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Aims and objectives:

Rape is a widespread social problem carrying heavy costs for the victim. In the last few decades
a multiplicity of perspectives on its etiology have emerged. There is, among others, the
psychiatric perspective, considering rape as a product of psychopathology; the developmental
psychological perspective, seeking antecedents in early experiences of the rapist; the feminist
perspective, proposing that rape is not primarily motivated by lust, but by hostility and the
desire for dominance; social learning theory, focusing on the power of cultural traditions, such
as the representation of women in the media; the cognitive perspective, focusing on cognitive
distortions with regard to women; and the evolutionary or Darwinian perspective, that, based
on the observation that forced copulation is not uniquely human, assumes that rape has deep
evolutionary roots and is primarily motivated by lust. From a Darwinian point of view rape is
either a byproduct of evolved sex differences or an adaptation. There is also a small number of
attempts at an integrated theory. The multiplicity of approaches to and explanations of rape
might be considered an example of theoretical pluralism: different theoretical frameworks
focus on differential aspects of the etiology of sexual violence. Ultimately an integrated model
will follow, shedding light on the development of sexually aggressive inclinations and on the
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mechanisms leading to sexual violence, as well as on the heterogeneity of rapists and of types
of sexual assault. As it turns out, however, there is little theoretical openness to be found
among rape researchers. Interdisciplinary communication is scarce and often characterized by
its sharp tone. This state of affairs can have serious social consequences, for it stands in the
way of a full understanding of rape.

The aim of this project is an analysis of this state of affairs from a philosophy of science
perspective, based on two questions: 1) to what extent are the existing explanatory models
really competitors and to what extent are they complementary; and 2) what are the causes of
this lack of openness and of the poor communication among rape researchers?
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