Rape: The All-American Crime

According to estimates by independent criminologists, rape is the
most frequently committed violent crime in America today.

HAVE NEVER BEEN FREE OF THE FEAR OF RAPE. From

a very early age I, like most women, have thought of

rape as part of my natural environment—something

to be feared and prayed against like fire or lightning.
I never asked why men raped; I simply thought it one of
the many mysteries of human nature.

I was, however, curious enough about the violent side of
humanity to read every crime magazine I was able to ferret
away from my grandfather. Each issue featured at least
one “sex crime,” with pictures of a victim, usually in a pearl
necklace, and of the ditch or the orchard where her body
was found. I was never certain why the victims were always
women, nor what the motives of the murderer were, but 1
did guess that the world was not a safe place for women. I
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observed that my grandmother was meticulous about locks,
and quick to draw the shades before anyone removed so
much as a shoe. I sensed that danger lurked outside.

At the age of eight, my suspicions were confirmed. My
grandmother took me to the back of the house where the
men wouldn’t hear, and told me that strange men wanted to
do harm to little girls. I learned not to walk on dark streets,
not to talk to strangers, or get into strange cars, to lock
doors, and to be modest. She never explained why a man
would want to harm a little girl, and I never asked.

If T thought for a while that my grandmother’s fears
were imaginary, the illusion was brief. That year, on the
way home from school, a schoolmate a few years older than
I tried to rape me. Later, in an obscure aisle of the local



library (while I was reading Freddy the Pig) I turned to
discover a man exposing himself. Then, the friendly man
around the corner was arrested for child molesting.

My initiation to sexuality was typical. Every woman has
similar stories to tell—the first man who attacked her may
have been a neighbor, a family friend, an uncle, her doctor,
or perhaps her own father. And women who grow up in
New York City always have tales about the subway.

But though rape and the fear of rape are a daily part of
every woman’s consciousness, the subject is so rarely dis-
cussed by that unofficial staff of male intellectuals (who
write the books which study seemingly every other form of
male activity) that one begins to suspect a conspiracy of
silence. And indeed, the obscurity of rape in print exists in
marked contrast to the frequency of rape in reality, for
forcible rape is the most frequently committed violent crime
in America today. The Federal Bureau of Investigation
classes three crimes as violent: murder, aggravated assault
and forcible rape. In 1968, 31,060 rapes were reported. Ac-
cording to the FBI and independent criminologists, how-
ever, to approach accuracy this figure must be multiplied by
at least a factor of ten to compensate for the fact that most
rapes are not reported; when these compensatory mathe-
matics are used, there are more rapes committed than ag-
gravated assaults and homicides.

When I asked Berkeley, California’s Police Inspector in
charge of rape investigation if he knew why men rape
women, he replied that he had not spoken with “these
people and delved into what really makes them tick, be-
cause that really isn’t my job. . . .” However, when I asked
him how a woman might prevent being raped, he was not
so reticent, “I wouldn’'t advise any female to go walking
around alone at night . . . and she should lock her car at all
times.” The Inspector illustrated his warning with a grisly
story about a man who lay in wait for women in the back
seats of their cars, while they were shopping in a local super-
market. This man eventually murdered one of his rape vic-
tims. “Always lock your car,” the Inspector repeated, and
then added, without a hint of irony, “Of course, you don't
have to be paranoid about this type of thing.”

HE INSPECTOR WONDERED WHY I WANTED to write

about rape. Like most men he did not understand

the urgency of the topic, for, after all, men are not

raped. But like most women I had spent consider-

able time speculating on the true nature of the rapist. When
I was very young, my image of the “sexual offender™ was a
nightmarish amalgamation of the bogey man and Captain
Hook: he wore a black cape, and he cackled. As I matured,
so did my image of the rapist. Born into the psychoanalytic
age, I tried to “understand” the rapist. Rape, I came to be-
lieve, was only one of many unfortunate evils produced by
sexual repression. Reasoning by tautology, I concluded that
any man who would rape a woman must be out of his mind.
Yet, though the theory that rapists are insane is a popu-
lar one, this belief has no basis in fact, According to Pro-
fessor Menachem Amir’s study of 646 rape cases in Phila-
delphia, Patterns in Forcible Rape, men who rape are not
abnormal. Amir writes, “Studies indicate that sex offenders
do not constitute a unique or psychopathological type; nor

are they as a group invariably more disturbed than the con-
trol groups to which they are compared.” Alan Taylor, a
parole officer who has worked with rapists in the prison
facilities at San Luis Obispo, California, stated the question
in plainer language, “Those men were the most normal men
there. They had a lot of hang-ups, but they were the same
hang-ups as men walking out on the street.”

