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A Short History

of Silence

“What I most regretted were my sifences. . . . And there are so

many silences to be broken.”

— Audre Lorde

THE OCEAN AROUND THE ARCHIPELAGO
Silence is golden, or so I was told when I was young, Later, every-
thing changed. Silence equals death, the queer activists fighting
the neglect and repression around AIDS shouted in the streets.
- Silence is the ocean of the unsaid, the unspeakable, the repressed,
. the erased, the unheard. It surrounds the scattered islands made up
@ of those allowed to speak and of what can be said and who listens.
Silence occurs in many ways for many reasons; each of us has his or
her own sea of unspoken words.
English is full of overlapping words, but for the purposes of
~ this essay, regard silence as what is imposed and quief as what is
sought. The tranquility of a quiet place, of quieting one’s own mind,
- of aretreat from words and bustle, is acoustically the same as the
i silence of intimidation or repression but psychically and politically
something entirely different. What is unsaid because serenity and
-Introspection are sought is as different from what is not said be-

17

Scanned by CamScanner



18 Rebecca Solnit

cause the threats are high or the barriers are great as swimming s

from &.ﬂoénwsm. Quiet is to noise as silence is to communication.
The ﬂ:.:: of the listener makes room for the speech of others, like
the quiet of the reader taking in words on the page, like the white
of the paper taking ink.

“We are volcanoes,” Ursula K. Le Guin once remarked. “When
we women offer our experience as our truth, as human truth, all the
maps change. There are new mountains.” ‘The new voices that are
undersea volcanoes erupt in open water, and new islands are born;
it’s a furious business and a startling one. The world changes. Silence
is what allows people to suffer without recourse, what allows hypoc-
risies and lies to grow and flourish, crimes to go unpunished. If our
voices are essential aspects of our humanity, to be rendered voiceless
is to be dehumanized or excluded from one’s humanity. And the his-
tory of silence is central to women'’s history.

Words bring us together, and silence separates us, leaves us be-
reft of the help or solidarity or just communion that speech can
solicit or elicit. Some species of trees spread root systems under-
ground that interconnect the individual trunks and weave the in-
dividual trees into a more stable whole that can’t so easily be blown
down in the wind. Stories and conversations are like those roots.
For a century, the human response to stress and danger has been
defined as “fight or flight.” A 2000 UCLA study by several psychol-
ogists noted that this research was based largely on studies of male
rats and male human beings. But studying women led them H_u a
third, often deployed option: gather for solidarity, support, advice.
They noted that “behaviorally, mnam__.w% FeSponsts ae more marked
by a pattern of ‘tend-and-befriend.” Tending _Jé?mm nurturant
activities designed to protect the self and offspring that promote

i . befriending is the creation and mainte-
safety and reduce distress; befriending

g . » .
nance of social networks that may aid in this process. Much of this

A Short History of Silence 19
’s pli hrough
li done through speech, through telling of o:.un_m Eﬁ_sm”wwhmm: nﬂo
heing heard, through hearing compassion and un nmnm o e
response of the people you tend to, whom you be n:.” _ g
en do this more routin€ly: o
[ cope, or how my community helps me cope, NOW that 1 TMHMnm .
Being unable to tell your story is 3 living death and ch. :
literal one. If no one listens when you say your nxxvcmvm:mw is S..v::mmm
to kill you, if no one believes you when you say you are 1n E..MP
no one hears you when you say help, if you don’t dare say belp, if you
Iave been trained not to bother people by saying belp. If you are
considered to be out of line when you speak up in a meeting, are
not admitted into an institution of power, are subject to irrelevant
criticism whose subtext is that women should not be here, or heard.

women do this, but perhaps wom

Stories save your life. And stories are your life. We are our stories,
stories that can be both prison and the crowbar to break open the
door of that prison; we make stories to save ourselves or to trap
ourselves or others, stories that lift us up or smash us against the
stone wall of our own limits and fears. Liberation is always in part
n storytelling process: breaking stories, breaking silences, making
new stories. A free person tells her own story. A valued person lives
in a society in which her story has a place.

Violence against women is often against our voices and our sto-
rics. It is a refusal of our voices, and of what a voice means: the
right to self-determination, to participation, to consent or dissent,
to live and participate, to interpret and narrate. A husband hits his
wife to silence her; a date rapist or acquaintance rapist refuses to let
zwn ...=o= of his victim mean what it should, that she alone has juris-
diction over her body; rape culture asserts that women’s testimony

is worthless, untrustworthy; anti-abortion activists also seek to si-

lence the self-determination of women; a murderer e

These are assertions that the victim has no rights, no value, is not
]
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20 Rebecca Solnit

M_: equal. These silencings take place in smaller v ays: the people
.z:..pamﬁ_ and badgered into silence online, talked over and cut out
in conversation, belittled, humiliated, dismissed. 1 laving a voice is
crucial. It's not all there is to human rights, but it's central to them,
n.:z so you can consider the history of women’s rights and lack of
rights as a history of silence and breaking silence.

