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Debating rape
A natural history of rape: biological bases of forced sex 
Randy Thornhill, Craig T Palmer. Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2001.
Pp 272. $16·96. ISBN 0262100832.

Because rape matters, the very
title of the book guarantees both
media and research interest.

However, this is an outstanding exam-
ple of a book which would have been
better left unwritten. 

The conceptual confusions endemic
to the book are flagged by the clash
between the definition of rape in the
title as “forced sex” and in the glossary,
where it becomes “copulation resisted
to the best of the victim’s ability unless
such resistance would probably result in
death or serious injury to the individu-
als the victim commonly protects”.
Thus victims of anal or oral rape, to say
nothing of same-sex rape (which would
seem to fall within the title’s definition)
find that in the light of the glossary defi-
nition and the ludicrous over commit-
ment to adaptationism, that they have
not been raped at all. Thornhill and
Palmer’s self-serving definition is so
wonderfully out of step with the rest of
the social, academic, and legal world,
that if the topic were not so serious the
book would simply be a bathetic joke.

But to understand how such a book
gets to be written it is worth briefly
sketching in the development of the
new discipline of evolutionary psychol-
ogy within which rape is located. This
new discipline stems partly from a
number of US psychologists who seem
to have suddenly discovered evolution-
ary theory and from our Pleistocene
formed and unchanging universal
human nature. These psychologists
have also found an ally among those
sociobiologists who see the new evolu-
tionary psychology as a chance to
rebrand their approach. Rape is a
classic case of rebranding, since it
fuses the old and the new biologism. 

Thus as an enthusiastic sociobiolo-
gist, one of Thornhill’s early (1980)
papers was “Rape in Panorpa scorpi-
onflies and a general rape hypothe-
sis”, which was published in Animal
Behaviour. However, intense debate
among animal behaviourists during
the 1980s led to the view that to
describe forced sex among non-
human species as “rape” was a gross
anthropomorphism, unhelpful to the
advancement of studies of animal
behaviour. This led to the dropping
of the term rape in leading journals.
Indeed, the damage done to the field
by the grosser claims of sociobiology
also led to a distancing by biologists
generally from the term sociobiology.

Hence, researchers in the field tend to
describe themselves as animal behav-
iourists or behavioural ecologists. 

In his study of scorpionflies,
Thornhill argues that resource provi-
sioning is the key to sexual access to
females. Males “rape” when they can-
not provide such “nuptial” gifts.
Females prefer gifts to being raped, and
gifts are a better reproductive strategy
because rape is less successful in insem-
ination. This leads, in A Natural History
of Rape, to what Thornhill and Palmer
clearly see as the punchline from these
studies: “However, experiments reveal
that all males will rape in an environ-
ment in which nuptial gifts are exceed-
ingly scarce.” Setting aside the
anthropomorphic language of nuptial
gifts, it is that “all”, maybe entirely rea-
sonably claimed for scorpionflies, that
gives the game away. Despite the
anthropomorpisms and the appeals to
adapatation, this crude universalising
simply will not do in the case of human
rape. Unlike scorpionflies not all men,
under any precisely definable circum-
stance, rape. This difference needs
addressing. A good scientific explana-
tion of rape has to be able to explain
both why some men rape and why some
do not, even in contexts such as war
and the break down of social order, in
which cases rape becomes widespread.
Thornhill and Palmer attempt to escape
this problem by turning to the quite
unbiological (but very neoliberal)
notion that would-be rapists carry out
risk assessment of the outcome for
themselves and that this guides their
actions. Implicit in their adaptationist

theory is the notion that all men are
potential rapists only restrained by their
self-centred cost-benefit analyses. This
seems, to put it no more strongly,
insulting to non-rapist men. 