Another canon in the apologetics of rape is that, if it
were not for learned social controls, all men would rape.
Rape is held to be natural behavior, and not to rape must
be learned. But in truth rape is not universal to the human
species. Moreover, studies of rape in our culture reveal that,
far from being impulsive behavior, most rape is planned.
Professor Amir’s study reveals that in cases of group rape
(the “gangbang” of masculine slang) 90 percent of the
rapes were planned; in pair rapes, 83 percent of the rapes
were planned; and in single rapes, 58 percent were planned.
These figures should significantly discredit the image of the
rapist as a man who is suddenly overcome by sexual needs
society does not allow him to fulfill.

Far from the social control of rape being learned, com-
parisons with other cultures lead one to suspect that, in our
society, it is rape itself that is learned. (The fact that rape is
against the law should not be considered proof that rape is
not in fact encouraged as part of our culture.)

This culture’s concept of rape as an illegal, but still un-
derstandable, form of behavior is not a universal one. In
her study Sex and Temperament, Margaret Mead describes
a society that does not share our views. The Arapesh do
not “. . . have any conception of the male nature that might
make rape understandable to them.” Indeed our interpreta-
tion of rape is a product of our conception of the nature of
male sexuality. A common retort to the question, why don’t
women rape men, is the myth that men have greater sexual
needs, that their sexuality is more urgent than women’s. And
it is the nature of human beings to want to live up to what
is expected of them.

And this same culture which expects aggression from the
male expects passivity from the female. Conveniently, the
companion myth about the nature of female sexuality is that
all women secretly want to be raped. Lurking beneath her
modest female exterior is a subconscious desire to be rav-
ished. The following description of a stag movie, written by
Brenda Starr in Los Angeles’ underground paper, Every-
woman, typifies this male fantasy. The movie “showed a
woman in her underclothes reading on her bed. She is in-
terrupted by a rapist with a knife. He immediately wins her
over with his charm and they get busy sucking and fucking.”
An advertisement in the Berkeley Barb reads, “Now as all
women know from their daydreams, rape has a lot of ad-
vantages. Best of all it’s so simple. No preparation neces-
sary, no planning ahead of time, no wondering if you should
or shouldn’t; just whang! bang!” Thanks to Masters and
Johnson even the scientific canon recognizes that for the
female, “whang! bang!” can scarcely be described as pleas-
urable.

Still, the male psyche persists in believing that, protesta-
tions and struggles to the contrary, deep inside her mysteri-
ous feminine soul, the female victim has wished for her own
fate. A young woman who was raped by the husband of a
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friend said that days after the incident the man returned to
her home, pounded on the door and screamed to her, “Jane,
Jane. You loved it. You know you loved it.”

The theory that women like being raped extends itself by
deduction into the proposition that most or much of rape is
provoked by the victim. But this too is only myth. Though
provocation, considered a mitigating factor in a court of

i,

law, may consist of only “a gesture,” according to the Fed-
eral Commission on Crimes of Violence, only 4 percent
of reported rapes involved any precipitative behavior by
the woman,

The notion that rape is enjoyed by the victim is also con-
venient for the man who, though he would not commit
forcible rape, enjoys the idea of its existence, as if rape con-
firms that enormous sexual potency which he secretly knows
to be his own. It is for the pleasure of the armchair rapist
that detailed accounts of violent rapes exist in the media.
Indeed, many men appear to take sexual pleasure from
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nearly all forms of violence, Whatever the motivation, male
sexuality and violence in our culture seem to be inseparable.
James Bond alternately whips out his revolver and his cock,
and though there is no known connection between the skills
of gun-fighting and love-making, pacifism seems suspici-
ously effeminate.

In a recent fictional treatment of the Manson case, Frank
Conroy writes of his vicarious titillation when describing
the murders to his wife:

“Every single person there was killed.” She didn’t
move,

“It sounds like there was torture,” I said. As the
words left my mouth I knew there was no need to
say them to frighten her into believing that she needed
me for protection.”

The pleasure he feels as his wife’s protector is inextricably
mixed with pleasure in the violence itself. Conroy writes,
“I was excited by the killings, as one is excited by catas-
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trophe on a grand scale, as one is alert to pre-echoes of
unknown changes, hints of unrevealed sccrets, rumblings of
chaos. ...”

HE ATTRACTION OF THE MALE IN OUR CULTURE to
violence and death is a tradition Manson and his
admirers are carrying on with tireless avidity (even
presuming Manson’s innocence, he dreams of the
purification of fire and destruction). It was Malraux in his
Anti-Memoirs who said that, for the male, facing death
was the illuminating experience analogous to childbirth
for the female. Certainly our culture does glorify war and
shroud the agonies of the gun-fighter in veils of mystery.
And in the spectrum of male behavior, rape, the perfect
combination of sex and violence, is the penultimate act.
Erotic pleasure cannot be separated from culture, and in
our culture male eroticism is wedded to power. Not only

should a man be taller and stronger than a female in the
perfect love-match, but he must also demonstrate his su-
perior strength in gestures of dominance which are per-
ceived as amorous. Though the law attempts to make a clear
division between rape and sexual intercourse, in fact the
courts find it difficult to distinguish between a case where
the decision to copulate was mutual and one where a man
forced himself upon his partner.

