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Rape: 1: the unlawful carnal knowledge
of a woman by a man without her consent

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

I 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 I did
guess that the world was not a safe place for women, I ob-
served 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.

and chiefly by force or deception 2:
unlawful carnal knowledge other than of a

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

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.

But though rape and the fear of rape are a daily part of
every woman’s consciousness, the subject is so rarely
discussed 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 North 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. (The Dominion Bureau of Statistics reports
Canada had 892.)

. According to independent criminologists, however, to
approach accuracy this figure must be multiplied by at least
a factor of 10 to compensate for the fact that most rapes are
not reported; when these compensatory mathematics are

woman by a man 3:
violation.

an outrageous

used, there are more rapes committed than aggravated
assaults and homicides.

(This holds true in Canada where all homicides, and
woundings are combined.)

Yet, though the theory that rapists are insane is a popular
one, this belief has no basis in fact. According to Professor
Menachem Amir’s study of 646 rape cases in Philadelphia,
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 control 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 per cent of the rapes
were planned; in pair rapes, 83 per cent of the rapes were
planned; and in single rapes, 58 per cent 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 **. .
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