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Although rape crisis centers began as feminist organizations, research exploring centers’
current feminist identity is limited. Data from interviews with 63 staff, volunteers, interns,
and directors affiliated with six rape crisis centers and programs located in four East
Coast states are used to examine how they view feminism and whether they believe their
rape crisis centers maintain a feminist ideology. Although most directors identified their
organization as a feminist one, they also indicated that the feminist identity of rape crisis
centers has changed over time as organizations increasingly collaborated with mainstream
organizations and became less politically active. Because of the possible negative conno-
tation of the word “feminism,” some directors and advocates spoke of their reluctance to
advertise as a feminist organization for fear of alienating victims, potential volunteers,
and/or funders.
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Feminist theories postulate that rape is caused by various factors. Liberal and
radical feminist argue that gender inequality should reduce the incidence of rape

(Martin, Vieraitis, & Britto, 2006). This is referred to as the ameliorative hypothesis
(Whaley & Messner, 2002); however, some research has found that the incidence of
rape increases as women become more equal to men (Austin & Kim, 2000). Some
radical feminists believe that gender equality will actually increase rape rates in the
short term because as women gain equality men will feel threatened and will retaliate
with sexual violence (Martin et al., 2006). This is referred to as the backlash hypothe-
sis (Whaley, 2001). Socialist feminists assert that both gender inequality and women’s
socioeconomic status influence rape rates.

These distinctions and categories of feminist perspectives are important and reflect
the diversity of feminist thought. Despite these distinctions, feminist organizations
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historically have been “pro women” and have linked many problems, including vio-
lence against women, to women’s subordinate relationship to men. Feminists argued
that rape is caused by patriarchy or men’s dominance over women; the focus was on
men’s control over women’s sexuality and sexual experiences (Brownmiller, 1975;
Griffin, 1989). Early rape crisis centers were feminist organizations organized by
women, and the members believed the only way to end rape was to create a society
where men and women were equal (Ferree & Martin, 1995). Rape crisis centers
emerged in the early to mid-1970s out of the second wave of the feminist movement
as feminists made violence against women a central concern (Matthews, 1994).
These feminist organizations were run collectively and had a political agenda that
tried to secure equality for women (Ferree & Martin, 1995).

As feminists recognized the influence of patriarchy on violence against women,
founders of rape crisis centers were frustrated with the treatment of rape victims by
society, in general, as well as responses by the police, medical, and legal personnel.
Early centers refused to work with these agencies because of the way they treated
rape victims, and many refused any state or federal funding (Martin, 1990, 2005).
Founders of these early centers were concerned with assisting rape victims, fighting
for legislative change, and changing the way rape victims were treated by a patriar-
chal society, but they also were concerned specifically with the organizational struc-
ture of their centers. The structure of rape crisis centers was as important as their
mission; rape crisis centers were intended to be grassroots1 and run collectively by
women (Matthews, 1994). Founders of rape crisis centers rejected hierarchal and
bureaucratic structures because these approaches directly contradicted feminist prin-
ciples (Ferguson, 1984; Martin, 1990, 2005; Simon, 1982); therefore, they refused
to form boards or directorships. Furthermore, because the vast majority of rapists are
men and because rape crisis centers were formed in the 1970s as part of the women’s
movement, men generally were not involved in rape crisis centers. Even now, more
than 30 years after the antirape movement began, nearly all directors of rape crisis
centers remain female (Martin, 2005).

The idea of a “feminist” organization has changed over time.2 In the late 1970s
and early 1980s, rape crisis centers began to evolve as many of the original founders
grew tired from years of struggle and left the centers (Gornick, Burt, & Pittman,
1985). When new women became involved, they often adopted a more conventional
approach to organizational development and began to accept money from state, gov-
ernment, and law enforcement agencies. When centers began to receive public fund-
ing, they also had to reduce their level of political activism. To secure public funding,
many centers either abandoned their social change mission that tied them to the rad-
ical feminist movement or “deradicalized” their efforts (Campbell, Baker, &
Mazurek, 1998; Gornick & Meyer, 1998). This is very similar to the battered
women’s movement. When women in the battered women’s movement began to
accept government grants, they were unable to engage in the same degree of activism
because funding agencies discouraged social change (Schechter, 1982).
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In addition, public funding forced centers and programs to increase collaboration
with other systems or agencies, such as hospitals and law enforcement. Rape crisis
center leaders also realized their highly critical stance could be detrimental to
victims. After public admonishment by rape crisis center staff, law enforcement and
hospital staff were unlikely to reach out to rape crisis centers and make referrals for
victims (Martin, 2005).