The scenario is even further complicated by the expecta-
tion that, not only does a woman mean “yes” when she says
“no,” but that a really decent woman ought to begin by
saying “no,” and then be led down the primrose path to
acquiescence. Ovid, the author of Western Civilization’s
most celebrated sex-manual, makes this expectation per-
fectly clear:

. and when I beg you to say “yes,” say “no.” Then
let me lie outside your bolted door. . . . So Love grows
strong. . ..
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That the basic elements of rape are involved in all hetero-
sexual relationships may explain why men often identify
with the offender in this crime. But to regard the rapist as
the victim, a man driven by his inherent sexual needs to
take what will not be given him, reveals a basic ignorance
of sexual politics. For in our culture heterosexual love finds
an erotic expression through male dominance and female
submission. A man who derives pleasure from raping a
woman clearly must enjoy force and dominance as much or
more than the simple pleasures of the flesh. Coitus cannot
be experienced in isolation. The weather, the state of the
nation, the level of sugar in the blood—all will affect a man’s
ability to achieve orgasm. If a man can achieve sexual pleas-
ure after terrorizing and humiliating the object of his pas-
sion, and in fact while inflicting pain upon her, one must
assume he derives pleasure directly from terrorizing, humil-
iating and harming a woman. According to Amir’s study of
forcible rape, on a statistical average the man who has been
convicted of rape was found to have a normal sexual per-
sonality, tending to be different from the normal, well-
adjusted male only in having a greater tendency to express
violence and rage.

And if the professional rapist is to be separated from the
average dominant heterosexual, it may be mainly a quanti-
tative difference. For the existence of rape as an index to
masculinity is not entirely metaphorical. Though this meas-
ure of masculinity seems to be more publicly exhibited
among “bad boys” or aging bikers who practice sexual ini-
tiation through group rape, in fact, “good boys” engage in
the same rites to prove their manhood. In Stockton, a small
town in California which epitomizes silent-majority Amer-
ica, a bachelor party was given last summer for a young man
about to be married. A woman was hired to dance “topless”
for the amusement of the guests. At the high point of the
evening the bridegroom-to-be dragged the woman into a
bedroom. No move was made by any of his companions to
stop what was clearly going to be an attempted rape. Far
from it. As the woman described, “I tried to keep him
away—told him of my Herpes Genitalis, et cetera, but he
couldn’t face the guys if he didn’t screw me.” After the
bridegroom had finished raping the woman and returned
with her to the party, far from chastizing him, his friends
heckled the woman and covered her with wine.

It was fortunate for the dancer that the bridegroom’s
friends did not follow him into the bedroom for, though
one might suppose that in group rape, since the victim is
outnumbered, less force would be inflicted on her, in fact,
Amir’s studies indicate, “‘the most excessive degrees of vio-
lence occurred in group rape.” Far from discouraging vio-
lence, the presence of other men may in fact encourage sa-
dism, and even cause the behavior. In an unpublished study
of group rape by Gilbert Geis and Duncan Chappell, the
authors refer to a study by W. H. Blanchard which relates,
“The leader of the male group . . . apparently precipitated
and maintained the activity, despite misgivings, because of
a need to fulfill the role that the other two men had assigned
to him. ‘I was scared when it began to happen,” he says.
‘T wanted to leave but I didn’t want to say it to the other
guys—you know—that 1 was scared.” ”
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Thus it becomes clear that not only does our culture
teach men the rudiments of rape, but society, or more spe-
cifically other men, encourage the practice of it.

I

Every man I meet wants to protect me, Can't
figure out what from.
—Mae West

F A MALE SOCIETY REWARDS AGGRESSIVE, domineering
sexual behavior, it contains within itself a sexual
schizophrenia. For the masculine man is also ex-
pected to prove his mettle as a protector of women.

To the naive eye, this dichotomy implies that men fall into
one of two categories: those who rape and those who pro-
tect. In fact, life does not prove so simple. In a study
euphemistically entitled “Sex Aggression by College Men,”
it was discovered that men who believe in a double standard
of morality for men and women, who in fact believe most
fervently in the ultimate value of virginity, are more liable
to commit “this aggresive variety of sexual exploitation.”

(At this point in our narrative it should come as no sur-
prise that Sir Thomas Malory, creator of that classic tale of
chivalry, The Knights of the Round Table, was himself ar-
rested and found guilty for repeated incidents of rape.)

In the system of chivalry, men protect women against
men, This is not unlike the protection relationship which the
mafia established with small businesses in the early part of
this century. Indeed, chivalry is an age-old protection
racket which depends for its existence on rape.

According to the male mythology which defines and per-
petuates rape, it is an animal instinct inherent in the male.
The story goes that sometime in our pre-historical past, the
male, more hirsute and burly than today’s counterparts,
roamed about an uncivilized landscape until he found a de-
sirable female. (Oddly enough, this female is not pictured
as more muscular than the modern woman.) Her mate does
not bother with courtship, He simply grabs her by the hair
and drags her to the closest cave. Presumably, one of the
major advantages of modern civilization for the female has
been the civilizing of the male. We call it chivalry.

