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I always felt incredibly honored and awed in the presence of Andrea Dworkin.  Even in the wake of her death I feel unworthy of a tribute to her.

Andrea Dworkin was a presence, a force to be reckoned with, energy you felt. When she spoke, you heard and listened.  I cannot imagine anyone hearing Andrea speak and not being moved, changed, and forever viewing the world differently, more clearly.

Andrea Dworkin had a brilliant mind for analysis.  It was her analysis combined with fierce passion and commitment that moved me.  She had an unwavering dedication to fighting for equality and justice in women’s lives, and made monumental sacrifices toward that end.   She was hugely influential in my radical feminist education and an enormous inspiration.  I will forever hold her in absolute awe.  

I had read and admired Andrea Dworkin’s work for several years before first meeting her in October 1987 when she spoke at a rally in Champaign, Illinois.  The day of the rally was windy and cool.  Onlookers sat huddled close for warmth and protection.  Andrea arrived in a tee shirt and bib overalls, more focused on what she had to say than her appearance or the elements.  She stepped to the podium and all paused to listen.  She raised her fist into the air, “I want to tell you what the rape and battery of women looks like,” she said in a fierce and booming voice.  The audience was immediately captivated.  She proceeded to describe in great detail the myriad ways in which capitalism and patriarchy join forces to degrade, brutalize and market women’s bodies for power, pleasure and profit.  She told us that we knew the truth because we had heard it, seen it, lived it; that we didn’t need any research studies to verify it, psychologists to explain it or politicians to decide if it is harmful.  She told us that we were in a war, and that we must fight for our lives.  She told us that we must commit ourselves to going the distance in this war, that we must transform our world from a torture chamber and a tomb into our rightful, joyous, and peaceful home.

As she spoke, audience members rose from their places and stood, no longer aware of the cold or wind.  They too raised their fists into the air, and screamed back at her, “Yes! Yes!”  Somebody was finally telling the truth!  She did nothing to sugarcoat the truth, to minimize the damage to our bodies and our souls, to blame us as women or excuse men as rapists, batterers, pimps and pornographers.  And she told us we must never let anyone tell us that the truth about our lives is a lie.

When she finished, perspiration dripped from her body, her clothes wet with the effort of her emotion.  Steam rose off of her into the cool air.  She was like a warrior, hot sweaty and spent, from having given her all in battle.  Stunned in the wake of her remarkable energy, the audience paused briefly in silence as she turned to exit the stage, and then erupted into screams of gratitude and newfound determination.  Andrea Dworkin had set a match to the fire within us that only minutes before had no flame.  The fire of her passion and commitment was contagious, and we had caught it. We saw the world clearly through the power of her words.   

Some people dismissed Andrea Dworkin as angry and bitter.  They say it sadly, as if it was a condition she suffered.  The only condition Andrea Dworkin suffered was not being able to look away from the ugly reality of exploitation and violence against women.  She never flinched from the brutal, honest, ugly truth.  She said it articulately, passionately, strongly, and loudly.  Yes, she was angry, and she didn’t back down from it.  For the first time, she made me feel justified in my own anger. She made anger seem as if it was the only sane response to the atrocities being inflicted upon our bodies.  By doing so, she took my life and the lives of all women seriously.  Men beat us, rape us, steal our souls and sell our bodies while the world silently watches, wondering what we did to deserve it.  If our lives are important, everybody should be angry!  Her anger, my newfound anger, was liberating, empowering, and justified.

Perhaps Dworkin’s refusal to look away from the truth about male violence against women contributed to her premature death at the age of 58.   She paid enormous costs for her commitment to the truth and her fight for justice. Some people, the ones who maintain, perpetuate and benefit from male violence against women, hated Andrea Dworkin.  They hated her for the truth she spoke, the anger she asserted, and the exploitation she revealed. They distorted her work and vilified her.  They refused to publish her work, emotionally harassed her with name-calling and threats, and finally mugged, drugged and raped her.  But they were never able to silence her.  She never stopped being angry.  She never stopped telling the truth.  She never backed down.  

The last time I saw Andrea Dworkin, she was frail and had difficulty walking - due at least in part to the residual effects of a physical and sexual assault against her several years earlier (an incident which many said she fabricated to further her political agenda.)  She was tired and in pain.  Her voice was weak, but her message remained articulate, strong, and passionate. She said that others must pick up the struggle, speak the truth and fight for freedom; she was tired and in pain.  She said she felt a sense of urgency for younger women to take up the cause. She feared we were losing the war and she wasn’t going to be able to see it through.

I hope that wherever Andrea Dworkin is today that she is free, safe and at peace.  I hope that where she is there is nothing to fear, no longer a need for anger.  I hope she sees that we are taking her life seriously by continuing her battle for women’s safety and freedom.  

In memory of Andrea Dworkin, we must fight until we win.  We must take our lives seriously and claim our own anger. We must tell the ugly truth about violence against women.    Like Andrea Dworkin, we must confront others with the system of male violence, the system that supports it and the people that profit from it.  We must pick up her loud and booming voice for freedom and justice. We must all raise our fists into the air and demand that the injustice and the brutality stop.  In her memory, we must never back down and never let them silence us.  In this war we cannot fail.  In the name of Andrea Dworkin we must do this for our own sakes and for the sake of every woman who has ever lived.

Thank you, Andrea, for taking our lives seriously, and for dedicating your life to creating a world where we all can live in safety and freedom.  I will never forget you, for your thoughts and your words shape and drive me.  I will do my part to carry on the battle for you.  

Peace be with you, sister.
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