The transformation of rape crisis centers was challenging, and placed leaders who
had grown accustomed to the feminist grassroots structure in a conundrum. The first
challenge was gaining the trust and cooperation of members of institutions they had
criticized in the past, such as hospital staff, police officers, and legal personnel
(Gornick et al., 1985). Second, rape crisis centers had to accept the criticism of some
feminists for not being “radical enough” while discovering a politically palatable
way to frame issues in ways that would appeal to politicians and other possible fund-
ing sources. When collaborating with criminal justice, legal, and medical systems,
centers could no longer publicly criticize negative treatment of rape victims by such
agencies (Martin, 2005). Third, rape crisis centers had to find ways to include
women of color. As White women organized the feminist movement, the early anti-
rape movement was criticized for excluding women of color. As rape crisis centers
transformed, they strived to become more inclusive of all women (Matthews, 1989).

Transformation resulted in the development of more hierarchical bureaucratic
structures that included formal division of labor and written rules and policies.
Bureaucracy also embodies a masculine ethic that requires a separation between
private and public life (Bordt, 1997). The depersonalized nature of bureaucracy and
the rejection of the feminist ideal that the “personal is political” sharply contrasted
with the previous collective nature of earlier rape crisis centers. As explained by
Ferguson (1984), “The radical feminist hostility to bureaucracy is based on a well-
founded . . . opposition to the consequences of hierarchical domination of both indi-
viduals and the collective” (p. 83). Some radical feminists, therefore, equated the
acceptance of bureaucracy with the abandonment of the feminist goals that were the
foundation of early rape crisis centers.

Many rape crisis centers feared that they would be forced to completely change
and abandon their feminist mission when they began to collaborate with institutions
with which they had previously had an adversarial relationship. Instead, they incor-
porated mainstream organizations into their domain of influence and educated them
on how to better serve and treat rape victims (Martin, DiNitto, Byington, &
Maxwell, 1992; Whittier, 1995). They engaged in what Katzenstein (1990) refers to
as “unobtrusive mobilization” or less controversial, disruptive, political activism in
contrast to the more public protests that took place in earlier decades. For example,
Martin (2005, p. 102) found that by the mid-1980s, Florida rape crisis centers
adopted an “occupy-and-indoctrinate” strategy; rape crisis centers formed collabo-
rative relationships with police, medical staff, and prosecutors and then educated
them on ways to better respond to rape victims (see also Martin et al., 1992).
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Challenges, however, remain for organizations that continue to identify as femi-
nist. “Feminist” is a broad term that has multiple meanings. It is possible that some
organizations spawned by the feminist movement that endorsed feminist values and
goals now deny that they are feminist (Fried, 1994; Gornick et al., 1985) because
they fear political backlash or because it is seen as an unnecessary liability for the
organization to specifically identify as feminist. Likewise, it is possible that an orga-
nization is feminist in some ways but not in others. According to Martin (1990), “An
organization that is not feminist on ideology may qualify as feminist on goals, val-
ues, outcomes or founding circumstances” (p. 189). Therefore, those involved with
the rape crisis movement may be confused about the meaning of the term “feminist”
or leery of the word and its possible negative connotations (Gornick et al., 1985;
Hercus, 1999; Schechter, 1982). This issue is not unique to rape crisis center staff.
Griffin (1989), for example, found that even when women hold feminist views, they
may not identify as “feminist” because of the negative connotation associated with
the label. Baumgardner and Richards (2003) concluded that young women are
“afraid” of the feminist movement; instead of seeing feminism as a movement that
enlightens women on their potential, young women view it as an ideology that tells
them what they cannot do (p. 449). It is possible that women express feminist ideals
without labeling them as such or accept feminist ideals without labeling themselves
as feminist because they do not understand what it means to be a feminist
(Baumgardner & Richards, 2003; Fried, 1994; Griffin, 1989; Henderson-King &
Stewart, 1994; Renzetti, 1987; Rhodebeck, 1996) or because they associate femi-
nism with political involvement (Renzetti, 1979). Despite these negative connota-
tions, however, a recent study (December 2000 to January 2003) of more than 3,000
women found that slightly more than one half (54%) of them said that being a fem-
inist was an important part of their identity.3

Although most rape crisis centers began as feminist organizations, research
exploring centers’ current feminist identity is limited. This study adds to the litera-
ture on feminist organizations (Ferree & Martin, 1995; Fried, 1994; Leidner, 1991;
Martin, 1990, 2005; Matthews, 1989, 1994; Ostrander, 1999) by exploring how indi-
viduals currently associated with six centers or programs view feminism and the
degree to which they perceive that their centers maintain a feminist ideology. As
such, it provides a picture of rape crisis centers’ current feminist mission (or lack
thereof) more than 30 years after rape crisis centers emerged out of the second wave
of the feminist movement. This study is also unique because it includes the per-
spectives of interns and volunteers,4 in contrast to previous research that only
includes directors or leaders of rape crisis centers (Campbell et al., 1998; Gornick
et al., 1985; Matthews, 1989) or founding members, staff members, and directors
(Martin, 2005; O’Sullivan & Carlton, 2001; Schmitt & Martin, 1999). Including the
voices of volunteer advocates is essential, because most centers continue to rely
extensively on volunteer labor, especially as funding reductions hinder the ability to
hire adequate numbers of paid staff members to fulfill the various functions served
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by rape crisis centers and programs. In addition, three centers included in this
research began in the 1970s during the height of the second wave of the feminist
movement and three centers began in the late 1980s or 1990s, after the antirape
movement was already firmly established; therefore, this study also allows for com-
parisons between centers based on when they were created.