The authors seem incapable or
unwilling to consider the power of the
social and cultural context and the
ambiguous messages that it gives about
rape. Despite their dedication “for the
women and girls in our lives”, and
maybe that possessive pronoun is
indicative, Thornhill and Palmer are
unreconstructedly male-centred and
show little sign of being able to listen to
women who have been raped. The most
flagrant example of their dismissal of
the views of victims, comes from 
their account of a field project of orang-
utangs, in which a male orang-utang
raped a woman cook. Here, they offer
as reassurance, the views of the hus-
band of the woman who said that it did
not really matter because the sexual
assault was made by another species.
Ontologically, the assaulted woman is
placed on the same level as their 
scorpionflies, she is without a voice;
only scientists (or at least a man) can
interpret what is taking place. It is
scarcely surprising that their 
victim-blaming advice to limit human
rape by discouraging women from
wearing tight blouses, has produced a
storm of anger, and not just from 
feminists.

Yet unlike their sociobiological fore-
bears, who argued that a predisposition
to rape was laid down in the male in
various species from the mallard duck
to man, and that they were only telling
the truth about nature, Thornhill and
Palmer have moved on and now claim
to detest rape but still root the phe-
nomenon in biology. Despite their
invocation of Darwinian theory, their
prioritising of what they speak of as
“ultimate” explanations, and their dis-

missal of proximal explanations—ie,
those in the social sciences—is not
based on the meticulous observation
and careful experimentation of 
Darwin, but on grandiose specula-
tion combined with some rather
crude generalisations about contem-
porary human behaviour. Chief
among these speculations is the
claim that it is given uniquely to the-
orists of evolutionary psychology that
they can precisely determine the
architecture of the human mind as
laid down in the Pleistocene.
However, whereas evolutionary 
psychologists claim to know with
total certainty—and conspicuously
little evidence—their and our 
gendered mental architecture, in 
the world of real paleontological
research there are sharp technical
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Has anyone else noticed that
there’s a lot more “popular 
science” around these days

than there used to be? Bookshops that
used to stock their “Science” section
with glossy coffee-table heavyweights
about big cats are now filled with bright
paperbacks that promise to lay bare the
mysteries of the known universe through
analysis of eminent scientists’ relation-
ships with their daughters or their
housemaids.

But is science genuinely better under-
stood than it was? Put it another way:
are scientists becoming better at writing
for a lay audience? Or is there in fact an
inverse relation between the gaudiness
of a book’s cover, the breathlessness of
the coverlines, and the educational value
of the pages that follow? 

With the rather off-putting title
Cancer: the evolutionary legacy, Mel
Greaves’ new book is hardly likely to fly
off the shelves. But that’s a shame.
Greaves, professor of cell biology at the
Institute for Cancer Research in
London, has written an outwardly solid,
upright textbook that, right from its first
few lines, turns out to be a cleverly
paced and extremely informative guide
to current thinking about the evolution-
ary biology of cancer.

It’s not a book for the faint of heart,
though. Greaves starts off with “the bad
news” of cancer mortality statistics and
doesn’t let up in nearly 300 pages. The
basic and familiar message here is stark.
Cancers kill a lot of us in a lot of nasty
ways. There isn’t a singular cause of any
one type of cancer and as a result there

isn’t a singular cure for them, either.
Our crude defences against cancer are
generally medieval in scope (not much
more than cutting, burning, or 
poisoning) and medievally effective. The
real surprise, as Greaves notes dryly,
given the seemingly huge lifetime risk of
cancer, is that we are here at all.

So far, so depressing. But this book
isn’t just a catalogue of cancer types and
exposures to risk. For a start, it’s 
downright interesting. Did you know
that a 15th-century king of Naples had
adenocarcinoma diagnosed with 2
0th-century pathological techniques?
That Victorian chimney sweeps com-
monly developed scrotal cancer? That
Napoleon’s necropsy was done on a 
billiard table under strict instructions
that no Englishmen touch him?