Speech, words, voice sometimes change things in themselves
when they bring about inclusion, recognition, the rehumanization
that undoes dehumanization. Sometimes they are only the precon-

ditions to changing rules, laws, regimes to bring about justice ar
liberty. Sometimes just being able to speak, to be heard, to be be-
lieved are crucial parts of membership in a family, a community, a
society. Sometimes our voices break those things apart; sometimes
those things are prisons. And then when words break through un-
speakability, what was tolerated by a socicty sometimes becomes
intolerable. Those not impacted can fail to see or fecl the impact of
segregation or police brutality or domestic violence: stories bring
home the trouble and make it unavoidable.

By woice, I don’t mean only Jiteral voice—the sound produced
by the vocal cords in the cars of others—but the ability to speak up,
to participate, to expericnce onesclf and be experienced as a free

person with rights. This includes the right not to speak, whether

it’s the right against being tortured to confess, as political prisoners
ected to service strangers who approach you, as

are, or not to be exp
demanding attention and flattery

some men do to young women,

and punishing their absence. The idea of voice expanded to the idea

of agency includes wide realms of power and powerlessness.

torian Joel Dincerstein while he was researching
y there were so few women on the list, and
ch out or react that is the essence of much
catatonia or unacceptable arrogance

* Onee, talking to cultural his
his American Cool project, 1 asked wh
then I realized that the refusal to rea
masculine cool would too often be read as
from a woman, What makes him cool makes her cold,

f Silence 21

and the surface of the
ard on the

A Short History ©

sea 1§ vast,

mostly, been he
com manded

n empires

Who has been unheard? The
appable. We know who has, :
ce, attended university,

wrote books, and ra
inged some=

peean is unm
oflicial subjects: who held offi
es and ju ics,
nturies. We know how it has chi
revolutions of the rwenticth century
ism, against misogyny
osed,

armies, served as judg
over the past several ce
what, thanks to the countless
lism, against rac
‘lences homophobia imp
in the United States class was
nd then rein-

and alter—against colonia

apainst the innumerable enforced

and so mueh more. We know that
nt in the twentieth century @

leveled out to some exte .
and the with-

forced toward the end, through income msn:_..:_:.w.
ering away of social mobility and the rise of a new extreme elite.
[Poverty silences.

Who has been heard we know; they are the well-mapped is-
lands, the rest are the unmappable sea of unheard, unrecorded hu-
manity. Many over the centuries were heard and loved, and their
words disappeared in the air as soon as they were spoken but took
root in minds, contributed to the culture, like something com-
posting into rich earth; new things grew from those words. Many
others were silenced, excluded, ignored. "The earth is seven-tenths
water, but ,._:u ratio of silence to voice is far greater, If libraries hold
“._: the q::,__n,:. H”:: have been told, there are ghost libraries of all
the stories that have not. ‘The ghosts out n "
unimaginably vast sum, _.“<”_M.._“n_””cc“.__"_”_.“”“‘ n. “r.r .700_3. oy some
often earned the privilege through strategic “.:... :.r: E,:_;.u_c i
to hear certain voices, including their L :z._,..._.:%

own,

_u J—.—__-M _-_ nwm —.——~ alion #.-.._._.—. —:uﬂ.:. 8RR AH _ ocreate ”—_ ol _ "
H S 4- y C Cl n H ar ~ H & 1C ¢ O __- QO

_.C_. -_._c n..cz.:n_.— nm—c cC
§ ::..L to m_uc.ﬂ—ﬁ ...:_ﬁ_ _—v - _
ak ¢ ¢ heard. An Englishw
y ; “nglishwoman

ation of old

.—u 18 e viet e
ccause countless vietims whom no one was willing to hear | .r
are now telling of sexual abuse, ‘The e

tells me that Britain has a growi i
¢ that Britain has a growing prison popul

most notorious British case is of
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22 Rebecca Solnit

and adult women, Fo
heard, who perhaps did not think
Or even to object or to be believed.
those rights, that they were the voiceless,

John Lydon, aka John
BBC of Savile, in 1978,

“ : .
1 bet he’s into all kinds of scediness that
we all know about, but a

involving prominent British politicians. Many of the crimes had

happened long before. Some reportedly resulted in the deaths of -

child victims. Scandals involving public figures provide national

and international versions of what are otherwise often small, lo- :
cal dramas about whose story will prevail. They are often how the -
winds of opinion change, as they prompt conversations. Sometimes
they lay the groundwork for others to come forward to speak of |

other damage and other perpetrators. Lately, this has evolved into

a process using social media to create collective tribunals, mass tes-

timony, and mutual support that could be seen as a version of that
“tend-and-befriend” behavior outlined above.