Method

This research includes interviews with 63 women affiliated with six rape crisis cen-
ters located in four East Coast states.5 Five agencies are community based and one is
a university-based organization. Two of the organizations are centers, and four are
programs. Programs are embedded in a larger social service agency, and centers are
not—they are organizations that exist solely to provide rape crisis services. Henceforth,
this language is used to distinguish between the two types of organizations.

Three agencies (Center A, Center B, and Program F) began in the 1970s. One
program (Program C) began in 1987, but the parent social service agency began in
the 1970s. Another agency (Program D) began in 1997 to replace another rape crisis
center that began in the 1970s. The last organization (Program E) began in 1997, but
the parent social service agency began in the 1970s.

Letters explaining the purpose of the research and requesting the opportunity to
interview directors, coordinators, staff members, and volunteer advocates were sent
to the directors or coordinators in fall 2003. Volunteer advocates included in this
sample have a variety of roles. They provide hotline counseling to victims as well as
accompany them to police stations, hospitals, and court proceedings. While assisting
victims at police stations, hospitals, and court proceedings, rape victims advocates
answer victims’ questions, provide comfort and support, and advocate for them.
Staff members not only provide hotline counseling to victims and accompany them
to police stations, hospitals, and court proceedings but also provide face-to-face
counseling.

Some of the directors (5 of the 10) included in this research provided direct ser-
vices to victims; however, their responsibilities more often included the following:
recruiting and training volunteer advocates; hiring and training staff; providing edu-
cation to members of the community; outreach to public officials, legislative offi-
cials, or policy makers; securing funding for the center or program; and handling
general administrative responsibilities (see Table 1).

Interviews

All the interviews were conducted between October 2003 and February 2004.
Interviews averaged between 45 minutes and 1 hour. The shortest interview was con-
ducted over the phone and lasted 25 minutes. The longest interview was conducted
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in person and lasted 2 hours. Ten interviews were conducted with directors or coordi-
nators who held a variety of leadership positions, including executive director, program
coordinator, volunteer coordinator, medical advocacy coordinator, and senior health
educator.6 Most (83%) of the directors/coordinators employed by these centers and
programs were interviewed (see Table 2 for number of advocates, directors, and coor-
dinators interviewed from each center or program). One director or coordinator was
interviewed from all organizations, however, two directors or coordinators were inter-
viewed from two organizations (Center B and Program D), and three directors or coor-
dinators were interviewed from another organization (Program F, see Table 1). The
number of paid staff (and volunteers) varied greatly. Centers and programs range from
having anywhere from one part-time staff position to 23 full-time staff members and 9
to 100 volunteers, depending on the size of the population served. The majority (five of
the six) of the centers employed 10 or fewer full-time staff members. The range of advo-
cates interviewed was between 11% and 67% of those at any particular agency with an
overall average of 34% of all staff, volunteers, and interns interviewed.

The interviews conducted with directors or coordinators consisted of approximately
20 open-ended questions about their organization’s history, current structure (includ-
ing the program goals), and the transformation of their program over the years. All
directors or coordinators were paid staff members. Because of their extensive full-time
(paid) involvement in the rape crisis center/program, it was expected that directors/
coordinators were more knowledgeable about the history, organization, and mission of
the organization than were advocates. In addition, directors/coordinators were
expected to have more knowledge than advocates because, on average, they had been
employed by the agency longer. For example, the 10 directors/coordinators in this
sample had been employed by their current rape crisis center or program for seven
years compared with an average of two years for advocates.

Table 1
Directors’ and Coordinators’ Tenure of Service

Center A Associate director between 1990 and 1996 and took over as executive director
in 1996.

Center B Per diem counselor and medical advocate June 2002 to November 2002.
Coordinator of medical advocates since November 2002.

Director since mid-1990s.
Program C Director since 2003. Served as volunteer or staff member since 1999.
Program D Volunteer coordinator since 1998.

Program director since 1998.
Program E Program coordinator since 1999. Volunteer between 1997 and 1999.
Program F Part-time coordinator since 2003. 

Began working for program in 1992. Currently senior health educator.
Previously employed as director.

Began working for program in 1988. Currently director for counseling center.
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Demographic information was not collected for the directors or coordinators
because the original assumption was that directors and coordinators also were serv-
ing as advocates. The plan was to gather this data during the completion of that inter-
view. This was not the case, however, as five directors or coordinators performed
administrative roles exclusively (i.e., training advocates, organizing on-call schedule
for volunteers, and writing grants) and did not have direct contact with victims in
advocacy roles. As such, specific demographic information is not available for direc-
tors and coordinators. Clearly, this is a limitation of the study.

