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ABSTRACT

Joanna Bourke is a prize-winning social and cultural historian, a Fellow of the British Academy, and 
a public intellectual. Her books, which have been translated into multiple languages, have explored 
the history of gender, working-class culture, emotions, war, and the relationships between animals 
and humans. Her most recent books are Birkbeck: 200 Years of Radical Learning for Working People 
(Oxford University Press, 2022) and Disgrace: Global Reflections on Sexual Violence (Reaktion 
Books, 2022). The latter was written as part of her Wellcome Trust-funded project SHaME 
(Sexual Harms and Medical Encounters), of which she is the Principal Investigator. Her book 
Five Evil Women will be published by Reaktion Books in January 2026. Philosopher of education 
Rowena Azada-Palacios spoke to Joanna Bourke about how historical approaches can help us 
understand and find solutions to present-day issues of sexual violence.
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Rowena Azada-Palacios (RAP): To begin, would you like to tell us a little bit about 
the work that you do?

Joanna Bourke (JB): It’s difficult to categorize what kind of work I do. I tend to 
think of my work as writing histories of different kinds of violence. My early work 
was very much on military history—An Intimate History of Killing, Dismembering the 
Male, Wounding the World, and other books. But I am not only interested in wartime 
violence. After those books, I diversified into different kinds of violence. I wrote a 
book on the history of fear, for example, and a book on the history of pain—in other 
words, I moved from perpetrators to victims of violence.1 I wrote a book on what it 
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1 In this interview, Bourke used the terms ‘survivor’ and ‘victim’ interchangeably. She has addressed 
this decision extensively, see Bourke (2022: 20) and Bourke (2017).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jope/article/59/3-4/751/8139089 by LU

ISS G
uido C

arli user on 22 N
ovem

ber 2025

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6027-487X
mailto:razada@ateneo.edu
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopedu/qhaf033


means to be human, which is about the way constructions of the human are predi
cated on violence, but it’s also a book that looks at violence against non-human an
imals. If we ask ‘What is it that makes the human’, violence is one of the things that 
is used to distinguish the human from the semi-human and non-human.

More recently, sexual violence has become important to me. A decade ago, I wrote 
a book exploring the history of perpetrators of sexual violence, trying to work out how 
people who have committed these sorts of crimes have been understood over time. 
Historically, how have ideas about people who commit sexual crimes changed? Very 
briefly, this entails a number of shifts, moving from the idea of the rapist as being a 
sinner, someone who has the devil inside; to the rapist being a throwback to earlier 
evolutionary times; to notions of culture and cultures of violence, particularly within 
slums and poor areas (in other words, sexually violent men are nurtured within cer
tain environments); to more psychological theories, often related to personality is
sues or pathologies; to cycles of violence; to psychoanalytical interpretations. I was 
tracing these shifts through time (19th century to the present) in the book called 
Rape. Just last year, I followed up this work with a book examining global problems, 
entitled Disgrace: Global Reflections on Sexual Violence.

My current work explores medical and psychiatric aspects of sexual violence. 
This is part of the SHaME project, Sexual Harms and Medical Encounters, which 
is a Wellcome Trust-funded interdisciplinary project.

RAP: You mentioned that sexual violence has been looked at from so many dif
ferent perspectives: medical, psychological, psychiatric … How do you think spe
cifically historical approaches can help us understand present-day issues of sexual 
violence?

JB: I’m an historian, so I obviously believe that history is a powerful way to ad
dress the present; it’s important to understand our history if we are to change the 
future. For me, history as a discipline provides us with three central insights. First, it 
gives perspective. We stand where other people have stood before. Perspective is 
important. One of the reasons I’m an historian is because I know that if I can 
look back in time and see how things have changed over time, then there’s hope 
for the future. Things have changed in the past—they can now change in the future.

