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In her new book, Disgrace, Joanna Bourke presents a nuanced global history 
of sexual violence, underpinned by a widely encompassing intersectional 
feminist approach. Bourke provides a comprehensive investigation of sexual 
violence across time, continents, and cultures, arguing that the Western 
point of view continues to be treated as one-size-fits-all despite the issue 
itself being pervasive and universal. Bourke’s book is part of a strong feminist 
canon on rape and sexual violence, echoing the arguments of renowned 
feminist scholars such as Susan Brownmiller, Judith Butler, and Patricia 
Easteal. Bourke also turns to the work of an extensive list of global feminist 
scholars who write from a range of perspectives and positions, providing an 
extremely well-researched addition to the literature on sexual violence. 

Bourke seamlessly merges her research with that of global historians and 
scholars, using statistics, anecdotes, and even poetry to bolster her blended 
approach to the subject material. The book presents a clear, well-written 
history of sexual violence, with particular sensitivity to issues of race, culture, 
and class. Bourke’s call for intersectionality goes above and beyond that 
employed in much white feminist discourse, arguing that ‘by embracing 
a  transnational, intersectional approach, this book seeks to contribute to 
the political task of decolonizing language’ (21). 

Bourke also draws attention to how stories of rape are obtained and used 
by other scholars and professionals exploring sexual violence, addressing 
the difficulty of informed consent; cross-cultural issues; language variances, 
usage, and connotations; and the ‘othering’ of rape as a racial or cultural 
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issue. Her detailed examination of how sexual violence is perpetrated and 
perceived on a global and historical scale also explores the operation of 
shame as a highly politicised emotion; rape myths and varying spiritual 
beliefs around rape, purity, and morality; the temporally and spatially 
varying definitions of rape and consent; the social and economic risks of 
disclosing sexually violent acts; and the inherent risk of viewing sexual 
violence through established gender binaries. 

Bourke also takes the time to address aspects of sexual violence that have 
often been overlooked by other works in this genre. She discusses the joy of 
resistance and resilience; female perpetrators of sexual violence, including 
victim-perpetrators; caste and colonialist prejudice; and the medicalisation 
of rape. Finally, Bourke touches on trauma—a concept she has written about 
extensively in her previous work—noting that Western understandings 
of the after-effects of rape can be problematic (171). Bourke notes that 
despite the increasing widespread acknowledgement that sexual violence is 
a universal problem, its effects are still generally measured against Western 
standards: ‘the ‘norm’ was Anglo-European, against which ‘other’ cultures 
were compared and assumed to be ‘specific’ rather than ‘universal’’ (183).

Perhaps most radically, in the book’s final chapter Bourke provides a series 
of suggestions for producing what she terms a ‘rape-free world’ (190). 
Bourke provides four central tenets to her call to action—locality, diversity, 
pleasure, and the body—and notes that the acknowledgement of these 
should be combined with a transversalist approach; that is, to go beyond 
universalism (200). The concept of transversalism, which underpins much 
of Bourke’s work, is explained in the book’s final chapter as ‘start[ing] 
from the basic belief that each person recognises the world from their own 
position and that, as a consequence, all knowledge is partial and incomplete’ 
(201). This produces a bold and compelling approach to intersectionality: 
‘what this means is that feminists should abandon the precepts of shared 
female identity in the interests of solidarity based on the acknowledgement 
of difference and disagreement’ (202).

This book is written in a clear and accessible manner despite its often-
graphic content, which will prove emotionally challenging for some. While 
most suitable for scholars of gender history, its approachability also makes 
it an excellent introductory text for the public in terms of viewing the issue 
of sexual violence on a global scale. Bourke particularly speaks to her desire 
for the most common perpetrators of sexual violence—cisgendered men 
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and boys—to be educated and included in the global fight against sexual 
violence; and this is emphasised by her easy-to-read text. This book  is 
particularly striking for its rich approach to a complex and often sensitive 
issue, and it achieves its goal of presenting an impressive, widely researched 
and balanced view. Disgrace makes an excellent and up-to-date addition to 
the scholarship around sexual violence and is sure to have a global impact.
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