A total of 53 women participated in the advocate interview. Male advocates were
not interviewed based on the anticipated scarcity of them and the recognition that
including only a few males would not allow for comparison by gender.7 Only four
centers or programs had male volunteers. A total of eight male volunteers worked in
these four centers/programs. Advocate interviews consisted of approximately 60
open-ended questions that covered a wide variety of issues, including advocate train-
ing; roles of an advocate; perceptions of rape, rape victims, and rapists; perceptions
of multicultural/multiethnic issues surrounding rape; knowledge of rape reform
laws; assessment of progress resulting from legal reforms; and perceptions of treat-
ment of rape victims by the medical, criminal justice, and legal systems.8

Table 2
Number of Advocates, Directors, and Coordinators Interviewed From Each

Center or Program

Directors or 
Advocates Coordinators 

Began Interviewed Interviewed

Center A Early 1970s 6 3 Interns 1
(not embedded in 3 Full-time paid staff

larger agency)
Center B Early 1970s 23 21 Volunteers 2

(not embedded) 2 Interns

Program C 1987 6 6 Volunteers 1
(embedded in larger social

service agency)
Program D 1997 6 2 Part-time paid staff 2

(embedded in larger social 3 Volunteers
service agency) 1 Full-time paid staff

Program E 1997 9 1 Part-time paid staff 1
(embedded in larger social 7 Volunteers

service agency) 1 Full-time paid staff

Program F Mid-1970s 3 3 Volunteers 3
(university center)
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Advocate Characteristics

Advocates ranged from 18 to 60 years old. Half of the advocates (51%) were in
their late teens (18 or 19) or in their 20s, 17% were in their 30s, 21% were in their
40s, 7% were in their 50s, and 4% were in their 60s.9

The advocate sample was well educated. The majority (77%) had completed
bachelor’s or master’s degrees, and 15% were completing bachelor’s degrees at the
time of the interview. More than half (51%) had degrees or were seeking degrees in
fields that would assist them in their advocate role, such as sociology, criminal jus-
tice, psychology, social work, college counseling, women’s studies, public adminis-
tration, or family and human services.

Thirty percent of the advocates were women of color. More specifically, 12%
were African American, 8% were Hispanic or Latina, 7% were multiracial, 2% were
Native American, and 2% were Asian American. Most of the advocate sample con-
sisted of volunteers. Of the 53 advocates, 75% volunteered for the rape crisis center
or program, 6% were full-time paid staff members, 9% were part-time paid staff
members, and 9% were interns.

Data Analysis

After all interviews were transcribed verbatim by the author, core themes were
identified based on multiple readings of the interview data (see Rubin & Rubin,
1995). This analysis was inductive and a grounded theory approach was used (see
Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The analysis included several steps including open cod-
ing and axial coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). After
reading through the manuscripts several times, notes were written in margins. To
systematically analyze the data and compare the responses of advocates and directors/
coordinators from various centers/programs, the second stage of the analysis was
completed using axial coding. To better enable a systematic review of the data, all
responses about feminist identity were copied into a table that also listed the respon-
dent’s affiliation (including whether the agency was a center or program and when
it was founded).

Feminist Identity of Agencies

All leaders were asked to describe their rape crisis center or program. Nine of the
10 directors or coordinators believed their rape crisis center or program was femi-
nist. The time that the rape crisis center or program was founded did not appear to
influence whether directors or coordinators perceived that the organization main-
tained a feminist mission. Of the three centers or programs that began in the 1980s
or 1990s, all but one of the directors or coordinators described the organization as
feminist. Interestingly, the only organization that a leader failed to describe as fem-
inist began in 1997, replacing another rape crisis center that began in the 1970s.
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Although the leaders of the agencies specifically identified their programs or cen-
ters as feminist, they noted that their agencies either downplayed this identification
or rarely explicitly identified themselves as such. For example, leaders for Center B
and Program F, which both began in the 1970s, are feminist “in theory” but neither
advertise as feminist organizations nor include the term in their mission statements.
One of the coordinators from Program F stated as follows:

I know it to be one [a feminist organization] but I wouldn’t describe it that way. It’s not
advertised that way. When we recruit for new members and volunteers and we talk to
people about our services we don’t promote ourselves as a feminist organization.

Center B’s executive director expressed a similar view:

I would [identity the center as a feminist organization] although we no longer have that
in our mission statement, which was a big debate a year, year and a half ago. Thinking
that potentially it might exclude men [as victims] although it doesn’t have to, but
people had feelings about the word. I would say in action, yes, but we don’t have it in
the mission statement anymore.

In addition to refraining from advertising as a feminist organization, two leaders
from Program F clarified the program’s feminist identity. The senior health educator
felt it maintained a feminist identity as an organization because, “The people
involved have tried really hard to stay out of the bureaucracy.” One coordinator
asserted that it was feminist but clarified as follows:

I would say that most of the individuals who join the group call themselves feminists
but not all. Even some of the men who were involved consider themselves part of the
feminist movement. Our focus is the needs of survivors and providing that support
more so than pushing a political agenda.