Second, an historical approach provides context. The only way we can truly 
understand why sexual violence continues to be such a major issue in our world, 
despite so much activism against it for such a long time, is to understand the context 
within which these ideas about the sexual entitlement of men, etc., emerged and 
became so embedded within our society. Rape myths have a long history, which 
helps us understand why this kind of violence is so difficult to eradicate. Here I 
am largely referring to the longevity of rape myths such as ‘no means yes’, ‘it’s im
possible to rape the resisting woman’, that some forms of sex are not ‘really bad’ or 
harmful. We can only understand why sexual violence is so difficult to tackle by ac
knowledging that they have a long and deeply embedded history.

The third thing history provides is inspiration. It suggests new ways of thinking 
about how we can challenge the myths that exist in our current society. I get inspir
ation from activists, feminists, and other thinkers in the past.
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RAP: You mentioned the longevity of rape myths, and I’d like to ask you a little 
bit more about that. In your latest project, one of the things that you’ve looked at is 
the relationship between textbooks and sexual violence from the early 19th century 
to the present. And you’ve specifically looked at medical myths found in medical 
jurisprudence textbooks related to sexual violence.2 Can you describe for us one 
or two examples of such myths that have stood out for you in your work?

JB: One of the recurrent myths that is very strong in medical texts and medical 
jurisprudence texts (i.e. texts that negotiate the relationship between medicine and 
law) is this idea that in order to be raped you need to have a wound, or that rape is, 
by necessity, a physically violent act. This myth links up with ideas that ‘a man can
not rape a resisting woman’. This was explicitly stated in historical medical jurispru
dence textbooks. Lawyers and judges were explicitly taught (it’s a horrible phrase) 
that it is ‘impossible to sheath a sword into a vibrating scabbard’ (Storer 1868: 55 as 
cited in Bourke 2022: 55-7). You can’t put a sword into a scabbard that’s moving. In 
other words, if a woman is resisting, then she cannot be raped. The penis is the 
sword; the vagina, the vibrating scabbard. So, this pernicious logic goes, a woman 
who resists cannot be raped; therefore, if she is raped, she didn’t resist, and if she 
didn’t resist, then it’s not rape.

One of the things I found really interesting in terms of this rape myth is the way it 
changed over time in medical textbooks. At some stage in the late 19th century, 
medical textbooks were revised in ways that implied that ‘You cannot rape a woman 
who’s used to working, a strong woman.’ In other words, it was possible to rape a 
delicate middle-class woman but impossible to rape a working-class woman because 
working-class women are assumed to be strong. In these jurisprudence textbooks, 
Victorian gentlewomen are perceived to be weak, sensitive, so the myth does not 
apply. In other words, the texts are making a distinction between classes. 
Working-class women become ‘unrapeable’; their accusations disbelieved.

Another myth is that there have to be physical wounds. Violence has to manifest 
itself on the body.

If I was to choose another myth that comes up a lot in these textbooks, it would 
be one that sounds strange to our ears today: the idea that you cannot get pregnant 
if you are raped. Before the 18th century, medical theories of the body, such as the 
Hippocratic theory, regarded the female clitoris as the equivalent of the male penis. 
Therefore, clitoral orgasm was necessary for conception in a similar way that male 
ejaculation was necessary for a woman to conceive. Female and male orgasm is ne
cessary for pregnancy. This was a reason trials might be delayed for nine months to 
see if the complainant was pregnant. Pregnancy was proof that a woman had an or
gasm and therefore enjoyed the sex act.

Of course, this medical theory is bogus. In fact, there is at least some medical evi
dence to suggest that there’s a higher probability of pregnancy through rape than 
through consensual sex. But even as late as 2012, a Republican congressman in 
the USA, Todd Akin, commented that it is ‘really rare’ to get pregnant if you get 

2 Some of the textbooks that Bourke explores in Disgrace include Bartley (1815), Ghani (1911) and 
Ray (1925).
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raped, implying that if a woman gets pregnant, she very probably ‘wanted it’ 
(Gentilviso, 2012). Akin later said he had ‘misspoken’.3

Another version of this myth is the psychoanalytical one that became prominent 
in the mid-20th century: women are masochists or they get pleasure from being 
hurt. Conversely, men are sadists; they get pleasure from hurting. The most prom
inent proponent of the idea that women are masochists is the prominent psycho
analyst and personal friend of Sigmund Freud, Helen Deutsch, in numerous 
papers and a two-volume book The Psychology of Women (1944–45).

