
Germaine Greer ‘On Rape’: Anti-Feminism and the Archetype of Patriarchy 

Germaine Greer’s On Rape is disingenuous and warrants many a reply. It is only right, however, before 

doing so, that I declare I have not read her latest polemic because I refuse to pay $14.99 for a text that 

dismisses the trauma experienced by victims of rape of which I am one. Instead, I rely on commentary 

in which quotes of Greer’s contentious points are widely cited. In her excellent review of On Rape, 

Beejay Silcox observes in The Australian (September 1-2, 2018) that: “Greer is profoundly sceptical of 

rape trauma in her assertion that rape is not that bad”. This implies that victims who speak out are 

self-absorbed in their victimhood, to stop complaining, and move on. Further implied is that victims 

are, in some respects, complicit given Greer’s assertion women have “fantasies of rape”. This is 

straight out of E. L. James’ erotica for the millennia, Fifty Shades of Grey.   

For Greer, rape is common, ordinary even. Most rape is by “partners, ex partners or acquaintances”. 

Most rape is “lazy, careless, insensitive”. All that is at stake is a relatively harmless penis entering a 

vagina. Thus, without physical injury rape ought to be decriminalised. Greer argues that the definition 

of rape set by the 2011 Istanbul Convention, founded on “non-consensual sex”, is unworkable given 

the difficulties men experience trying to discern consent from women’s contradictory behaviour. 

Clearly, she does not require men to exercise restraint when uncertain.     

The act of rape is an abuse of power, dominance and control. Much like the gun in the gun debate in 

the US, the penis is harmless. Maybe so, but the damage done resides in the owner of the penis: a 

father, grandfather, brother, uncle, priest, doctor, friend, confidant, health worker or carer, coach, 

sports star, taxi-driver, politician, teacher, professor, security guard or soldier.  I imagine that Greer 

would be unsympathetic toward the rape of a sex worker by a client, or pimp, on the grounds that 

they would be used to scenarios involving coercion.    

Her emphasis on vaginal rape is bizarre. Rape can and does involve other orifices – the rectum, the 

mouth. She also ignores other means of penetration such as a finger, hand, tongue, or tool. She 

disregards rape of men and children, pack rape, abduction and rape, prison rape, the rape of a disabled 

person, a homeless person, an elderly person or a stateless person in detention.  

Greer may have a point about the mundanity of rape, in the sense that spousal sexual assault is not 

seen as rape, but her comparison to sexual assault of women by men unknown to them reveals her 

indifference to the impact of rape. This lasts a lifetime and can take a lifetime to reconcile for victims, 

their partners, and families. In this sense, Greer is hostile toward victims. They (namely women) have 

been conned by society, that “wants them to believe rape has destroyed them”. It does not, she 

proclaims.  It is a nuisance more than anything to be gotten over without too much damage [my 

emphasis]. For an articulate seasoned academic on the international stage, Greer displays an 

extraordinary degree of unexamined bias in her attempt to minimise the effects of rape by zeroing in 

on the seeming banality of partner rape that occurs behind closed doors, which she claims is more far 

damaging that rape by a stranger.    

Greer shows latent hostility toward women. “Rape is a jagged outcrop in the vast monotonous 

landscape of bad sex”. It cannot be rape if consent was given to engage in bad sex. Such tokenism is 

one step removed from implying, should the perpetrator do ‘good sex’, that the victim lay back and 

enjoy it. Here, arguably, is the hallmark of patriarchy – of women’s subservience to men. Aside from 

that, Greer misses a crucial counterpoint that rape is not the same as bad sex. Think a virgin’s first 

encounter. Her logic is that of a ‘know-all’ undergraduate who has failed to think outside of her own 

common sense. Melbourne University Press, which published On Rape ought to know better. 



A second-wave feminist of the 70s, she initially comes across as sympathetic in her call for rethinking 

rape and consent. But, this soon collapses into misogynist drivel in her attempt to reduce ‘one-off’ 

stranger rape to minor intrusion so as to turn much needed attention to the silent epidemic of partner 

rape. Her premise, as I read it, that unwanted sex between a heterosexual couple within the private 

domain does not meet the definition for rape because lack of consent would be near impossible to 

prove. This serves her basis for pointing to the futility of proving or disproving consent and to logically, 

as a consequence, decriminalise rape. Men are the real victims here, not women.      

