
I Want A Twenty-Four-Hour Truce 
During Which There Is No Rape

This was a speech given at the Midwest Regional Conference of the National 
Organization for Changing Men in the fall of 1983 in St Paul, Minnesota. 
One of the organizers kindly sent me a tape and a transcript of my speech. The 
magazine of the mens movement, M ., published it. I was teaching in 
Minneapolis. This was before Catharine MacKinnon and I had proposed or 
developed the civil rights approach to pornography as a legislative strategy. Lots 

of people were in the audience who later became key players in the fight for the 

civil rights bill. I  didn't know them then. It was an audience of about 500 men, 
with scattered women. I  spoke from notes and was actually on my way to 
Idaho— an eight-hour tripeach way (because of bad air connections) to give a one- 
hour speech on A rt— fly out Saturday, come back Sunday, cant talk more than 
one hour or you'll miss the only plane leaving that day, you have to run from the 
podium to the car for the two-hour drive to the plane. Why would a militant 
feminist under this kind of pressure stop off on her way to the airport to say hi to 
500 men? In a sense, this was a feminist dream-come-true. What would you say 

to 500 men if you could? This is what I said, how I used my chance. The men 

reacted with considerable love and support and also with considerable anger. 
Both. I hurried out to get my plane, the first hurdle for getting to Idaho. Only one 
man in the 500 threatened me physically. He was stopped by a woman 
bodyguard (and friend) who had accompanied me.

I
 h av e  t h o u g h t  a great deal about how  a fem inist, like myself, 

addresses an audience primarily of political men w h o  say 

that they are antisexist. And I thought a lot about w h eth er there



should be a qualitative difference in the kind o f speech I address to 

you. And then I found m yself incapable of pretending that I really 

believe that that qualitative difference exists. I  have w atched the 

m en's m ovem ent for m any years. I am  close w ith  som e of the people 

w h o  participate in it. I can't com e here as a friend even though I m ight 

very  much w an t to. W hat I w ould like to do is to scream: and in that 

scream  I w ould have the scream s of the raped, and the sobs of the 

battered; and even w orse, in the center o f that scream  I w ould have 

the deafening sound o f w om en's silence, that silence into w hich w e 

are bom  because w e are w om en and in w hich m ost o f us die.

A nd if there w ould be a plea or a question or a hum an address in 

that scream, it w ould be this: w h y  are you  so slow ? W h y are you so 

slow  to understand the simplest things; not the complicated 

ideological things. Y ou  understand those. The simple things. T h e  

cliches. Sim ply that w om en are hum an to precisely the degree and 

quality that you  are.
And also: that w e do not have time. W e w om en. W e don't have 

forever. Som e of us don't have another w eek  or another day to take 

tim e for you to discuss w h atever it is that will enable you  to go  out 

into those streets and do som ething. W e are ve ry  close to  death. All 

w om en are. A nd w e are very  close to rape and w e are very  close to 

beating. A nd w e  are inside a system  of hum iliation from  w hich there 

is no escape for us. W e use statistics not to try  to quantify  the injuries, 

but to convince the w orld that those injuries even exist. T h o se  

statistics are not abstractions. It is easy to say, "A h, the statistics, 

som ebody w rites them  up one w ay  and som ebody w rites them  up 

another w a y . " T h at's true. But I hear about the rapes one by one by 

one by one by one, w hich is also h o w  they happen. T h ose statistics are 

not abstract to me. Every three m inutes a w om an is being raped. 

Every eighteen seconds a w om an is being beaten. T h ere  is nothing 

abstract about it. It is happening right n ow  as I am speaking.

And it is happening for a simple reason. T h ere  is nothing com plex 

and difficult about the reason. M en are doing it, because of the kind of 

pow er that m en have over w om en. T h at p ow er is real, concrete, 

exercised from  one body to another body, exercised by som eone w h o  

feels he has a right to exercise it, exercised in public and exercised in 

private. It is the sum  and substance of w om en's oppression.