RAP: The description that you gave of these myths seems to indicate that our 
understanding of rape and sexual violence in general also changes over time, and 
the way that it’s defined in different disciplines—whether it’s jurisprudence or 
medicine—also seems to change over time. Now, in your books you have chosen 
to define sexual violence as any act identified as such by a participant, victim, or 
a third party. I would imagine that this definition might be a bit controversial, 
and not everybody will take that definition to be sufficient. Why do you choose 
this definition, and how do you find it helpful as an historian?

JB: The definition I use was never intended to be normative. In other words, it’s 
not a definition that tells us how we should define rape in terms of law or morality. 
The definition is profoundly useful for an historian because what constitutes violence, 
what constitutes consent, and what constitutes sex, change so dramatically over time. 
There’s nothing universal about any of those things. As an historian, if I’m trying to 
understand, let’s say, 18th or early 19th-century views of sex, violence, and relation
ships, it makes no sense for me to impose a 21st-century definition on them, because 
that’s not their experience. It messes up what they are experiencing, or what they feel, 
and so is profoundly disrespectful to the people I am trying to understand. My def
inition is a useful one as an historian because it allows me to problematize violence, 
sex, and bodies in ways that are contextually relevant to the people I am writing 
about, and true to their lives, not manipulating or not distorting their narratives.

The definition emerged out of my historical consciousness. I have to be true to 
the way people at the time were thinking and experiencing certain acts. But, second
ly, the definition enables me to bypass male-dominated definitions of sexual vio
lence. For centuries, sexual violence has been defined according to white, 
extremely well-off men, particularly jurists. This definition allows me to take ser
iously what women were saying in their letters and diaries about what they think 
constitutes abuse, even though they couldn’t take it to court because it was not a 
legal definition.

The third reason the definition works for an historian is because it also enables us 
to get around very rapid changes in the official definitions of sexual violence. What is 

3 In an interview for a television station in St Louis, Missouri, The Huffington Post reported that 
Representative Todd Akin said, about pregnancies from rape, ‘It seems to me, from what I understand 
from doctors, that’s really rare … If it’s a legitimate rape, the female body has ways to try to shut that 
whole thing down’. Akin later released a statement on his website saying, ‘I misspoke in this interview 
and it does not reflect the deep empathy I hold for the thousands of women who are raped and abused 
every year’ (Gentilviso, 2012).
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sexual violence? Some of us may think that the age of consent is one aspect of sexual 
violence: if someone has sex with a person who is under the age of consent then, by 
law, that is sexual abuse. But ages of sexual consent differ dramatically over time; it 
differs dramatically when a person steps over a border. In some states in the USA, 
on one side of the border the age of consent is ten; you step literally one foot, and 
it’s eighteen. I can’t then say, ‘Well, it’s sexual abuse here, and not sexual abuse one 
foot away.’ The question ‘what is sexual violence?’ is actually a really big question, 
and people disagree very strongly on that. This means that as an historian it is useful 
to take a contextual and temporally based definition.

Now, to repeat: this is not a normative distinction. We are perfectly entitled to 
then go on and say, ‘Well, actually, they didn’t think this was sexual violence, but 
actually it is.’ That’s perfectly legitimate with my definition, and in fact we have 
to do that with my definition. But that is a second step. The first step must be, 
‘This is what they are saying. This is their definition of sexual violence.’

RAP: This connects to my next question, which is about voice. What do you 
understand by that word, ‘voice’, and why do you think it’s so significant when in
vestigating violence towards women?