Rape is not a one-off ‘event’, over in a matter of minutes. For many, there are the dreaded repeat 

performances. A trip to the doctor at five years of age with rectal bleeding is profoundly traumatising. 

Furthermore, consent is irrelevant to rape. By that I mean, perpetrators do not seek consent because 

they know, given the opportunity, that the victim will decline their advances. To mitigate this, they 

engineer circumstances to allow them to justify implied consent.  

Greer proffers a means to an end for this in her treatment of vagina and penis as objective, without 

politics. Just a penis. This is purposeful not only for ignoring hostility toward women underscored by 

the ‘C’ word but also for undermining consent. Thus, in the scheme of things, consent is a negative: 

the absence of “no” (to a penis), rather than a declaration of “yes”, with no exceptions. As is well 

established, a common response under duress is to concede, so as to minimise further harm, which is 

not the same as consent. In drawing down on acquiescence, Greer dismisses the inherent violence of 

rape: the horror of realisation, the humiliation and degradation of being imposed upon, the surprise 

captive-ness of it, the threat to keep quiet in order to retain a job, win a job, or to keep a family 

together. For me, a creeping into the room in the middle of the night and bath-time.    

Much harder to propose a reasoned alternative for how we might understand consent. For a feminist, 

who supposedly writes to advance the cause of women, and by extension men, her criticism of 

consent by which she opines that it is near impossible for men to accurately gauge consent, and are 

therefore victims themselves, positions her as an apologist for sexual assault of women. Rape is not 

simply the unwanted sexualised assault of a person but also the manipulation of circumstances to 

render refusal, the capacity of a person to decline, near impossible by picking an easy target such as 

an intoxicated woman dancing on her own, and leading her into a dark laneway on the pretext of 

assisting her, by spiking a drink, by dragging a woman off the street in broad daylight, or luring an 

unsuspecting woman into a team bonding exercise from which she cannot leave. To render a victim 

vulnerable. In other words, a means for offsetting the absence of consent.  

This is fundamentally about taking away a person’s capacity to say no and to have control over their 

own bodies. In this context, consent is irrelevant to rape. That is to say, it is not sought because 

perpetrators know the answer. Instead, they delude themselves that it was given by the most spurious 

of justifications: she ‘knew what was going on’. The default justification is such that the victim is in 

control since he/she chose their circumstances and as a consequence are fair game.  

The onus is on victims to prove that they did not consent rather than on perpetrators to demonstrate 

the steps they took to obtain consent. In light of this, I suggest that instead of lowering the threshold 

for consent it is raised to include the exploitation of conditions or circumstances for nullifying consent: 

isolation, containment, drug inducement, unconsciousness, intoxication, force, pressure and threat, 

compounded by age, disability and so on.  

Rape is not opportunistic. It is planned. Victims are targeted. They are caught out from which there is 

no escape. It is the grossest breach of trust and speaks volumes about the paucity of the right not to 

be violated.  And, then there is the subsequent silencing of the victim – she wanted it, the rape fantasy, 



which Greer cites to discredit the brutality of rape.  The victim put herself in harm’s way by dressing 

provocatively. She is slut-shamed. And, a child is threatened to keep the family secret.  

Greer seems contemptuous, lacking any kind of empathy, which is curious considering that she has 

spoken of her own rape. My impression is that she is intent on distancing herself from any accusation 

of being a prude or wowser when it comes to sex. Perhaps this is the ultimate in denial, since to 

proclaim victimhood amounts (incorrectly) to submitting to patriarchy and to be vulnerable in the 

process. She could not be more wrong. Owning one’s experience requires courage.    

Greer’s version of rape is distinctly middle class, something that takes place behind closed doors. For 

her, it has little to do with the helpless, the homeless, the poor or the oppressed. She might well want 

to call out frivolous or false accusations of sexual assault. But this does not diminish the well-

documented harm of vicious and violent rape. Women are telling their stories for good reason.      

Rape is damaging to the core. It is an ever-present contagion that seeps into the DNA to rip apart one’s 

sense of security, safety, acceptance and place in the world. Greer has added nothing to the debate.  

Instead, all she has done is trivialise rape and snicker at consent. Criticism is essential to discourse. 

But so too are integrity and decency. Greer trades off her reputation. Nothing more, nothing less. 

Feminists have argued that she should stop calling herself a feminist. I agree. 

 

 