It is not done 5000 miles aw ay  or 3000 miles aw ay. It is done here



and it is done now  and it is done by the people in this room as well as 
by other contemporaries: our friends, our neighbors, people that w e 

know. W omen don't have to go to school to learn about power. We 
just have to be w om en, walking dow n the street or trying to get the 
housew ork done after having given one's body in marriage and then 

having no rights over it.
The pow er exercised by men day to day in life is pow er that is 

institutionalized. It is protected by law. It is protected by religion and 
religious practice. It is protected by universities, which are 
strongholds of male supremacy. It is protected by a police force. It is 
protected by those w hom  Shelley called "the unacknowledged 
legislators of the world": the poets, the artists. Against that power, 

w e have silence.
It is an extraordinary thing to try to understand and confront w hy 

it is that men believe— and men do believe— that they have the right 
to rape. Men m ay not believe it w hen asked. Everybody raise your 
hand who believes you have the right to rape. Not too many hands 
will go up. It's in life that men believe they have the right to force sex, 
which they don't call rape. And it is an extraordinary thing to try to 
understand that men really believe that they have the right to hit and 

to hurt. And it is an equally extraordinary thing to try to understand 

that men really believe that they have the right to buy a wom an's 
body for the purpose of having sex: that that is a right. And it is very 
amazing to try to understand that men believe that the seven-billion- 
dollar-a-year industry that provides men w ith cunts is som ething 
that men have a right to.

That is the w ay the pow er of men is m anifest in real life. That is 

w hat theory about male suprem acy means. It means you can rape. It 

means you can hit. It means you can hurt. It means you can buy and 

sell w om en. It means that there is a class of people there to provide 

you with w hat you need. You stay richer than they are, so that they 
have to sell you sex. N ot just on street corners, but in the workplace. 

That's another right that you can presum e to have: sexual access to 

any w om an in your environm ent, w hen you want.

N ow , the m en s m ovem ent suggests that men don't w ant the kind 

of pow er I have just described. I've actually heard explicit w hole 

sentences to that effect. And yet, everything is a reason not to do 

som ething about changing the fact that you do have that power.



Hiding behind guilt, that's m y favorite. I love that one. O h , it's 

horrible, yes, and I'm so sorry. Y ou  have the time to feel guilty. W e 

don't have the time for you to feel guilty. Y ou r guilt is a form  of 

acquiescence in w hat continues to occur. Y ou r guilt helps keep things 

the w ay  they are.
I have heard in the last several years a great deal about the suffering 

o f men over sexism. O f  course, I have heard a great deal about the 

suffering of men all m y life. Needless to say, I have read Hamlet. I have 

read King Lear. I am an educated w om an. I kn ow  that m en suffer. This 

is a n ew  wrinkle. Implicit in the idea that this is a d ifferent kind of 

sufferin g is the claim, I think, that in part you are actually sufferin g 

because of som ething that you  k n o w  happens to som eone else. T h at 

would indeed be new.

But m ostly your guilt, you r suffering, reduces to: gee, w e  really feel 

so bad. E verything m akes m en feel so bad: w h at you do, w h at you 

don't do, w hat you w an t to do, w hat you don't w ant to w an t to do but 

are going to do an yw ay. I think m ost of y ou r distress is: gee, w e really 

feel so bad. And I'm sorry that you feel so bad— so uselessly and 

stupidly bad— because there is a w ay  in w hich this really is you r 

tragedy. A nd I don't m ean because you  can't cry. And I don't mean 

because there is no real intim acy in you r lives. And I don't mean 

because the arm or that you have to live w ith  as m en is stultifying: and 

I don't doubt that it is. But I don't mean any of that.

I m ean that there is a relationship betw een the w ay  that w om en are 

raped and you r socialization to rape and the w ar m achine that grinds 

you  up and spits you out: the w ar m achine that you go  through just 

like that w om an w en t through Larry Flynt's meat grinder on the 

cover of Hustler. Y ou  dam n well better believe that you 're involved in 

this tragedy and that it's you r tragedy too. Because you 're turned into 

little soldier boys from  the day that you are born and everyth in g  that 

you learn about h o w  to avoid the hum anity of w om en becom es part 

o f the militarism of the cou n try  in w hich you live and the w orld in 

which you live. It is also part o f the econom y that you frequ en tly  

claim to protest.

