
THE DAYS OF EXPERIENCE  
 
As early as 1971 Susan Griffin's article, 'Rape: the All-American Crime', set out the 
framework of the feminist analysis. She stated that rape was learned behaviour, and a product 
of the way male-supremacist culture constructed male sexuality.1 Aggression was expected 
from the male and passivity from the female. She attacked the myths developed by male-
supremacist culture to legitimise rape such as that 'all women secretly want to be raped' and 
that 'most or much of rape is provoked by the victim'. She pointed out the lack of any clear 
dividing line between rape and sexual intercourse, evident in the difficulty courts have in 
distinguishing between 'mutual' and 'forced' copulation. She stated that 'the basic elements of 
rape were involved in all heterosexual relationships' since 'in our culture heterosexual love 
finds an erotic expression through male dominance and female submission'. She rejected the 
idea that rapists were men who were simply overenthusiastic or tactless in the pursuit of sexual 
pleasure. Rapists, she said, raped because they enjoyed the power it gave them; they 'clearly 
must enjoy force and dominance as much or more than the simple pleasures of the flesh'. The 
'professional rapist' was separated from the 'average dominant heterosexual' only by a 
quantitative difference. Even 'good boys' raped.  
 
She described the effect of rape on the construction of women's sexuality as the inculcation of 
fear: 'Each girl as she grows into womanhood is taught fear.'2 The result of such fear was that 
she must 'learn to distrust her own carnality. She must deny her own feelings'. The sexologists, 
as we have seen, had long denounced women's 'inhibitions' as the result of 'ignorance' and 
'repression'. Griffin made it clear that 'inhibitions' resulted from the concrete reality of men's 
sexual violence. Feminists could no longer accept that women suffered from quite unfounded 
anxieties and needed simply an effort of will to get over them. It was clear that women's fear 
was not the result of malign propaganda and false consciousness but of something that really 
existed and was genuinely frightening.  
 
This basic analysis was developed in succeeding years but the nuts and bolts remained 
unchanged. Rape was a political crime committed by men against women in order to assert 
their power. It was an act of terrorism by which, as Susan Brownmiller expressed it, 'all men 
keep all women in a state of fear'.3Moreover it was not 'exceptional' but totally understandable 
in terms of the construction of male sexuality around the eroticising of dominance and 
violence. From this understanding feminists derived the slogan: 'All men are potential rapists' 
which has always brought forth howls of protest from men who wanted to disassociate 
themselves from rape.  
 
The slogan simply means that if male sexuality is constructed in such a way that men associate 
sex with aggression then every man is capable of rape. The slogan also means that women are 
not in a position to know whether the men they meet are likely to rape or not. Some men may 
feel entirely innocent but it is not possible for women to treat them differently. To a woman in 
a train carriage or on a street every man is a potential rapist. The judicial system expects her 
to act on that assumption and will hold her responsible for her own victimisation if she treats a 
man who subsequently rapes her, with ordinary human politeness.  
 
The outrage engendered by the slogan shows us the conflict that faces women who are aware 
of the shape and extent of men's sexual violence. Women are expected to know and to protect 
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themselves while retaining love and respect for individual men and men in general. If their 
love and respect break down they are accused of being 'man-haters', 'castrators', initiators of a 
sex war. Women's love and respect is the homage expected by the ruling class of the oppressed 
class. It must be constantly evidenced by smiling and enthusiasm, not mere politeness, by the 
expenditure of time and energy in servicing. Women who fail to pay homage are pounced 
upon and branded as 'uppity' if not actually as 'lesbians'. A distancing from men which might 
be seen as entirely realistic in view of the evidence is viewed as unacceptable treachery to the 
political structure of the sex-gender system. This painful contradiction of being required to 
love despite all their understanding of men's sexual violence is the rock against which 
heterosexual women and particularly heterosexual feminists keep stubbing their toes.  
 