Second, and more importantly,
Greaves’ clear prose gradually draws the
reader into a much broader explanation
of the evolutionary processes at work in
the development of cancers. Indeed, for
Greaves, the natural history of cancers
offers a quite “remarkable parody of
species diversification in evolution”. A
degree of knowledge is assumed about
Darwinian explanations of evolution
and genetics, but there’s nothing much
in here to frighten the non-scientist and
the writing is refreshingly easy to follow.

From this evolutionary perspective,
then, the human body becomes a
seething mass of cell divisions in which
mistakes in copying DNA—muta-
tions—are common (around one muta-
tion in every million cell divisions, which
sounds insignificant until you realise

Evolution from below
Cancer: the evolutionary legacy
Mel Greaves. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000. Pp 276.
£19·99. ISBN 0192628356.

that every day we each make around 100
000 million blood cells alone).
Mutations offer the raw material for cells
to proliferate without restraint—to
expand their territory, so to speak—and
are the first step on the road to cancer. 

Of course, not all mutations lead to
cancer clone formation, and there are
many bottlenecks for potential cancers
to squeeze through before they can 
proliferate or escape to other sites in the
body. Greaves spends a good deal of
time carefully explaining the number
and timing of mutation events in various
cancers, and the progression of these
events to full metastasis.

There’s also a more upbeat section on
the latest progress in cancer treatment,
including “smart bombs” designed to
knock out faulty cells, prevention of the
formation of new blood vessels in order
to suffocate tumours, and the simple use
of aspirin in colon cancer. 

The rather bleak outlook, though, is
that the development of cancer is by and
large an evolutionary inevitability. It’s
somewhat ironic that genetic mutations,
intrinsic to the development of species
diversity and to the survival of the fittest
in difficult and changing environments,
are the very same processes that can
bring about our demise from within. For
many people, the idea that we are 
victims of our own cells’ ambitions
might be extremely hard to contemplate.
It’s an idea worth grasping, though. As
Greaves comments, demystifying cancer
via evolutionary explanations is just
about “the only ticket worth having” in
current oncological thought. Which
makes this understated, well-written
book worth a rackful of popular 
paperbacks.

Daniel Park
C/o The Lancet, London, UK

debates about determining even 
the sex of prehistoric human remains.

Thornhill and Palmer’s definition of
rape is primarily a function of their
deep ideological commitment to biol-
ogy as destiny, and their failure to
understand either the social sciences or
modern evolutionary theory. Thus, the
account works to sustain a view of gen-
dered human nature as fixed in our
evolutionary past, but which at the
same time is laughably unfixed. For
they claim that, despite our Pleistocene
inheritance, we can sit around and with
our free will decide how to get rid of
rape from our society. In doing this
they forget that Darwin was very clear
that he had no place for free will in his
theorising. However, for many evolu-
tionary psychologists, like the sociobi-
ologists before them, the leap to free

will is the only available escape from an
unwanted biologically predetermined
destiny.

Given our growing knowledge of the
science of difference—namely
genetics—it is extraordinary that such
empirically weak, wildly speculative
stuff claiming a universal human
nature commands such media and aca-
demic attention. Just as a good deal of
the literature on IQ and race has been
characterised as scientific racism, it is
difficult to escape the conclusion that
this book is little more than scientific
pornography. But let me leave the last
word to Darwin himself. Theorists of
evolutionary psychology, who so
eagerly claim their Darwinian inspira-
tion would do well, need to re-read his
prophetic warning in the last edition of
The Origin of Species (1872).

“In the first edition I place in 
a most conspicuous position—
namely at the close of the
Introduction—the following
words: ‘I am convinced that
natural selection has been the
main but not the exclusive means
of modification.’ This has been of
no avail. Great is the power of
steady misrepresentation.”

Hilary Rose
Department of Sociology, City University,
London, UK

Together with neurobiologist Steven Rose,
Hilary Rose has edited a book of essays called
Alas Poor Darwin: Arguments Against Evolutionary
Psychology, which was reviewed in Dissecting
Room in our Jan 27, 2001 issue.

For further discussion of this book see a review
by Sophia Collins on www.thelancet.com