The director from Program E, which began in 1997, asserted that the program
was a “little feminist” but not a group of “male bashers.” There was disagreement
between the director of Program D and the program’s volunteer coordinator; the
director “absolutely” identified the program as a feminist program, whereas the
volunteer coordinator stated that it was not. This may reflect differing defini-
tions or impressions of “feminism.” The program’s volunteer coordinator stated
as follows:

I’m under the impression that they [members of another rape crisis center that began in
the 1970s] were nazi feminists, from law enforcement and people out in the community.
I don’t want to be so judgmental because maybe that’s what they needed for the change
then. Maybe back then that’s what they needed to do to get us where we are today.
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Only the program coordinator from Program C, which began in 1987, affirmed
without hesitation that the program held feminist ideals. She clarified that it was
“absolutely” a feminist organization, but unlike early rape crisis centers and
programs, it stressed the need for collaboration with other institutions. She stated as
follows:

Being victim centered you can’t be adversarial. We need the different entities to oper-
ate incredibly effectively with one another. So it’s very much a feminist model but it’s
a very cooperative victim centered model.

In general then, the time that the rape crisis center or program began did not
appear to influence whether directors or coordinators perceived the organization to
have a feminist mission. Of the three centers or programs that began in the 1970s,
all directors and coordinators asserted that the organization was feminist.

Although the vast majority of directors and coordinators believed that their orga-
nization had a feminist identity, most were cautious in their explanation of how the
center/program did or did not exhibit feminist ideals. They clarified that they do not
advertise the organization as feminist for fear of turning off volunteers or funding
sources. They stated they were not “male bashers” and were not adversarial, but
instead collaborated with other organizations.

There also was some debate among directors and coordinators as to whether
centers or programs can be feminist and have men helping as volunteers or paid
staff. Four centers or programs have a few male volunteers and one center had full-
time male staff members. Center B did not allow male volunteers, and Program E
had male volunteers in the past but did not have any at the time of the research.
According to the coordinator of medical advocates at Center B that began in the
early 1970s:

We don’t really take male volunteers. It is tricky because we technically can’t say no to
them because it is discrimination. So we say we don’t have any room or maybe it would
be uncomfortable for a man to work here because of these issues. It is a feminist organi-
zation, and can men really fall underneath that feminist ideology? If you look at the sur-
vivors themselves, whether they are male or female, they would rather talk to a woman
than a man. People always say that men would rather talk to a man, which is a common
misconception. They would rather talk to a woman because they are more understanding.

The director from Program F clarified that the men involved with the program
considered themselves to be feminist, and the director from Program E answered
whether the organization was feminist with the response, “The staff is all women.”
The executive director of Center A reflected on what a big change it was for the cen-
ter, which began in the early 1970s, to accept males as staff and volunteers.
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The major change has been we have males on staff now. Men were never allowed to
come through these doors. [We have male] staff members and volunteers.

The assumption for some organizations, then, was that to be a feminist organization,
the center or program could not serve or associate with men.

Directors and coordinators also were asked to describe the services offered by
centers/programs. They explained that centers and programs currently provided
immediate hotline service; crisis intervention; face-to-face counseling; accompani-
ments to hospitals, police stations, or legal proceedings; assistance for secondary
victims such as family, friends, or roommates of victims; outreach and education in
the community and in schools; and training for individuals who work with victims
such as police officers, medical professionals, attorneys, or school counselors.
Although many of these services have been offered consistently since centers and
programs began, some were not originally available. These services appear to reflect
a changing ideology among rape crisis centers as they move away from political
activism and embrace a broader community-based mission that includes training,
education, and collaboration with other agencies.

Advocates’ Perceptions of Feminism and
Rape Crisis Centers’ Identification as
Feminist Organizations

Advocates were asked to define both rape and feminism in their own words
before they were asked if they believed that their rape crisis center/program had a
feminist identity because of the various conflicting meanings associated with the
terms. Most advocates (68%) provided a feminist definition of rape, explaining that
rape is caused by men’s need to exert power and control over women. Although
advocates struggled to articulate a concise definition of “feminist,” most (66%)
agreed feminism referred to equality between men and women. Few advocates
(13%) associated the term “feminism” with activism. Eighteen percent of the advo-
cates reflected on the negative connotation of the term “feminism.” Amber (all
names are pseudonyms), a volunteer advocate at Program C reflected on how femi-
nism has taken on a negative meaning:

I think most people when they think of feminism they think of somebody who is gung
ho women but they don’t like men or they are all about getting ahead for women but
they are crazy. You always hear the term femi-Nazi. I think most people perceive fem-
inism as the negative instead of something that should be positive.

