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	Abstract (Document Summary)

	Statutory rape laws, which criminalize sexual activity with a person under a certain age, vary extensively from state to state. The age of consent varies, the mandatory age difference between perpetrator and victim varies, the target populations vary, and the penalties vary. Examining the adoption of three sets of amendments to statutory rape laws over the last thirty years, this dissertation investigates how and why such variation exists, and what it can tell us about policymaking in the states in general. Through quantitative analysis of all fifty states as well as qualitative case study material, this research finds that the adoption of statutory rape laws is little different from that of other types of policies: interest group activity (in this case, by feminist groups and Christian Right activists) upon re-election minded partisan policymakers is key to policy change.

This finding is significant in that statutory rape can be considered a moral concern, rather than an economically-based concern. Previous studies of state politics have asserted that the adoption of morality policies is different from that of other types of policies because of a strong correlation between morality policies and public opinion. This dissertation argues, rather, that while public opinion might correlate with policy change, it is a latent force that cannot directly cause it. Along with testing the strength of public opinion, this study also tests the strength of political variables that represent actors who can be responsible for causing policy change, and finds that when interest group activity and elite preferences are taken into account, the effect for public opinion weakens or disappears.

The dissertation makes three contributions to the state politics literature: it draws upon broader theoretical traditions in the field of American national-level politics and applies them to the state level, the literature on which tends to focus more on correlation with certain variables than on causal links; it analyzes policymaking processes at the micro level to flesh out the quantitative work; and it investigates a previously unexplored policy area that has become high profile due to its links to teen pregnancy, child abuse, and premarital sexuality.
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