JB: Voice is absolutely crucial to anyone thinking about sexual violence. We need 
to be thinking about: Who are heard? Who are not heard? Where are they heard? 
Where are they not heard? What are the contexts within which someone can not 
only speak, but actually be heard? Voice is as much about being heard as it is about 
the speech-act itself.

Since the 1980s, scholars of all disciplines have found it extremely useful to think 
in terms of intersectionality. Kimberly Crenshaw is the scholar who drew attention to 
the issue of intersectionality, even if she did not invent it—the first use of the concept 
‘intersectionality’ is by the Combahee River Collective, which was a Black lesbian 
group in Boston who used that term much earlier than Crenshaw. But Crenshaw 
is the one who brought it into public awareness. In other words, if we are to under
stand voice, we need to understand the multilayered, complex nature of identities.

RAP: One of the things about voice you’ve said that has really struck me is the 
need to also be cautious when centring voices. The recent #MeToo movement, for 
example, has generated a lot of greater public awareness about the need to centre 
the voices of victims and survivors when discussing sexual violence. Yet you also 
include the caveat that the speech-acts might also be harmful to them, and it’s really 
important to think about that. Can you say more about this?

JB: It’s a very Western idea that speech itself is somehow transformative or re
demptive. That may be the case—indeed, it is often the case. But not always. We 
need to be sensitive to the issue that speech can harm people, and it is for survivors 
of sexual abuse to make that decision about speech or not-speech. Speech may do 
some survivors harm in terms of economic issues, in terms of their relationship with 
their community; for example, speech about sexual violence could increase policing 
in their neighbourhoods. It could harm their communities. I’m thinking particular
ly of minoritized communities where having dealings with the police (given high 
levels of intra-racial abuse) can be very harmful. Which is the other reason why, if 

J. Bourke and R. Azada-Palacios • 755
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/jope/article/59/3-4/751/8139089 by LU
ISS G

uido C
arli user on 22 N

ovem
ber 2025



we are to tackle sexual violence, voice is one thing—speech and #MeToo can be 
important—but if it doesn’t go alongside other objectives, such as tackling racism, 
misogyny, systemic poverty, and other forms of discrimination, it won’t be effect
ive. Women often lead lives where they simply cannot survive without the ‘bread
winner’, coded male. We need to tackle the bigger questions, not simply the 
question of sexual violence, not simply sexism, misogyny, racism, ageism, ableism, 
and so on, but the ways these things are all linked.

RAP: What you’re describing highlights this multilayered reality of violence. We 
might be focusing on the sexual nature of sexual violence, but really there are so 
many different things happening in that context which contribute to that violence. 
In relation to that, at the end of your book, Disgrace—and this is a rather hopeful, 
inspiring aspect of it—you give readers suggested ways forward towards attaining 
the long-term goal of creating a rape-free world. In that chapter, you draw on the 
work of Donna Haraway, and you suggest that activists should pay attention to 
the situated knowledges of subjugated peoples and their accounts of sexual violence. 
Can you say more about what this means and why it’s important?

JB: One of my broader arguments is about the need to develop a kind of trans
versal approach when we’re looking at sexual violence. Let me go back a couple of 
steps. My theory is based on four chief tenets, which nestle beneath two umbrella 
terms: intersectionality and transversalism. I think it’s important to understand how 
they all fit together.

First, the most debilitating myth that all of us face when trying to work for better 
worlds—whether this is a rape-free world or whether this is a more equal world—is 
the view that there is no alternative. What the last chapter of my book tries to do is say, 
‘There are alternatives to our current state.’ Indeed, the problem may actually be that 
there are so many things that we can do to work for a rape-free world, that it’s some
times difficult to make decisions. There is also the fact that, by its nature, politics is 
conflictual, so we can never expect ‘women’—whoever they are—to agree on one 
or more strategies. However, we need to acknowledge that there are some groups 
who are actually more likely to have insights into ways to effectively counter sexual 
violence because of their situated knowledges. Minoritized communities, for example, 
are actually much more likely to have access to effective counter-knowledges because 
they don’t have their privilege to lose. You mentioned Donna Haraway. As she put it, 
minoritized people are more likely to see through the ‘god trick’ of universalism with 
all ‘its dazzling—and, therefore, blinding—illuminations’ (Haraway 1988: 584).