But women do not get chivalry for free. According to the
logic of sexual politics, we too have to civilize our behavior.
(Enter chastity. Enter virginity. Enter monogamy.) For
the female, civilized behavior means chastity before mar-
riage and faithfulness within it. Chivalrous behavior in the
male is supposed to protect that chastity from involuntary
defilement. The fly in the ointment of this otherwise peace-
ful system is the fallen woman. She does not behave. And
therefore she does not deserve protection. Or, to use an-
other argument, a major tenet of the same value system:
what has once been defiled cannot again be violated. One
begins to suspect that it is the behavior of the fallen woman,
and not that of the male, that civilization aims to control.

The assumption that a woman who does not respect the
double standard deserves whatever she gets (or at the very
least “asks for it”) operates in the courts today, While in
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some states a man’s previous rape convictions are not con-
sidered admissible evidence, the sexual reputation of the
rape victim is considered a crucial element of the facts upon
which the court must decide innocence or guilt.

The court’s respect for the double standard manifested
itself particularly clearly in the case of the People v. Jerry
Plotkin. Mr. Plotkin, a 36-year-old jeweler, was tried for
rape last spring in a San Francisco Superior Court. Accord-
ing to the woman who brought the charges, Plotkin, along
with three other men, forced her at gunpoint to enter a car
one night in October 1970. She was taken to Mr. Plotkin’s
fashionable apartment where he and the three other men
first raped her and then, in the delicate language of the
S.F. Chronicle, “subjected her to perverted sex acts.” She
was, she said, set free in the morning with the warning that
she would be killed if she spoke to anyone about the event.
She did report the incident to the police who then searched
Plotkin’s apartment and discovered a long list of names of
women. Her name was on the list and had been crossed out.

In addition to the woman’s account of her abduction and
rape, the prosecution submitted four of Plotkin’s address
books containing the names of hundreds of women. Plotkin
claimed he did not know all of the women since some of
the names had been given to him by friends and he had not
yet called on them. Several women, however, did testify in
court that Plotkin had, to cite the Chronicle, “lured them up
to his apartment under one pretext or another, and forced
his sexual attentions on them.”

Plotkin’s defense rested on two premises. First, through
his own testimony Plotkin established a reputation for him-
self as a sexual libertine who frequently picked up girls in
bars and took them to his house where sexual relations
often took place. He was the Playboy. He claimed that
the accusation of rape, therefore, was false—this incident
had simply been one of many casual sexual relationships,
the victim one of many playmates. The second premise of
the defense was that his accuser was also a sexual libertine.
However, the picture created of the young woman (fully




13 years younger than Plotkin) was not akin to the light-
hearted, gay-bachelor image projected by the defendant.
On the contrary, the day after the defense cross-examined
the woman, the Chronicle printed a story headlined, “Gruel-
ing Day For Rape Case Victim.” (A leaflet passed out by
women in front of the courtroom was more succinct, “rape
was committed by four men in a private apartment in Octo-
ber; on Thursday, it was done by a judge and a lawyer in a
public courtroom.”) '

Through skillful questioning fraught with innuendo,
Plotkin’s defense attorney James Martin MacInnis portrayed
the young woman as a licentious opportunist and unfit
mother. Maclnnis began by asking the young woman (then
employed as a secretary) whether or not it was true that she
was “familiar with liquor” and had worked as a“cocktail
waitress.” The young woman replied (the Chronicle wrote
“admitted”) that she had worked once or twice as a cock-
tail waitress. The attorney then asked if she had worked as
a secretary in the financial district but had “left that em-
ployment after it was discovered that you had sexual inter-
course on a couch in the office.” The woman replied, “That
is a lie. I left because I didn’t like working in a one-girl
office. It was too lonely.” Then the defense asked if, while
working as an attendant at a health club, “you were accused
of having a sexual affair with a man?” Again the woman
denied the story, “I was never accused of that.”

Plotkin’s attorney then sought to establish that his client’s
accuser was living with a married man. She responded that
the man was separated from his wife. Finally he told the
court that she had “spent the night” with another man who
lived in the same building.

At this point in the testimony the woman asked Plotkin’s
defense attorney, “Am 1 on trial? . . . It is embarrassing and
personal to admit these things to all these people. . . . I
did not commit a crime. I am a human being.” The lawyer,
true to the chivalry of his class, apologized and immediately
resumed questioning her, turning his attention to her chil-
dren. (She is divorced, and the children at the time of the
trial were in a foster home.) “Isn’t it true that your two
children have a sex game in which one gets on top of an-
other and they—" “That is a lie!” the young woman in-
terrupted him. She ended her testimony by explaining “They
are wonderful children. They are not perverted.”