Feminist analysis of rape started with stranger rape. Stranger rape is the only kind of rape that 
the judicial system and the other institutions of male supremacy, such as the media, have been 
prepared to define as rape. The notion of stranger rape, though threatening to the dominant 
ideology which seeks to make women loving, trusting, friendly and polite towards men in 
general, can be made to serve men's interests. Women are forced to seek protection from 
boyfriends or husbands from the quite exceptional freak rapist who attacks women in the 
street. The protection racket Griffin calls 'chivalry' works to men's advantage. Women are 
propelled into the arms of men they label 'nice' lest they fall victim to men who are 'nasty'. 
When feminist analysis moved on from stranger rape to the much more likely possibility in a 
woman's life of rape by a man close to her, the male establishment and heterosexual system 
suffered a more serious challenge.  
 
The issues of incest and marital rape strike blows at the fundamental institution of male 
supremacy itself, the heterosexual family. The serious contradiction faced by heterosexual 
women became much more pronounced as the prevalence of child sexual abuse and 
relationship rape was revealed. How could the trust and innocence required to get women to 
love and marry men, and produce children with them, be sustained in the context of this 
knowledge?  
 
Since feminists first started to discuss the issue of incest and sexual abuse in articles such as 
Florence Rush's 'The Sexual Abuse of Children: A Feminist Point of View ' it has become 
clear that rape of girls by fathers, brothers and other adult males is vastly more common than 
the sexological literature estimates.4 Year by year, as women and girls learn that they will be 
believed and we learn to look for sexual abuse, we become aware that the real extent of such 
abuse surpasses any estimates we are bold enough to make. If indecent exposure, various 
forms of abusive touch and the use of pornography are included in our definition of sexual 
abuse, then it is unlikely we will discover many women who have survived childhood with out 
experiencing it. In trying to understand the effects of the abuse it is useful to have an idea of 
what such abuse can entail. One woman whose older brother started raping her when she was 
10 describes the practices included in her brother's arsenal:  
 

. . . he made me go into the toilet and lie on the floor, while he pissed and shat all over 
me, on my stomach . . . That was what he called 'initiation' . . . I felt more like a thing, 
then, more like I had less to me in terms of feeling, than any other time. Just a thing. 
Then he shoved the loo paper at me, and said, 'Here. Wipe it off.'5 
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She describes the confusion around sexuality that her brother's abuse caused her: 'there were 
times when my brother would touch me and I enjoyed it'. This made her feel 'very bad' and 
'as if I was worse than he was. Like I could no longer say that I was being raped.'6 She never 
wanted the abuse, she explains, but her body sometimes reacted automatically.  
 
It is not unusual for abused girls to experience sexual response during episodes of abuse. The 
implications for women's learning of sexuality in this way are several. If a girl responds 
sexually to her own degradation, when she is being used as a 'thing', sexual arousal is unlikely 
to be a positive experience for her. Sex and self-loathing are linked. A distrust of sexual 
response is likely to develop from an unwillingness to experience the feelings which are 
associated with shame. A further possibility is that, once sex and degradation have been 
efficiently learned as one package, ritualised or actual degradation will be necessary in the 
future to elicit sexual response. Here lies the basis for sadomasochism.  
 
But of course some girls do not respond sexually to abuse and their future experiences of 
sexuality will be different. One girl's grandfather abused her whenever she played at the work 
bench in his toolshed.  
 

What he did was to pull my knickers down, to round my knees. He used to position me 
so that I couldn't see him. I would be doing something at the bench, and he would be 
standing behind – and he'd put his penis between my legs and he would hold me in that 
position. When he finally ejaculated, he would just wipe between my legs with his 
handkerchief, and that was it. I was never ever facing him; he was always behind me.7 

 
This woman 'was frigid until I was thirty: I married at twenty . . . I couldn't bear to be touched 
sexually.'  
 