The four tenets I look at are local, diversity, pleasure, and the body. By local, I mean 
that activism has to be based on local needs and carried out by local activists. That is 
absolutely central. What this means is that all of us, however we are situated, can 
contribute to the fight. Whether we are academics, engineers, home workers, jour
nalists, doctors, scientists, and so on, we have our own local communities of influ
ence that we can use to make a difference to the world. The political labour of 
anti-rape activism cannot be outsourced.

The second one is diversity, which is meant in two ways. The first way it’s meant is 
diversity in terms of personnel. There’s a lot of talk about encouraging people in all 
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walks of life to engage, but feminists today also need to think much more about how 
we can involve boys and men, non-binary, trans people; there is a small group of 
feminists today who are very hostile to this proposal but it is necessary.

The second way of thinking about diversity is in terms of strategy. Sexual violence 
is historically so deeply embedded that there is no one strategy; there is no simple 
answer. We will need to engage with a huge range of strategic approaches.

The third tenet is pleasure. Activism against sexual violence (or any kind of vio
lence, for that matter) is dispiriting. It’s tiring. It’s depressing. So thinking about 
pleasure (perhaps through literature, theatre, song, and dance) is important. It 
will help bind us together and keep us strong.

The final thing is the body, and this links back to what you were talking about 
earlier—#MeToo—which obviously is great and has changed our world. But it 
has limitations especially because it risks being very isolating. It risks becoming a 
commodity—how many ‘likes’ you get on social media. It risks being individualiz
ing, focusing down on one’s own experience of abuse as something personal, as op
posed to something more systemic. It risks making the political, personal.

When #MeToo was coined by Tarana Burke, it was incredibly powerful because 
it was established within a community of Black girls and women. We have lost that 
sense of belonging together. So the fourth tenet aims to get the body back into ac
tivist politics. #MeToo has shown us that we’re not alone, and there are so many of 
us out there. This is crucial. But if we are to affect real change, we need to gather 
together, fight together. Change is not going to happen if we are all sitting in front 
of our computer screens.

Those are the four tenets; and they nestle beneath the two umbrellas I men
tioned: intersectionality and transversalism. Intersectionality: there’s no point 
just fighting sexism or misogyny, there’s no point just fighting racism, there’s no 
point just fighting ageism or ableism, and so on, because we need to fight all these 
pernicious views together.

Transversalism is the second umbrella. It says: ‘We are facing a huge problem of 
sexual violence. We have to address it in multiple ways, and we are going to disagree, 
because different communities want different things, have different priorities and 
different needs, desires, and ways of thinking of the world.’ Transversalism asks 
us to put aside identity politics, and emphasize goal-orientated politics. It doesn’t 
mean we have to stop disagreeing with each other. I’m a pro-sex feminist; anti-porn 
feminists and I disagree strongly. They want less pornography; I want better porn
ography. I’m always going to be fighting carceral feminists: they want more prison; I 
want less prison. We can keep fighting. But we need to adopt a goal-orientated ac
tivism if we are to eradicate sexual violence. As a concept, transversalism emerged 
from debates between Palestinian and Israeli feminists who acknowledged their 
huge differences but agreed to unite in order to achieve specific goals.