The jury, divided in favor of acquittal ten to two, asked
the court stenographer to read the woman’s testimony back
to them, After this reading, the Superior Court acquitted the
defendant of both the charges of rape and kidnapping.

CCORDING TO THE DOUBLE STANDARD a woman who
has had sexual intercourse out of wedlock can-
not be raped. Rape is not only a crime of aggres-
sion against the body; it is a transgression against

chastity as defined by men. When a woman is forced into a
sexual relationship, she has, according to the male ethos,
been violated. But she is also defiled if she does not behave
according to the double standard, by maintaining her chas-
tity, or confining her sexual activities to a monogamous
relationship.

One should not assume, however, that a woman can avoid
the possibility of rape simply by behaving. Though myth
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would have it that mainly “bad girls” are raped, this theory
has no basis in fact. Available statistics would lead one to
believe that a safer course is promiscuity. In a study of rape
done in the District of Columbia, it was found that 82
percent of the rape victims had a “good reputation.” Even
the Police Inspector’s advice to stay off the streets is rather
useless, for almost half of reported rapes occur in the home
of the victim and are committed by a man she has never
before seen. Like indiscriminate terrorism, rape can happen
to any woman, and few women are ever without this
knowledge.

But the courts and the police, both dominated by white
males, continue to suspect the rape victim, sui generis, of
provoking or asking for her own assault. According to
Amir’s study, the police tend to believe that a woman with-
out a good reputation cannot be raped. The rape victim is
usually submitted to countless questions about her own
sexual mores and behavior by the police investigator. This
preoccupation is partially justified by the legal requirements
for prosecution in a rape case. The rape victim must have
Jbeen penetrated, and she must have made it clear to her
assailant that she did not want penetration (unless of course
she is unconscious). A refusal to accompany a man to some
isolated place to allow him to touch her does not in the
eyes of the court, constitute rape. She must have said “no”
at the crucial genital moment. And the rape victim, to
qualify as such, must also have put up a physical struggle—
unless she can prove that to do so would have been to en-
danger her life.

UT THE ZEALOUS INTEREST the police frequently
exhibit in the physical details of a rape case is
only partially explained by the requirements of the
court. A woman who was raped in Berkeley was

asked to tell the story of her rape four different times “right
out in the street,” while her assailant was escaping. She was
then required to submit to a pelvic examination to prove
that penetration had taken place. Later, she was taken to
the police station where she was asked the same questions
again: “Were you forced?” “Did he penetrate?” “Are you
sure your life was in danger and you had no other choice?”
This woman had been pulled off the street by a man who
held a 10-inch knife at her throat and forcibly raped her.
She was raped at midnight and was not able to return to her
home until five in the morning. Police contacted her twice
again in the next week, once by telephone at two in the
morning and once at four in the morning. In her words,
“The rape was probably the least traumatic incident of the
whole evening. If ’'m ever raped again, . . . I wouldn’t
report it to the police because of all the degradation. . . .”

If white women are subjected to unnecessary and often
hostile questioning after having been raped, third world
women are often not believed at all. According to the white
male ethos (which is not only sexist but racist), third world
women are defined from birth as “impure.” Thus the white
male is provided with a pool of women who are fair game
for sexual imperialism. Third world women frequently do
not report rape and for good reason. When blues singer
Billie Holliday was 10 years old, she was taken off to a local
house by a neighbor and raped. Her mother brought the



police to rescue her, and she was taken to the local police
station crying and bleeding:

When we got there, instead of treating me and Mom

like somebody who called the cops for help, they

treated me like T'd killed somebody. . . . I guess they
had me figured for having enticed this old goat into
the whorehouse. . . . All I know for sure is they threw
me into a cell . . . a fat white matron . . . saw I was

still bleeding, she felt sorry for me and gave me a

couple glasses of milk. But nobody else did anything for

me except give me filthy looks and snicker to themselves.
After a couple of days in a cell they dragged me into

a court. Mr. Dick got sentenced to five years. They

sentenced me to a Catholic institution.

Clearly the white man’s chivalry is aimed only to protect
the chastity of “his” women.

As a final irony, that same system of sexual values from
which chivalry is derived has also provided womankind
with an unwritten code of behavior, called femininity,
which makes a feminine woman the perfect victim of sexual
aggression. If being chaste does not ward off the possibil-
ity of assault, being feminine certainly increases the chances
that it will succeed. To be submissive is to defer to mascu-
line strength; is to lack muscular development or any inter-
est in defending oneself; is to let doors be opened, to have
one’s arm held when crossing the street. To be feminine is
to wear shoes which make it difficult to run; skirts which
inhibit one’s stride; underclothes which inhibit the circula-
tion. Is it not an intriguing observation that those very
clothes which are thought to be flattering to the female and
attractive to the male are those which make it impossible
for a woman to defend herself against aggression?