Other advocates also saw feminism in a negative light, stating that the feminist
movement has typically been viewed as a White women’s movement and “male bash-
ing” movement composed of women who are “antimale,” “man haters,” “lesbians,”
“radicals,” or “femi-Nazis.”
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Most advocates (60%), however, who noted negative connotations in connection
with feminism self-identified as feminists. Betsy, a volunteer medical advocate at
Center B who identified as a feminist, explained as follows:

I don’t think it [feminism] necessarily has to be as hard-core as our society has made it
out to be. I think feminism has gotten a bad rap—they have a vision that they [femi-
nists] are all lesbians. I don’t think it really is that way. I think feminism is just about
empowering women on a lot of different levels.

Phyllis, a volunteer advocate at Program F who identified as a feminist, explained
feminism as follows:

I think a lot of people have problems with the term feminism, especially younger
people who are very much feminists who don’t like to term themselves as a feminist. I
think because like anything else, the terminology feminist, they get a picture in their
head. Like somebody who doesn’t like men or somebody who is lesbian. You have to
be this rallying, constantly fighting liberated person.

Eloise, a volunteer hotline worker at Center B, also identified as a feminist but
reflected on the negative connotation of the word, clarifying that she is not a “male
basher”:

Out in society I know it [feminism] has taken on a more male-bashing meaning. It has
a stigma of male bashing and that is not something I identify with.

Diedre, a paid staff member at Program E, who identified as a feminist, also men-
tioned the “male bashing” stigma:

I don’t like using that term because it gets twisted in so many different ways. If you say
I am a feminist, people always think of a man hater. It could mean anything—it could
mean that you are powerful and being who you are and being everything a woman can
be. I think people take it and twist it and make it something ugly that it isn’t. I don’t
like using it because people have made it such an ugly word but it really isn’t.

Despite some negative views of feminism, however, the majority of advocates
(60%) self-identified as feminists, although one quarter (25%) hesitated to give a
simple “yes” or “no” response when asked about their feminist identity, and a size-
able minority (15%) did not self-identify as feminists. Advocates who failed to self-
identify as feminist felt restricted by the identity. One advocate reported she felt “too
stifled” by the ideal of a feminist identity and one felt that feminists told women
what they could not do. Of those advocates (25%) who hesitated to give a direct
response when asked about their own feminist identity, 54% stated that they were not
radicals, activists, or extreme feminists; 15% hesitated to identify themselves as

Maier / Are Rape Crisis Centers Feminist Organizations? 93

 at Glasgow University Library on April 16, 2015fcx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://fcx.sagepub.com/


feminists because of the negative connotation associated with the word but they also
clarified that they agreed with feminist ideals; and another 31% were what Aronson
(2003) would refer to as “fence sitters.” The fence sitters provided very vague
responses that consisted of phrases such as “for the most part” or “in some ways” or
“I’m neutral.”

The struggles that advocates experienced when defining feminism resurfaced
when they were asked to reflect on whether their rape crisis center or program fol-
lowed feminist ideals. The advocates affiliated with the university-based program
(Program F) and one community-based rape crisis center (Center B) unanimously
identified the center or program as feminist. Although most of advocates (62%)
agreed without hesitation that their center or program was feminist, 15% of advocates
reported their program/center was feminist but explained that their agency did not
advertise as a feminist organization because of the negative connotation of the word
and/or because the center or program served male rape and sexual assault victims.

Almost one fourth (23%) of advocates did not classify their center or program as
feminist and most explained the agency could not be feminist because it either
served male victims or had male volunteers and/or staff members. Bridget, a volun-
teer advocate at Center E who identified that she is a feminist, stated as follows:

I would say no [the organization is not feminist] because they have men involved and
they have men working there. I think a feminist organization would stand up for women
but would only have women working there.

Mary, a volunteer at Program C who did not label herself as a feminist because
she “does not like the stereotypes that go along with it” believed that the rape crisis
program could not be feminist because of issues surrounding male victimization.
She explained as follows:

They are so cognizant, especially the director, of domestic violence issues from both—
women beating men and men beating women. Also, male rape is a big issue. So I would
never, ever link them to anything to do with, “We are all women for women.”

Molly, a volunteer advocate at Program D who did not identify as a feminist also
did not think her program could be identified as feminist because they assist male
victims. She stated, “Even though we don’t see many male clients I don’t think they
[the rape program] are feminist.” Barbie, a volunteer advocate at Program E who
identified as a feminist but clarified that she is not “extreme” also believed the orga-
nization cannot be feminist because it serves males. She explained as follows:

We offer support not only to women but also to men. But we happen to get more calls
from women. People might just see us as a feminist organization but I guess I wouldn’t
because we are here for any kind of person whether they are male or female. I think
because it happens with more females people label it as a feminist organization.
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Thus, some advocates, as well as directors and coordinators, assumed that if they
advertised as a feminist organization, male victims would think services were not
available to them, whereas others believed their rape crisis center or program could
not be feminist because male victims were served or males were welcomed as staff
or volunteers. These ideas mirror the misconception in society that feminists com-
pletely isolate themselves from males and that feminist organizations do not serve or
care about male victims.