And the problem  is that you think it's out there: and it's not out 

there. It's in you. T h e pimps and the w arm on gers speak for you. Rape 

and w ar are not so different. And w h at the pimps and the 

w arm on gers do is that they m ake you so proud of being men w h o  can



get it up and give it hard. And they take that acculturated sexuality 
and they put you in little uniform s and they send you out to kill and to 
die. N ow , I  am not going to suggest to you that I  think that's more 

im portant than w hat you do to w om en, because I don't.
But I think that if you w ant to look at w hat this system  does to you, 

then that is w here you should start looking: the sexual politics of 
aggression; the sexual politics o f militarism. I think that men are very 
afraid of other men. That is som ething that you som etimes try to 
address in your small groups, as if if you changed your attitudes 
towards each other, you wouldn't be afraid of each other.

But as long as your sexuality has to do w ith aggression and your 
sense of entitlem ent to hum anity has to do with being superior to 

other people, and there is so much contem pt and hostility in your 
attitudes towards wom en and children, h ow  could you not be afraid 

of each other? I think that you rightly perceive— w ithout being 

willing to face it politically— that men are very dangerous: because 
you are.

T h e solution of the men's m ovem ent to make men less dangerous 
to each other by changing the w ay you touch and feel each other is 

not a solution. It's a recreational break.
These conferences are also concerned w ith homophobia. H om o

phobia is very important: it is very important to the w ay male 
suprem acy works. In my opinion, the prohibitions against male 
hom osexuality exist in order to protect male power. Do it to her. That 
is to say: as long as men rape, it is very im portant that men be directed 

to rape w om en. As long as sex is full of hostility and expresses both 

pow er over and contem pt for the other person, it is very important 

that men not be declassed, stigmatized as female, used similarly. T he 

pow er of men as a class depends on keeping men sexually inviolate 

and w om en sexually used by men. Homophobia helps maintain that 

class power: it also helps keep you as individuals safe from  each other, 
safe from  rape. If you w ant to do som ething about homophobia, you 

are going to have to do som ething about the fact that men rape, and 
that forced sex is not incidental to male sexuality but is in practice 
paradigmatic.

Som e of you are very concerned about the rise of the Right in this 

country, as if that is som ething separate from  the issues of feminism 

or the men's m ovem ent. T h ere is a cartoon I saw  that brought it all



together nicely. It w as a big picture o f Ronald Reagan as a cow boy 
w ith  a big hat and a gun. And it said: "A  gun  in every holster; a 

pregnant w om an in every  home. M ake Am erica a man again . "T hose 

are the politics o f the Right.
If you are afraid of the ascendancy o f fascism in this cou n try— and 

you w ould be very  foolish not to be right n o w — then you had better 

understand that the root issue here has to do w ith male suprem acy 

and the control of w om en; sexual access to w om en; w om en as 

reproductive slaves; private ow nership of w om en. T h at is the 

program  of the Right. T hat is the m orality they talk about. T h at is 

w hat they mean. T hat is w h at they w ant. And the only opposition to 

them  that m atters is an opposition to m en ow nin g w om en.

W h a t 's involved in doing som ething about all o f this? T h e m en s 

m ovem ent seem s to stay stuck on tw o  points. T h e first is that men 

don't really feel very  good about them selves. H ow  could you? T he 

second is that m en com e to me or to other fem inists and say: "W hat 

you 're saying about men isn't true. It isn't true of me. I don't feel that 

w ay. I'm opposed to all of this. "

And I say: don't tell me. Tell the pornographers. Tell the pimps. Tell 

the w arm akers. Tell the rape apologists and the rape celebrationists 

and the pro-rape ideologues. Tell the novelists w h o  think that rape is 

w onderful. Tell Larry Flynt. Tell H ugh H efner. T here's no point in 

telling me. I'm only a w om an. T h ere 's nothing I can do about it. T hese 

men presum e to speak for you. T h ey  are in the public arena saying 

that they represent you. If they don't, then you had better let them  
know .