Each girl as she grows into womanhood is taught fear.
Fear is the form in which the female internalizes both chiv-
alry and the double standard. Since, biologically speaking,
women in fact have the same if not greater potential for
sexual expression as do men, the woman who is taught that
she must behave differently from a man must also learn to
distrust her own carnality. She must deny her own feelings
and learn not to act from them. She fears herself, This is
the essence of passivity, and of course, a woman’s passivity
is not simply sexual but functions to cripple her from self-
expression in every area of her life.

Passivity itself prevents a woman from ever considering
her own potential for self-defense and forces her to look
to men for protection. The woman is taught fear, but this
time fear of the other; and yet her only relief from this fear
is to seek out the other. Moreover, the passive woman is
taught to regard herself as impotent, unable to act, unable
even to perceive, in no way self-sufficient, and, finally, as
the object and not the subject of human behavior, It is in
this sense that a woman is deprived of the status of a human
being. She is not free to be.

I

INCE IBSEN’S NORA SLAMMED THE DOOR on her patri-
archical husband, woman’s attempt to be free has
been more or less fashionable. In this 19th cen-
tury portrait of a woman leaving her marriage,

Nora tells her husband, “Our home has been nothing but a

playroom. I have been your doll-wife just as at home I was
papa’s doll-child.” And, at least on the stage, “The Doll’s
House” crumbled, leaving audiences with hope for the fate
of the modern woman. And today, as in the past, woman-
kind has not lacked examples of liberated women to emu-
late: Emma Goldman, Greta Garbo and Isadora Duncan
all denounced marriage and the double standard, and be-
lieved their right to freedom included sexual independence;
but still their example has not affected the lives of millions
of women who continue to marry, divorce and remarry,
living out their lives dependent on the status and economic
power of men. Patriarchy still holds the average woman
prisoner not because she lacks the courage of an Isadora
Duncan, but because the material conditions of her life
prevent her from being anything but an object.

In the Elementary Structures of Kinship, Claude Levi-
Strauss gives to marriage this universal description, “It is
always a system of exchange that we find at the origin of the
rules of marriage.” In this system of exchange, a woman
is the “most precious possession.” Levi-Strauss continues
that the custom of including women as booty in the market-
place is still so general that “a whole volume would not be
sufficient to enumerate instances of it.” Levi-Strauss makes
it clear that he does not exclude Western Civilization from
his definition of “universal” and cites examples from mod-
ern wedding ceremonies. (The marriage ceremony is still
one in which the husband and wife become one, and “that
one is the husband.”)

The legal proscription against rape reflects this posses-
sory view of women. An article in the 1952-53 Yale Law
Journal describes the legal rationale behind laws against
rape: “In our society sexual taboos, often enacted into law,
buttress a system of monogamy based upon the law of ‘free
bargaining’ of the potential spouses. Within this process
the woman's power to withhold or grant sexual access is an
important bargaining weapon.” Presumably then, laws
against rape are intended to protect the right of a woman,
not for physical self-determination, but for physical “bar-
gaining.” The article goes on to explain explicitly why the
preservation of the bodies of women is important to men:

The consent standard in our society does more than pro-
tect a significant item of social currency for women; it fos-
ters, and is in turn bolstered by, a masculine pride in the
exclusive possession of a sexual object. The consent of a
woman to sexual intercourse awards the man a privilege
of bodily access, a personal ‘“prize” whose value is en-
hanced by sole ownership. An additional reason for the
man’s condemnation of rape may be found in the threat to
his status from a decrease in the “value” of his sexual pos-
session which would result from forcible violation.

The passage concludes by making clear whose interest
the law is designed to protect. “The man responds to this
undercutting of his status as possessor of the girl with hos-
tility toward the rapist; no other restitution device is avail-
able. The law of rape provides an orderly outlet for his
vengeance.” Presumably the female victim in any case will
have been sufficiently socialized so as not to consciously feel
any strong need for vengeance. If she does feel this need,
society does not speak to it.

The laws against rape exist to protect rights of the male
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as possessor of the female body, and not the right of the
female over her own body. Even without this enlightening
passage from the Yale Law Review, the laws themselves are
clear: In no state can a man be accused of raping his wife.
How can any man steal what already belongs to him? It is
in the sense of rape as theft of another man’s property that
Kate Millett writes, “Traditionally rape has been viewed as
an offense one male commits against another—a matter of
abusing his woman.” In raping another man’s woman, a
man may aggrandize his own manhood and concurrently
reduce that of another man. Thus a man’s honor is not
subject directly to rape, but only indirectly, through “his”
woman.

F THE BASIC SOCIAL UNIT is the family, in which the
woman is a possession of her husband, the super-
structure of society is a male hierarchy, in which
men dominate other men (or patriarchal families

dominate other patriarchal families). And it is no small
irony that, while the very social fabric of our male-domi-
nated culture denies women equal access to political, eco-
nomic and legal power, the literature, myth and humor of
our culture depicts women not only as the power behind
the throne, but the real source of the oppression of men.
The religious version of this fairy tale blames Eve for both
carnality and eating of the tree of knowledge, at the same
time making her gullible to the obvious devices of a ser-
pent. Adam, of course, is merely the trusting victim of iove.
Certainly this is a biased story. But no more biased than the
one television audiences receive today from the latest slick
comedians., Through a media which is owned by men, cen-
sored by a State dominated by men, all the evils of this
social system which make a man’s life unpleasant are
blamed upon “the wife.” The theory is: were it not for the
female who waits and plots to “trap” the male into mar-
riage, modern man would be able to achieve Olympian
freedom. She is made the scapegoat for a system which is
in fact run by men.

