Female university students’ perceptions of a sexual assault 
when victim and perpetrator gender are varied
 Ashmini.G. Kerodal  M.Sc.

and 

Terence P Bartholomew Ph. D 
Submitted for the Sir Arthur Lewis Memorial Conference
 March, 2007.

Contact: 

Ashmini Kerodal

ashmini_gopie@yahoo.com
Ph: 675 7639; 767-8309

Or: 

Dr Terence Bartholomew 

Behavioural Sciences

Faculty of Social Science

University of the West Indies

St Augustine Campus

TRINIDAD, WEST INDIES

terence.bartholomew@sta.uwi.edu
ABSTRACT

This study examines the relationship between victim and perpetrator gender and the levels of blame attributed to a depicted sexual assault victim and perpetrator. Participants were 132 female students at the University of the West Indies. Each respondent read one of four sexual assault scenarios, in which victim and perpetrator gender were varied.  Quantitative questions were used to measure the level of blame and responsibility attributed to the victims and perpetrators, and qualitative questions were used to explicate respondents’ reasons for these attributions. The results showed a broad tendency for participants to ‘normalize’ the depicted assault or perceive it as asexual, rather than as criminal act, and to blame female victims more than male ones. Although respondents generally described the heterosexual assaults as rape or sexual assault, they predominantly had disgust or other emotional reactions to the same-gender depictions. Finally, an internal locus of control was attributed to female victims, but an external locus of control was attributed to male victims. These results were discussed within a theoretical framework of Burt’s (1980) rape myth acceptance theory and gender-role stereotypes. The results demonstrate a need for public education in the areas of rape and sexual assault to address this acceptance of rape myths and gender-role stereotypes, even among this educated sub-group. 