We all have situated knowledges. I’m a New Zealander, spent part of my youth in 
Haiti, and identify politically as a socialist-feminist. That’s who I am; that’s where I’m 
rooted. Transversalism acknowledges rootedness but also requires a shifting: ‘What’s 
your situated knowledge?’. This requires listening and shifting our approaches.
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RAP: That’s so rich, and my mind is full of questions. But one of the things 
that you talked about was the importance of bringing boys and men into the 
conversation as well. At the same time, you also say that there is a point at 
which there are certain types of identity politics that could actually not help 
us towards the shared goal. And one of the reactions sometimes of certain 
groups of people is that when you talk about feminism, when you talk about 
issues that affect women and girls, it becomes a kind of identity fight between 
men and women. You talk, for example, in your book about masculinism, and 
how masculinism along with inequity is the context in which sexual abuse is fo
mented. Can you say more about masculinism, and at the same time address the 
possible critique that by describing it as masculinism it might retreat back into a 
kind of unhelpful identity politics?

JB: Yeah, absolutely; I certainly don’t want to retreat back to that. My first book 
on sexual violence was 100 per cent about, ‘all men are not rapists, rape fantasists, 
and beneficiaries of a rape culture’, which was the 1970s/’80s mantra of an earlier 
generation of feminists. I definitely don’t want to go down that route, and that’s why 
I say ‘masculinist’ as opposed to ‘masculine’. Men who perpetrate acts of sexual vio
lence are the rejects of masculinity.

I also don’t want to retreat to a sort of binary here between femininity and mas
culinity, which, of course, has long been eroded, thanks in part to the political labour 
of trans and non-binary people. Again, this is where situated knowledges become 
important, because it enables us to be much more complex about where we are 
coming from, and where and how our gendered, sexual, and other forms of identity 
emerge.

This is not to deny that a large proportion of sexual harms are carried out 
by people who are gendered and gender themselves as male. But not all: many peo
ple who carry out these harmful acts are not gendered male. The world of victims 
and survivors—and I deliberately distinguish these two terms—are of every pos
sible gender. The infamous statistic still holds: one in every five women will be sexu
ally harmed in some way in their lifetime. But one in every ten men will also be 
sexually harmed in their lifetime. That’s a high number. And among minoritized 
gender and sexual communities, there are even higher proportions of people being 
harmed.

In what kind of society is sexual violence low? These are societies with low levels 
of military spending, high rates of equality, and high female earnings.

RAP: That’s both sobering and helpful. Those statistics remind us of how sexual 
violence continues to harm so many people, many of whose voices are still unheard. 
At the same time, you’ve also shown us how an historical understanding of the be
liefs that underpin this violence can teach us that they are changeable. And this in 
turn, can empower and inspire us to work towards a rape-free world. If I may ask 
you to summarize what this means for educators: what role do you think education 
plays in working towards a less violent world?

JB: Education is everything. We can think of education on so many different lev
els. Education is really just communication.
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If we are talking about education in the sense of the labour of mothers, teachers, 
lecturers, professors, and other people who have that formal role of ‘teaching’, it is 
incredibly important. And it’s two-way: it’s not only teachers educating pupils, but 
it’s also the pupils educating the teacher: the different generations have a great deal 
to teach each other.

RAP: Your work has straddled the worlds of academia and activism. And among 
people who share this common dream of a rape-free world, or a less violent world, 
what can academics and activists learn from each other?

JB: Everything! Let me just talk personally for a while. In the last ten years, while 
writing Disgrace, I have learnt so much from survivors and activists. They have en
abled me to understand the varied concerns of diverse communities, and they have 
taught me how in very practical terms we can help improve lives—our lives, our 
communities. Their very different approaches (work in communities, rape crisis 
centres, classrooms, government, and NGO offices) have strongly informed my 
work.

Other academics have also been crucial in developing my ideas, even in those 
cases where we disagree with each other. By engaging in those debates, I have hope
fully improved my arguments.

But of course, I don’t want to draw a line between being an activist and being an 
academic. I consider my academic work to be activist orientated and political as well 
as being scholarly robust. I write books that I want people to read. I want to engage 
with my readers. I’m a writer who wants to participate in the world through my 
books.

RAP: Thank you very much, Joanna!
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