Discussion

This research has some important limitations. First, although directors and advo-
cates were asked about their views of the organization as to whether or not it was
feminist, they were not specifically asked about particular goals in relation to femi-
nism. Thus, additional research needs to concentrate on what goals, specifically, are
or are not feminist in the views of staff and directors to better begin to understand
some of the contradictions evident in the current research. In other words, directors
and advocates seem conflicted about both their views of feminism and their willing-
ness to identify their agency as feminist. More specific designs are needed to exam-
ine this issue in more depth to gain a more sophisticated understanding of these
contradictions. Second, no founding members of centers or programs that began in
the 1970s were interviewed. Most of the directors or coordinators began their ser-
vice at the center or program 20 or more years after the center or program was
founded. Here again, a more complex design that compared views of feminism and
the willingness to identify the organization as feminist would provide more conclu-
sive insight into the changing complexity of organizational identities over time.
Third, this study relied on a convenience sample. Five of the six centers or programs
were selected because of close proximity to the researcher, and one was selected
because it is one of the oldest rape crisis centers in the United States; therefore, the
results cannot be generalized. Future research should include more centers or
programs and they should be selected from a more diverse geographical area.
Ideally, programs would be randomly selected for inclusion. Fourth, it is possible
that advocates who elected not to participate in the study may have opted out for
specific reasons in ways that skewed results. Future studies should strive to better
evaluate the representativeness of the sample, and increasing the sample size would
allow for better between-group comparisons (such as paid vs. unpaid staff).

Despite these limitations, this research provides insight into contemporary per-
ceptions of rape crisis centers/programs and the individuals who work there. Most
research on rape crisis centers is several decades old and there is little under-
standing of how these agencies view themselves and/or their missions. The current
study also included rape victim advocates, a previously understudied group.
Unlike previous research, it included the perspectives of directors of rape crisis
centers and programs, paid staff members, interns, and volunteers. Including the
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voices of volunteers is especially important because most centers and programs
continue to rely heavily on unpaid labor.

Regardless of when the centers or programs began, most directors and advocates
identified their organizations as feminist; however, they indicated that the idea of
what constitutes a “feminist” organization has changed since the 1970s. Most centers/
programs currently collaborate with mainstream organizations; maintain nonadver-
sarial relationships with other institutions/organizations; accept male volunteers,
workers, and victims; and avoid direct political action. During earlier stages of the
rape crisis movement, to be considered “feminist,” some centers and programs
would not collaborate with mainstream organizations, and therefore would not train
police officers, medical professionals, or attorneys. In addition, instead of educating
the community through outreach events, early organizations often were more likely
to engage in political protests. More recently, it appears activism through political
protest has been replaced with activism in the form of public speaking engagements,
education, and community awareness efforts (Martin, 2005; Matthews, 1994). As
such, it is possible that organizations continue to embrace an activist role, but do so
in a different manner than earlier, grassroots organizations. It is also possible, how-
ever, that these agencies have become co-opted and are less interested in social
change all together. Several directors spoke of their reluctance to advertise as a fem-
inist organization for fear of turning off victims or potential volunteers. These find-
ings are consistent with previous research (Martin, 2005) that indicates rape crisis
centers have increased collaboration with mainstream organizations and became less
adversarial over time. The rape crisis centers in this study, for example, rarely iden-
tified social change as central to their mission. Only two centers had mission state-
ments that addressed eliminating sexual violence or reducing the tolerance of sexual
violence in society.

It is important to be mindful that feminism is not a unified ideology for individ-
uals or organizations (Ferree & Hess, 1985) and, therefore, the tendency of rape cri-
sis centers to distance from feminism is understandable. It may be easier for rape
crisis centers to recruit volunteers and staff members who are liberal feminists as
opposed to radical feminists. It also should not be surprising that organizations are
leery of embracing feminism explicitly in a culture that has denigrated feminist
ideals and feminist individuals as demonstrated by the powerful backlash term
“femi-Nazi.” Interestingly, however, directors and advocates on the whole embraced
feminist principles even if they were leery of the word itself.