Another girl was abused by her stepfather who 'kissed me on the lips, on the breasts, on the 
vagina . . . everywhere . . . He' d make me kneel in front of him. And then he'd start pulling 
himself off and then he'd make me lick him . . . Once he ejaculated into my mouth . . .'8 She, 
too, explains that she felt like an object as a result of his attentions and this led to her being 
permanently divorced from sexual interest.  
 

The way you feel after that sort of thing has been done to you – you don't feel a person, 
you feel like a thing. You just don't feel a human being, you feel like an object that 
they've done what they like with, and that you haven't got any feelings . . . I've got no 
physical feelings about sex which has really got me . . . Why? I don't feel as though I've 
got any sex drive at all . . .  
 
It takes away all dignity from your body, and from your soul. It is the ultimate invasion 
of privacy. There is nothing private left. Your whole body – and all your feelings too – 
have been displayed against your will.9  

 
After sexual abuse of children the issue which brought home to feminists most powerfully the 
dramatic impact of sexual violence on women's lives was that of marital rape. A better term 
would doubtless be relationship rape, since this would cover rape by lovers as well as 
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husbands, but researchers have confined themselves to looking at rape within marriage. 
Finkelhor and Yllo found that 10 per cent of the 323 Boston-area married women they 
studied had been sexually assaulted by their husbands. The definition of sexual assault they 
used was that the husbands had 'used physical force or threat to try to have sex with [their 
wives]'.10 Not all the assaults, as we shall see, involved intercourse. Diana Russell surveyed 900 
women in San Francisco. Twelve per cent of the married women had had experiences that 
would qualify legally as rape in that state, i.e. sexual intercourse using force or physical threat 
or when a woman was unable to consent. She found another two per cent had been forced 
into other practices such as oral or anal sex. One in seven women then, according to Russell's 
study, had suffered unwanted sex effected by force or threat of force from their husbands.  
 
An acknowledged problem with these statistics is that many women would be unwilling to 
recognise that they had been raped even though their experiences were identical to others 
categorised as rape in the studies. Women would so demur because of a reluctance to accept 
what an acknowledgment of rape would imply about their marriages, husbands or themselves 
in a culture in which women routinely see themselves as failures or responsible if husbands 
behave badly.  
 
One woman in the Finkelhor and Yllo study was badly beaten and threatened by her 
husband. 'In the context of such abuse,' Finkelhor and Yllo remark, 'it is no surprise that sex 
stopped being enjoyable.' He wanted sex three times a day and would hit her, abuse her 
verbally or throw her out of the house if she did not comply. Mostly she did comply to avoid 
violence or further abuse and because 'she believed it was her duty'. Four times he forced her 
to have sex, in one instance to fellate him, in front of her child. One night he 'took a pair of 
pliers out of the drawer and told her, "I'm gonna rip out your vagina". He made her get on 
her hands and knees and beg him not to, but then he put the baby on the kitchen counter and 
said he was going to kill them both.'11 When asked by the interviewers if she had ever been 
raped, this woman said, 'No.' Clearly then, the survey findings can be expected to 
underestimate considerably women's actual experience of sexual violence. Marital rape is 
vastly more common than stranger rape. Of the women in the Finkelhor and Yllo study, only 
three per cent reported rape by a stranger, 10 per cent marital rape and 10 per cent by a 
'date'. More than twice as many women in the Russell study had been raped by a husband 
than by a stranger.  
 
Finkelhor and Yllo point out that women's real experience of marital rape is very different 
from the conventional wisdom which would define marital rape as being a slight disagreement 
about when to have sex. They explain that they found three different varieties of marital rape. 
One variety, which usually took place in the context of a battering relationship, seemed to be 
'capricious expressions of anger and resentment' and had nothing to do wit h sexual 
disagreements. These rapes were very brutal, and would follow beatings or the hitting and 
punching would continue throughout the sex. Many other practices were forced on wives in 
this group besides simple vaginal intercourse.  
 