Nowhere is this more clear than in the white racist use of
the concept of white womanhood. The white male’s open
rape of black women, coupled with his overweening con-
cern for the chastity and protection of his wife and daugh-
ters, represents an extreme of sexist and racist hypocrisy.
While on the one hand she was held up as the standard for
purity and virtue, on the other the Southern white woman
was never asked if she wanted to be on a pedestal, and in
fact any deviance from the male-defined standards for
white womanhood was treated severely. (It is a powerful
commentary on American racism that the historical role of
Blacks as slaves, and thus possessions without power, has
robbed black women of legal and economic protection
through marriage. Thus black women in Southern society
and in the ghettoes of the North have long been easy game
for white rapists.) The fear that black men would rape
white women was, and is, classic paranoia. Quoting from
Ann Breen’s unpublished study of racism and sexism in the
South “The New South: White Man’s Country,” Fred-
erick Douglass legitimately points out that, had the black
man wished to rape white women, he had ample opportun-
ity to do so during the civil war when white women, the
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wives, sisters, daughters and mothers of the rebels, were left
in the care of Blacks. But yet not a single act of rape was
committed during this time. The Ku Klux Klan, who tarred
and feathered black men and lynched them in the honor of
the purity of white womanhood, also applied tar and feath-
ers to a Southern white woman accused of bigamy, which
leads one to suspect that Southern white men were not so
much oufraged at the violation of the woman as a person,
in the few instances where rape was actually committed by
black men, but at the violation of his property rights.” In
the situation where a black man was found to be having
sexual relations with a white woman, the white woman could
exercise skin-privilege, and claim that she had been raped,
in which case the black man was lynched. But if she did
not claim rape, she herself was subject to lynching.

In constructing the myth of white womanhood so as to
justify the lynching and oppression of black men and
women, the white male has created a convenient symbol of
his own power which has resulted in black hostility toward
the white “bitch,” accompanied by an unreasonable fear
on the part of many white women of the black rapist, More-
over, it is not surprising that after being told for two cen-
turies that he wants to rape white women, occasionally a
black man does actually commit that act. But it is crucial
to note that the frequency of this practice is outrageously
exaggerated in the white mythos. Ninety percent of re-
ported rape is intra- not inter-racial.

In Soul on Ice, Eldridge Cleaver has described the mix-
ing of a rage against white power with the internalized sex-
ism of a black man raping a white woman. “Somehow I
arrived at the conclusion that, as a matter of principle, it
was of paramount importance for me to have an antagonis-
tic, ruthless attitude toward white women. . . . Rape was an
insurrectionary act. It delighted me that- I was defying and
trampling upon the white man’s law, upon his system of
values and that I was defiling his women—and this point,
1 believe, was the most satisfying to me because I was very
resentful over the historical fact of how the white man has
used the black woman.” Thus a black man uses white
women to take out his rage against white men. But in
fact, whenever a rape of a white woman by a black man
does take place, it is again the white man who benefits.
First, the act itself terrorizes the white woman and makes
her more dependent on the white male for protection. Then,
if the woman prosecutes her attacker, the white man is af-
forded legal opportunity to exercise overt racism. Of course,
the knowledge of the rape helps to perpetuate two myths
which are beneficial to white male rule—the bestiality of
the black man and the desirability of white women. Finally,
the white man surely benefits because he himself is not the
object of attack—he has been allowed to stay in power.

Indeed, the existence of rape in any form is beneficial to
the ruling class of white males. For rape is a kind of ter-
rorism which severely limits the freedom of women and
makes women dependent on men. Moreover, in the act of
rape, the rage that one man may harbor toward another
higher in the male hierarchy can be deflected toward a fe-
male scapegoat. For every man there is always someone
lower on the social scale on whom he can take out his ag-
gressions. And that is any woman alive.



HIS OPPRESSIVE ATTITUDE TOWARDS women finds its

institutionalization in the traditional family. For it

is assumed that a man “wears the pants” in his

family—he exercises the option of rule whenever
he so chooses. Not that he makes all the decisions—clearly
women make most of the important day-to-day decisions
in a family. But when a conflict of interest arises, it is the
man’s interest which will prevail. His word, in itself, is more
powerful. He lords it over his wife in the same way his boss
lords it over him, so that the very process of exercising his
power becomes as important an act as obtaining whatever
it is his power can get for him. This notion of power is key
to the male ego in this culture, for the two acceptable meas-
ures of masculinity are a man’s power over women and his
power over other men. A man may boast to his friends that
“I have 20 men working for me.” It is also aggrandizement
of his ego if he has the financial power to clothe his wife in
furs and jewels. And, if a man lacks the wherewithal to
acquire such power, he can always express his rage through
equally masculine activities—rape and theft. Since male
society defines the female as a possession, it is not surpris-
ing that the felony most often committed together with rape
is theft. As the following classic tale of rape points out, the
elements of theft, violence and forced sexual relations merge
into an indistinguishable whole.