A sizable minority of advocates, however, rejected a feminist identity for them-
selves and their agencies. The findings also suggest that women do not necessarily
need to identify as feminists to become involved in the rape crisis movement. This
is similar to Schechter’s research (1982) on the battered women’s movement. She
concluded that staff members at battered women’s shelters were diverse in terms of
their feminist identity. The essential bond that held them together was the goal of
helping other women.
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The majority (62%) of advocates in this study, however, saw the agency as femi-
nist and the majority (60%) self-identified as such, although, it was a rather liberal
interpretation of feminism, asserting the importance of women’s equality and
empowerment. This view differs from the feminist principles of the early rape crisis
movement, when advocates endorsed the “radical” and political goal of changing
social structures and institutions that condoned and supported rape. Nonetheless,
rape crisis centers and programs, like the women who work or volunteer there, may
have a feminist identity even if they reject labeling themselves as such. They also
may have a different vision of what it means to be a feminist organization when com-
pared with earlier rape crisis centers, but that does not mean they are not feminist in
practice (at least to some degree). For example, perhaps centers are attempting to
make social structural changes by working within existing institutions (such as the
police and medical systems). There is, however, a risk that agencies may lose their
focus if these goals are not openly articulated (e.g., in mission statements). In other
words, a changing focus and/or approach is not, by definition, inherently bad; how-
ever, the failure to specifically discuss feminism and identify feminist goals may
result in confusion for both the organization and the women who work or volunteer
there. This confusion seemed evident in the current study when the role of men was
discussed.

This issue is important because some advocates assumed that a feminist organi-
zation that supports women’s rights and interests could not hire male counselors,
allow males to volunteer, or serve male rape victims. As society increasingly recog-
nizes that males are rape victims and that services should be made available to male
victims, some rape crisis centers and programs may need to come to terms with the
idea that they can maintain feminist ideals while serving male victims. They clearly
should address what types of services will be offered to male victims. Perhaps even
more importantly, though, some of the rape crisis centers/programs in this study
seemed to be missing an important opportunity. Unlike some previous research
(Martin, 2005, p. 124), neither directors nor advocates discussed including men as
staff or volunteers to educate other men or boys on their responsibility in ending sex-
ual violence against women. Perhaps if agencies were more specific about the role
of men in relation to their goals and vision, they might find ways to use them more
effectively (e.g., in prevention programming) while also enabling feminist advocates
to embrace a feminist vision without feeling like they are excluding feminist men
and/or male victims.

In sum, rape crisis centers and programs need to evaluate if and how they fit in
with a larger feminist movement and/or antirape movement. Agencies also need to
reexamine the role they want to play, if any, in challenging larger social practices and
institutions that foster rape. They also need to clarify the role of men in this work
because at least some advocates and agencies appear to be struggling with this issue.
In other words, both individuals and agencies may hesitate to embrace feminism and
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feminist goals because they believe that doing so alienates male workers and
victims. Instead, they should take the opportunity to engage men who want to do this
work in ways that focus on prevention and programming efforts that are by men, for
men and about male violence against women (and men and boys). Finally, additional
research needs to focus on rape crisis agencies to better understand how staff and
volunteers view their work and how these views affect their ability to serve victims
and engage in social change.

Notes

1. Grassroots organizations are formed by a small group of regular citizens who are not powerful
political leaders. Such individuals fight for change and hope to garner support from other citizens.

2. Thomas (1999) also found this to be the case with feminist women’s health centers that began in
the 1970s; as health centers changed from being “informal volunteer organizations to formalized service
organizations, most shifted their beliefs about what a ‘feminist’ organization was” (p. 102).

3. Interestingly, although the early feminist movement has been criticized for being dominated by
White women with their own needs and struggles in mind, this research has found that African American
women and Hispanic women were more likely to report that being a feminist is important part of who
they are (68% of African American, 66% of Hispanic, and 50% of nonminority women; Center for the
Advancement of Women, 2003, p. 5).

4. It is clear that Martin (2005) interviewed directors or administrators in rape crisis centers between
1983 and 1984 and rape crisis center staff members in 1993. It is unclear whether she also interviewed
volunteers because she refers to respondents as “staff” and never specifically refers to them as “volun-
teers” (see Martin, 2005, pp. 225-227). Gornick, Burt, and Pittman (1985) examined the structure of rape
crisis centers by conducting interviews with 50 directors of rape crisis centers and conducting site visits
of 15 rape crisis where both directors and volunteers were included. However, the main focus of the
research was on structure and activities of rape crisis centers, not on feminist identification.

5. Of the initial seven centers or programs contacted, I was unable to recruit members from one of the
university-based centers.

6. The senior health educator also previously served as the program coordinator.
7. One male was interviewed because of encouragement by one center’s executive director, who was

concerned with eliminating males from this type of research. It is possible that I will later expand this
research to include men; however, the interview conducted with the one male is not included in this cur-
rent research.

8. Some of the questions included the following: How long have you been a rape advocate? How long
have you been involved in this organization? What topics were covered during your training to be an advo-
cate? How would you describe your role as an advocate? Why did you want to become an advocate? Have
you ever had a personal experience with sexual assault or victimization? How would you define rape?
How would you define or describe feminism? Would you describe yourself as a feminist? Would you
describe this organization as a feminist organization? Based on your experience, could you characterize
the typical rape victim for me? Why do you think rape occurs? How can we reduce or eliminate rape? and
Do you think women of color respond differently to rape than White women? Obviously, not all of these
issues are covered in this article.

9. Interviews were conducted in 2004. Respondents were asked their year of birth, not age, so ages
may be off slightly.
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