T hen there is the private w orld o f m isogyny: w h at you kn ow  about 

each other; w h at you say in private life; the exploitation that you see 

in the private sphere; the relationships called love, based on 

exploitation. It's not en ough to find som e traveling fem inist on the 

road and go up to her and say: "G ee, I hate it. "

Say it to you r friends w h o  are doing it. And there are streets out 

there on w hich you can say these things loud and clear, so as to affect 

the actual institutions that m aintain these abuses. You don't like 

porn ography? I w ish I could believe it's true. I will believe it w h en  I see 

you on the streets. I will believe it w hen I see an organized political 

opposition. I will believe it w hen pimps go  out o f business because 

there are no m ore male consum ers.



You w ant to organize men. Y ou don't have to search for issues. 

T he issues are part of the fabric of your everyday lives.
I w ant to talk to you about equality, w hat equality is and w hat it 

means. It isn't just an idea. It's not some insipid word that ends up 
being bullshit. It doesn't have anything at all to do with all those 

statem ents like: "O h , that happens to men too. " I name an abuse and I 
hear: "O h, it happens to men too. " That is not the equality w e are 
struggling for. We could change our strategy and say: well, okay, w e 
w ant equality; w e ll stick som ething up the ass of a man every three 

minutes.
You've never heard that from  the feminist m ovem ent, because for 

us equality has real dignity and im portance— it's not some dumb 
word that can be twisted and made to look stupid as if it had no real 
meaning.

A s a w ay of practicing equality, some vague idea about giving up 
pow er is useless. Som e men have vague thoughts about a future in 
which men are going to give up pow er or an individual man is going to 

give up some kind of privilege that he has. That is not w hat equality 
means either.

Equality is a practice. It is an action. It is a w ay of life. It is a social 
practice. It is an economic practice. It is a sexual practice. It can't exist 
in a vacuum. You can't have it in your hom e if, w hen the people leave 
the home, he is in a world of his suprem acy based on the existence of 

his cock and she is in a world of humiliation and degradation because 

she is perceived to be inferior and because her sexuality is a curse.

This is not to say that the attem pt to practice equality in the home 
doesn't matter. It m atters, but it is not enough. If you love equality, if 

you believe in it, if it is the w ay  you w ant to live— not just men and 
w om en together in a home, but men and men together in a hom e and 

w om en and w om en together in a hom e— if equality is w hat you w ant 

and w hat you care about, then you have to fight for the institutions 
that will make it socially real.

It is not just a m atter of your attitude. Y ou  can't think it and make it 

exist. You can't try sometimes, w hen it w orks to your advantage, and 

throw  it out the rest of the time. Equality is a discipline. It is a w ay  of 

life. It is a political necessity to create equality in institutions. And 

another thing about equality is that it cannot coexist w ith rape. It 

cannot. And it cannot coexist w ith pornography or w ith prostitution



or w ith the econom ic degradation of w om en on any level, in any way. 

It cannot coexist, because implicit in all those things is the inferiority 

o f w om en.
I w ant to see this m e n s m ovem ent m ake a com m itm ent to ending 

rape because that is the only m eaningful com m itm ent to equality. It is 

astonishing that in all our w orlds of fem inism  and antisexism  w e 

never talk seriously about ending rape. Ending it. Stopping it. No 

m ore. N o m ore rape. In the back of our minds, are w e holding on to  its 

inevitability as the last preserve o f the biological? D o  w e think that it 

is alw ays going to exist no m atter w hat w e do? All of our political 

actions are lies if w e  don't m ake a com m itm ent to ending the practice 
o f rape. This com m itm ent has to be political. It has to be serious. It has 

to be system atic. It has to be public. It can't be self-indulgent.

T h e things the m en's m ovem ent has w anted are things w orth  

having. Intim acy is w o rth  having. Tenderness is w orth  having. 

Cooperation is w orth  having. A  real em otional life is w orth  having. 

But you  can't have them  in a world w ith  rape. Ending hom ophobia is 

w orth  doing. But you can't do it in a world w ith  rape. Rape stands in 

the w ay  o f each and every  one o f those things you say you w ant. And 

by rape you kn o w  w h at I mean. A  judge does not have to w alk into 

this room  and say that according to statute such and such these are 

the elem ents o f proof. W e're talking about any kind of coerced sex, 

including sex coerced by poverty.