The woman who told this story was acquainted with the
man who tried to rape her. When the man learned that she
was going to be staying alone for the weekend, he began
early in the day a polite campaign to get her to go out with
him. When she continued to refuse his request, his chival-
rous mask dropped away:

“1 had locked all the doors because I was afraid, and I
don’t know how he got in; it was probably through the
screen door. When I woke up, he was shaking my leg. His
eyes were red, and I knew he had been drinking or smok-
ing. I thought I would try to talk my way out of it. He
started by saying that he wanted to sleep with me, and then
he got angrier and angrier, until he started to say, ‘I want
pussy,” ‘T want pussy.’ Then, I got scared and tried to push
him away. That’s when he started to force himself on me.
It was awful. It was the most humiliating, terrible feeling.
He was forcing my legs apart and ripping my clothes off.
And it was painful. I did fight him—he was slightly drunk
and T was able to keep him away. I had taken judo a few
years back, but I was afraid to throw a chop for fear that
he’d kill me. I could see he was getting more and more
violent. I was thinking wildly of some way to get out of
this alive, and then I said to him, ‘Do you want money.
I'll give you money.” We had money but I was also think-
ing that if T got to the back room I could telephone the
police—as if the police would have even helped. It was a
stupid thing to think of because obviously he would follow
me. And he did. When he saw me pick up the phone, he
tried to tie the cord around my neck. I screamed at him
that I did have the money in another room, that I was go-
ing to call the police because I was scared, but that I would
never tell anybody what happened. It would be an absolute
secret, He said, okay, and I went to get the money. But
when he got it, all of a sudden he got this crazy look in his
eye and he said to me, ‘Now I'm going to kiil you.” Then 1

started saying my prayers. I knew there was nothing I
could do. He started to hit me—I still wasn’t sure if he
wanted to rape me at this point—or just to kill me. He was
hurting me, but hadn’t yet gotten me into a strangle-hold
because he was still drunk and off balance. Somehow we
pushed into the kitchen where 1 kept looking at this big
knife. But 1 didn’t pick it up. Somehow, no matter how
much I hated him at that moment, I still couldn’t imagine
putting the knife in his flesh, and then I was afraid
he would grab it and stick it into me. Then he was hitting
me again and somehow we pushed through the back door
of the kitchen and onto the porch steps. We fell down the
steps and that’s when he started to strangle me. He was on
top of me. He just went on and on until finally 1 lost con-
sciousness. I did scream, though my screams sounded like
whispers to me. But what happened was that a cab driver
happened by and frightened him away. The cab driver re-
vived me-—I was out only a minute at the most. And then
I ran across the street and I grabbed the woman who was
our neighbor and screamed at her, ‘Am I alive? Am I still
alive? ”

* * *

APE IS AN ACT OF AGGRESSION in which the victim
is denied her self-determination. It is an act of
violence which, if not actually followed by beat-
ings or murder, nevertheless always carries with

it the threat of death. And finally, rape is a form of mass
terrorism, for the victims of rape are chosen indiscrim-
inately, but the propagandists for male supremacy broad-
cast that it is women who cause rape by being unchaste or
in the wrong place at the wrong time—in essence, by be-
having as though they were free.

The threat of rape is used to deny women employment.
(In California, the Berkeley Public Library, until pushed
by the Federal Employment Practices Commission, refused
to hire female shelvers because of perverted men in the
stacks.) The fear of rape keeps women off the streets at
night. Keeps women at home. Keeps women passive and
modest for fear that they be thought provocative.

It is part of human dignity to be able to defend oneself,
and women are learning. Some women have learned karate;
some to shoot guns, And yet we will not be free until the
threat of rape and the atmosphere of violence is ended, and
to end that the nature of male behavior must change.

But rape is not an isolated act that can be rooted out
from patriarchy without ending patriarchy itself. The same
men and power structure who victimize women are engaged
in the act of raping Vietnam, raping Black people and the
very earth we live upon. Rape is a classic act of domination
where, in the words of Kate Millett, “the emotions of hatred,
contempt, and the desire to break or violate personality,”
takes place. This breaking of the personality characterizes
modern life itself. No simple reforms can eliminate ‘rape.
As the symbolic expression of the white male hierarchy, rape
is the quintessential act of our civilization, one which, Val-
erie Solanis warns, is in danger of “humping itself to death.”

Susan Griffin is a feminist and poet. She is currently at work
on a trilogy of novellas examining the psychic life of women.
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