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The all too familiar story: a woman raped, a wife battered, a lover abused. With a sense
of immediacy and anger, the women’s liberation movement has pushed the many forms
of men’s violence against women—from the most overt to the most subtle in form—
into popular consciousness and public debate. These forms of violence are one aspect
of our society’s domination by men that, in outcome, if not always in design, reinforce
that domination. The act of violence is many things at once. At the same instant it is the
individual man acting out relations of sexual power; it is the violence of a society—a
hierarchical, authoritarian, sexist, class-divided, militarist, racist, impersonal, crazy
society—being focused through an individual man onto an individual woman. In the
psyche of the individual man it might be his denial of social powerlessness through an
act of aggression. In total these acts of violence are like a ritualized acting out of our
social relations of power: the dominant and the weaker, the powerful and the power-
less, the active and the passive . . . the masculine and the feminine.

For men, listening to the experience of women as the objects of men’s violence is to
shatter any complacency about the sex-based status quo. The power and anger of
women’s responses force us to rethink the things we discovered when we were very
young. When I was eleven or twelve years old a friend told me the difference between
fucking and raping. It was simple: with rape you tied the woman to a tree. At the time
the anatomical details were still a little vague, but in either case it was something “we”
supposedly did. This knowledge was just one part of an education, started years before,
about the relative power and privileges of men and women. I remember laughing when
my friend explained all that to me. Now I shudder. The difference in my responses is
partially that, at twelve, it was part of the posturing and pretense that accompanied my
passage into adolescence. Now, of course, I have a different vantage point on the issue.
It is the vantage point of an adult, but more importantly my view of the world is being
Teconstructed by the intervention of that majority whose voice has been suppressed:
the women.

This relearning of the reality of men’s violence against women evokes many deep
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