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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.

Since Ibsen's Nora slammed the door on her patriarchical
husband, woman's attempt to be free has been more or less
fashionable. In this 19th century 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 1 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,
womankind has not lacked examples of liberated women to
emulate: Emma Goldman, Greta Garbo and Isadora Duncan
all denounced marriage and the double standard, and
believed their right to freedom ' included sexual in-
dependence; 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 marketplace 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 nct exclude Western Civilization from his
definition of ‘‘universal’ and cites examples from modern
wedding ceremonies. (The marriage ceremony is still one in
which the husband and wife become one, and ‘‘that one is the
husband.™)

The legality of rape

The legal proscription against rape reflects this
possessory 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
“bargaining.”

The article goes on to explain explicitly why the preser-
vation of the bodies of women is important to men: ‘“The
consent standard in our society does more than protect a
significant item of social currency for women; it fosters, 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 enhanced 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 possession 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
hostility toward the rapist; no other restitution device is
available. 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 ‘e 'it. Pyt =

The laws against rape exist to protect rights of the male 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.

The hierarchy of men

If the basic social unit is the family, in which the woman is
a possession of her husband, the superstructure 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-dominated culture denies women equal access to
political, economic 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
serpent. Adam, of course, is merely the trusting victim of
love. 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,
censored 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 marriage,
modern man would be able to achieve Olympian freedom.
She is made the scapegoat for a system which is in fact run
by men.

This oppressive attitude towards women finds its in-
stitutionalization 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 im-
portant 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 ege in this culture, for the
two acceptable measures 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 surprising 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 chivalrous
mask dropped away:

| was afraid

I had locked all the doors because I was afriad, 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 smoking. 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,’ ‘I want pussy.’
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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 I 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 thinking 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 going 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 kill you.” Then I 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 I didn't pick it up.
Somehow, no matter how much I hated him at that moment, I
stiil 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 I 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
revived 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 1 still
alive?’.”

The right of the victim

Rape 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 beatings 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
indiscriminately, but the propagandists for male supremacy
broadcast that it is women who cause rape by being unchaste
or in the wrong place at the wrong time — in essence, by
behaving 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 oneselt, ana
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, con-
tempt, 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 whieh, Valerie
Solanis warns, is in danger of **humping itself to death™.