Wives are raped with objects. For instance, one woman's husband tried to rape her 
with a broomstick and several husbands had their wives insert things into their vaginas 
and then took pictures of them. Wives are raped anally and their genitals are mutilated. 
One woman said that her husband would bite her genitals until they bled, and another 
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said she was burned with cigarettes. Wives are forced to have intercourse with their 
husbands' friends. Two of the women we interviewed said that their assaults had 
occurred when their husbands ganged up on them with some of their friends.12  

 
One third of the women had been subjected to forced anal intercourse, one fifth to forced oral 
sex and nearly a quarter to sex in the presence of others, usually their children. These were 
deliberate sexual humiliations in which the rapist husbands forced their wives to do those 
things which the husbands would know were most horrifying to them. The victims of anal 
rape reported much pain and long-term damage as a result. In the case of one women the 
injuries took five years to heal. Anal rape was particularly effective in humiliating the woman 
because the act emphasised the 'passivity, subservience, and impersonality of the victim'. The 
man was not in a vulnerable position and did not have to face the woman's feelings as he 
would have to in face-to-face rape.  
 
The two other categories of rapes that they identified were the 'force-only' rapes which would 
happen in relationships in which women were professional, apparently 'liberated' and even 
feminist. A small category of rapes were bizarrely brutal and humiliating but separate from 
the context of battering. This category was called, by the researchers, 'obsessive rape'.  
 
Finkelhor and Yllo point out that the consequences of marital rape are likely to be rather 
different from those of stranger rape. Some would be the same, they suggest, such as the 
'humiliation, the physical injuries, the guilt and self-reproach', but the victims of marital rape 
suffer some special traumas in the form of 'betrayal, entrapment, and isolation'.  
 

They have been violated by someone they loved. Many have been subjected to on-
going abuse, sometimes as virtual hostages in their own homes. And they have no one 
to commiserate with in their pain . . . When you are raped by a stranger you have to 
live with a frightening memory. When you are raped by your husband, you have to live 
with your rapist.13 

 
One particular difference that a victim of relationship rape faces is that she will be expected to 
continue a sexual relationship with the rapist. Victims of stranger rape often find it difficult to 
pick up a sexual relationship with a lover. The raped wife has to continue sex with the 
husband who has raped her or perhaps continually rapes her. Astonishingly some of the wives 
told the interviewers that they enjoyed sex with their husbands on the occasions that they were 
not being raped.  
 
Shirley is a battered woman who was continually raped by her husband, usually in the middle 
or at the end of beatings. He peeped on neighbour women during their marriage and 13 of 
them complained to her about it. He had many affairs with other women and got three 
pregnant. None the less, Finkelhor and Yllo tell us:  
 

In spite of the violence, Shirley reported that for the most part their sexual relationship 
was very good. Even after all the pain he caused her, she still looks back favorably on 
the sex. She thinks that it may have been the only thing that kept the relationship going 
at times.14 
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Should we interpret this as a triumph of the human spirit or a tragic example of the limited 
choices available to women under male supremacy? What could the word 'good' mean in this 
context? This woman's response is an example of what is required of women in general by 
sexologists. Despite women's experience or knowledge of sexual violence, despite whatever is 
going on in their marriages and how their husbands behave, women are expected to engage 
with enthusiasm in sex. Shirley's experience is simply a graphic example of what is expected of 
and achieved by many woman all the time. They have to make a separation between the sex 
in which they 'let go' and become enthusiastic and the rape they experienced last night or the 
pornographic advert they saw on the underground this morning. What is required is either a 
mind/body split or an eroticising of the oppression itself.  
 
Two women actually learned to extract sexual satisfaction from the abusive sex they 
experienced and were able to have orgasms. Finkelhor and Yllo call this 'a practical 
adaptation to painful and difficult circumstances'.15 Another woman reported involuntary 
arousal during the violent sex on occasion when her body seemed to be acting autonomously 
to her considerable distress.  
 
