credibility is a vital part of the
decision-making process, made by either the
family, friends, the society in general and/or the
police, lawyers, and judges (Fakunmoju, 2022).
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According to Bloom (2009), beliefs, opinions
and attitudes about a given social object (e.g.,
gender norms) can be activated in order to
preserve and justify inequalities and, as a last
resort, legitimize the perpetration of violence.
Thus, discussing this topic not only in the legal
system, but also during college years is extremely
important not only for Law students, but for all
professionals involved in treating and providing
care to rape victims.

An adequate level of assistance will only
be reached if professionals such as lawyers,
police officers, doctors and officials are aware
of all variables related to the perpetration
of this offence, the consequences for victims’
lives, and of how their decisions and discourse
directly affects victims’ lives (Hayes et al., 2013).
Precisely, in the sense that by blaming the
victim, removing the perpetrator’s responsibility
for the act and/or denying the existence
of violence, practitioners might simultaneously
prevent victims to come forward and report the
offence, whilst keep offenders away from suffering
the consequences for their acts (Bohner et al.,
2010; Smith & Skinner, 2017).

Limitations and future directions

Potential limitations of this research were its
convenience sample, formed only by students
in their final year of Law school, who mostly
belonged to the upper strata of middle class.
This may have interfered on our results to a
certain extent. We also believe that, despite
the relevance of our results, the sample size
was rather limited, and thus these results may
have a regional coloration. In this sense, the
generalization of the data obtained and reported
herein require careful consideration.

Another important limitation is related to
the internal consistency of the rape myths
subscale ‘It is not his fault’, which was below the
cutoff point of 0.70 suggested by the literature.
Considering that Cronbach's alpha value reflects
a low association between the items, and that the
four items that make up this factor are related
to an idea that men do not have control over

themselves regarding sexual behavior, the low
consistency may indicate a change in the way
society perceives masculinity and what would be
considered natural in terms of behavior. Scarpati
et al. (2014) suggest the development of new
items that might reflect specific culturally-driven
content for this factor. However, it is also relevant
to point out that this value is still considered
within an acceptable level for research purposes
(Hair et al., 2009) and that Cronbach's alpha
values tend to be lower than those obtained by
other reliability assessment techniques (Sijtsma,
2009).

As a future research suggestion, we
recommend investigations on whether the
aforementioned rape myths can also be found
among professionals from various fields who
either directly or indirectly interact with victims
and/or sex offenders, as well as established
professionals of the legal system. We also suggest
studies including students in other semesters
of the undergraduate Law program; this would
allow one to verify, for example, if the educational
process itself interferes with students’ acceptance
of rape myths.
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