Y ou  can't have equality or tenderness or intim acy as long as there is 

rape, because rape m eans terror. It m eans that part of the population 

lives in a state o f terror and pretends— to please and pacify y o u — that 

it doesn't. So there is no honesty. H ow  can there be? C an  you im agine 

w h at it is like to live as a w om an day in and day out w ith  the threat of 

rape? O r  w h at it is like to live w ith  the reality? I w an t to see you use 

those legendary bodies and that legendary strength  and that 

legendary courage and the tenderness that you say you have in behalf 

o f w om en; and that m eans against the rapists, against the pimps, and 

against the pornographers. It m eans som ething m ore than a personal 

renunciation. It m eans a system atic, political, active, public attack. 

And there has been very  little o f that.

I cam e here today because I don't believe that rape is inevitable or 

natural. If I did, I w ould have no reason to be here. If I did, m y political 

practice w ould be d ifferent than it is. H ave you ever w ondered w h y



w e are not just in armed combat against you? It's not because there's a 
shortage o f kitchen knives in this country. It is because we believe in 

your hum anity, against all the evidence.
We do not w ant to do the w ork of helping you to believe in your 

humanity. We cannot do it anym ore. We have alw ays tried. We have 
been repaid w ith systematic exploitation and system atic abuse. You 
are going to have to do this yourselves from  now  on and you know  it.

The shame of men in front o f w om en is, I think, an appropriate 
response both to w hat men do do and to w hat men do not do. I think 
you should be ashamed. But w hat you do w ith that shame is to use it 
as an excuse to keep doing w hat you w ant and to keep not doing 
anything else; and you've got to stop. You've got to stop. Y our 
psychology doesn't matter. H ow  much you hurt doesn't m atter in the 
end any more than how  much w e hurt m atters. If w e sat around and 
only talked about how  much rape hurt us, do you think there would 

have been one of the changes that you have seen in this country in the 

last fifteen years? There wouldn't have been.
It is true that w e had to talk to each other. H ow  else, after all, w ere 

w e supposed to find out that each of us was not the only wom an in 
the world not asking for it to w hom  rape or battery had ever 
happened? We couldn't read it in the newspapers, not then. We 

couldn't find a book about it. But you do know  and now  the question 
is w hat you are going to do; and so your sham e and your guilt are very 
much beside the point. They don't m atter to us at all, in any way. 
They're not good enough. T hey don't do anything.

As a feminist, I carry the rape of all the w om en I've talked to over 
the past ten years personally with me. A s a w om an, I carry m y ow n 

rape with me. D o you rem em ber pictures that you've seen of 
European cities during the plague, w hen there w ere w heelbarrow s 

that w ould go along and people w ould just pick up corpses and throw  

them in? Well, that is w hat it is like know ing about rape. Piles and 

piles and piles of bodies that have whole lives and hum an names and 
hum an faces.

I speak for m any fem inists, not only m yself, w hen I tell you that I 

am tired of w hat I know  and sad beyond any w ords I have about w hat 

has already been done to w om en up to this point, now, up to 2: 24 p. m. 
on this day, here in this place.

And I w ant one day o f respite, one day off, one day in which no new



bodies are piled up, one day in which no new  agony is added to the old, 

and I am asking you to give it to me. And h ow  could I ask you for 

less— it is so little. And h ow  could you o ffer me less: it is so little. Even 

in w ars, there are days of truce. G o  and organize a truce. Stop your 

side for one day. I w ant a tw en ty-four-hou r truce during w hich there 

is no rape.
I dare you to try  it. I dem and that you try it. I don't mind begging 

you to try it. W hat else could you possibly be here to do? W hat else 

could this m ovem ent possibly m ean? W hat else could m atter so 

m uch?

And on that day, that day of truce, that day w hen  not one w om an is 

raped, w e will begin the real practice of equality, because w e can't 

begin it before that day. Before that day it m eans nothing because it is 

nothing: it is not real; it is not true. But on that day it becom es real. 

And then, instead of rape w e will for the first time in our lives— both 

men and w om en — begin to experience freedom .

If you have a conception o f freedom  that includes the existence of 

rape, you are w rong. Y ou  cannot change w hat you say you w ant to 

change. For m yself, I w an t to experience just one day o f real freedom  

before I die. I leave you here to do that for m e and for the w om en 

w hom  you say you love.