More commonly the experience of rape caused women to have difficulty feeling enthusiastic 
about sex again even with other men. One woman whose husband ripped open her vagina 
with his fist had sexual difficulties in two subsequent marriages. The women experiencing 
such difficulties in new relationships with men were very distressed that they were unable to 
show wholehearted sexual enthusiasm. But they are expected, and expect themselves, to make 
such adjustments. Finkelhor and Yllo do not think to question whether such adjustments 
might be worthwhile. They do not question heterosexuality as an institution and if the 
institution is to be upheld it is necessary for women to get themselves back in working order.  
 
Finkelhor and Yllo did not include in their statistics for marital rape experiences of sexual 
abuse which were not consensual but did not include force or its threat. They did not include 
sex agreed to as a result of 'social expectations or conventions', and as a result of 'duty'. They 
did not include sex agreed to in the face of threats 'that were not violent in nature' such as 
being deprived of money or help, or the threat of affairs, or to avoid conflict. If these 
categories of coercion had been included then the figures for rape would have been a great 
deal higher. Certainly the unwanted sex that women get forced into must be much vaster than 
rape statistics from such surveys would indicate.  
 
Inevitably an awareness of the extent and effects of male sexual violence has complicated 
feminist analysis of sexuality. At first feminists were able to interpret women's difficulties at 
relaxing into sexual pleasure with men as resulting from the 'repression' of women's sexuality, 
or men's lack of consideration and poor technique. Now it was clear that there were other 
more pressing reasons for women's lack of enthusiasm.  
 
Jane Caputi, in her compelling book The Age of Sex Crime, points out that the rate of serial sex 
killings is increasing rapidly. In serial sex killings individual men kill a number, sometimes a 
very large number, of women and in some cases men, over a period of time. Her analysis of 
the FBI statistics shows that there were 644 such murders in the US in 1966 and an estimated 
4,118 in 1982. She points out that the Justice Department estimated in 1987 that there were 
at least 35 and possibly as many as 100 such killers operating in the US at that time. Caputi 
defines serial sex murder as 'gynocide, sexually political murder, an extreme form of terrorism 

																																																								
15 Ibid., p. 125. 



in the service of the patriarchal state'.16 The result of this and other acts of sexual terrorism is 
that 'women are supposed to accept it as a "normal" , unavoidable consequence of modern life 
that we must conduct our lives in constant vigilance and fear, restricting our movements, 
staying inside at night'.17 
 
A woman who has experienced rape or sexual harassment in childhood or adulthood, who 
knows about the rape and murder of women from the media, who has seen the sexual values 
of men portrayed in their pornography and on billboards, has a difficult choice in the area of 
sex with men. She can choose to treat her man as being quite different from other men and as 
being in no way implicated in men's sexual violence. This is not easy and requires an awkward 
split in her mind. She is still unlikely to escape having her sexual and emotional responses 
affected by her experience and knowledge. The woman who associates the man with whom 
she is sexually involved with the rest of the male gender because of his behaviour and values, 
or because of an embryo feminist understanding, is in a great dilemma. She is likely to 
experience intolerable conflict.  
 
To clarify the dilemma women have about sexual enthusiasm for men, it is helpful to contrast 
it with men's situation. It is unlikely in the extreme that men will have experienced actual 
sexual violence from women or its threat. Men do not live in cultures where the degradation 
and brutalisation of men at the hands of women is the stuff of pornography, entertainment 
and advertising. Men do not live with the consciousness that they are being hunted by women 
who would take sexual delight in dismembering them simply on account of their gender. They 
do not live in a society in which their degradation through sex is the dominant theme of the 
culture. They do not have to approach women sexually in fear or with distressing images or 
associations with their own oppression. The images they are likely to carry with them are 
those of women degraded and brutalised by men. In fact they are likely to have practised 
sexual arousal with such images, extensively, through pornography and fantasy. It is not 
surprising, then, that sexologists have identified women's 'inhibition' as the main sexual 
problem of this century. They have identified as healthy sexual feelings those which the male 
ruling class experiences and have chosen to avoid recognising the political reasons why 
women might feel differently.  
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