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Brown v. Board of Education27 and unanimously determined that racial segregation violated the 
equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.

Bowers v. Hardwick (1986)28 is another example of a landmark decision that influenced 
the laws of states for many years. The Supreme Court upheld Georgia’s sodomy law that made 
oral and anal sex in private between consenting adults criminal. The underlying goal of the 
law was to prevent homosexuals from engaging in what was perceived as deviant behavior. 
The Supreme Court finally overruled this decision 17 years later in Lawrence v. Texas (2003).29 
The Court’s ruling invalidated the sodomy laws in 14 states.

THE RIGHTS OF VICTIMS
More recent legal trends have moved toward including victim rights under the law. Historically, 

victims had few legal rights in the criminal justice system. Currently, most states have created stat-
utes defining basic rights and protections for crime victims, including the following:

•• The right to attend criminal justice proceedings

•• The right to apply for compensation

•• The right to be heard and participate in criminal justice proceedings

•• The right to be informed of proceedings and events in the process

•• The right to protection from intimidation and harassment

•• The right to restitution from the offender

•• The right to prompt return of personal property seized as evidence

•• The right to a speedy trial

•• The right to enforcement of these rights30

Voters in California approved the Victims’ Bill of Rights Act of 2008 to ensure victims’ 
rights and due process. This bill of rights, also known as Marsy’s law, was named in honor of 
Marsalee Nicholas, a student at the University of California, Santa Barbara. In 1983, she was 
stalked and killed by her ex-boyfriend. Only a week after her murder, her mother, Marcella 

U.S. women who are victims of
domestic violence:

U.S. women who are murdered by
their partners every day:

U.S. women who reported being
raped or sexually assaulted in 2009: 

U.S. children who are exposed to
domestic violence each year:

1.3 million

15 million

U.S. women who have survived attempted
or completed sexual assault:

1 in 4

3

1 in 6

Figure 3.4  n  Data Supporting Why We Need the Violence Against Women Act

Source: National Task Force to End Sexual and Domestic Violence.
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