Silence is what allowed predators to rampage through the de-
cades, unchecked. It's as though the voices of these prominent pub-

lic men devoured the voices of others into nothingness, a narrative |
cannibalism. They rendered them voiceless to refuse and afflicted .

with unbelievable stories. Unbelievable means those with power did

not want to know, to hear, to believe, did not want them to have

voices. People died from being unheard. Then something changed.

they had the right to speak out |
Or rather knew that they lacked

ny Rotten of the Sex Pistols, said to the |

re not allowed to talk about. T know some
rumors. 1 bet none of this will be allowed out.” Lydon’s words '
weren't allowed out until 2013, when the unedited interview was I
released. Around that time other stories surfaced of pedophile rings

i 23
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able North American

« News CEO

les are Fo
lace sexual ha

i mcer
“The same story could be told of innu

. am
lipures, of whom the famous recent €xa I"l e
' 1
Rogeer Ailes, charged by several women wit ek psycholog'
rassment and persecution, exploitation, blackmatl,

; aid-
; Bi and his serial drug-a1
ical abuse over a half century; Bill Cos;ﬁ:nchomcshi e

v rapes over the same time span; and ol

1 figu
al women with brutal assaults~powcrfu g

charged by sever elieothey

who knew their voices and credibility could drown ou el
assaulted, until something broke, until silence wa‘s I?rokcn,itu v
ocean of stories roared forth and washed away their impunity.

when the evidence was overwhelming some still hurled abuse an-d
threats at the victims and found ways to deny the merits of their
stories. Becausc to believe them would mean questioning founda-
tional assumptions. It would be uncomfortable, and many speak of
comfort as a right, even when—especially when—that comfort is
built upon the suffering and silencing of others.

If the right to speak, if having credibility, if being heard is a kind
ofwealth, that wealth is now being redistributed. There has long been
an elite with audibility and credibility, an underclass of the voiceless.
As the wealth is redistributed, the stunned incomprehension of the
clites erupts over and over again, a fury and disbelief that this womnan
or child dared to speak up, that people deigned to believe her, that
her voice counts for something, that her truth may end a power-
ful man’s reign. These voices, heard, upend power relations, A hotel
cleaning woman launched the beginning of the end of International
Monetary Fund chief and serial assailant Dominique Strauss-Kahn’s
career. Women have ended the careers of stars in many fie
rather those stars have destroyed themselves by acts they engaged
in with the belief that they had the impunity that comes with their
vietims' powerlessness. Many had impunity for many years, some for
lifetimes; many now have found they no longer do.

lds—or
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24 Rebecca Solnit

Who is heard and who is not defines the status quo. Those who
embody it, often at the cost of extraordinary silences with them-
sclves, move to the center; those who embody what is not heard or
what violates those who rise on silence are cast out. By redefining

whose voice is valued, we redefine our socicty and its values.

My subject in this book is that subspecies of silence and silencing
specific to women, if anything can be specific to more than half of
humanity. If to have a voice, to be allowed to speak, to be heard and
believed is essential to being an insider or a person of power, a hu-
man being with full membership, then it's important to recognize
that silence is the universal condition of oppression, and there are
many kinds of silence and of the silenced.

The category women is a long boulevard that intersects with many
other avenues, including class, race, poverty and wealth. Traveling
this boulevard means crossing others, and it never means that the
city of silence has only one street or one route through it that matters.
It is now useful to question the categories of male and female, but it’s
also useful to remember that misogyny is based on a devout belicf in
the reality of those categories (or is an attempt to reinforce them by
demonstrating the proper role of each gender).

Genocide is a great silencing, and so is slavery. And it was in
opposition to slavery that American feminism arose, born at the in-
tersection. Elizabeth Cady Stanton went to the World’s Antislavery

Convention in London in 1840, one of many women abolitionists
who traveled to participate, only to find that they could not be seat-
ed and could not speak. Even people who considered themselves
champions of the oppressed could not see what was oppressive
about an order so old it was perceived as natural. A controversy
arose. Stanton wrote in her autobiography of the remarkable wom-

en gathered there, who were “all compelled to listen in silence to

i 25
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» She went home fu-

sphere. ..
_ and the insight

es on womens
and shut outy

Iis silenced
first womens
\ts and access

the masculine ﬁr:::;

vious, and that fury at bein
gave rise to the

Along with gaining voting rigl
gnificant part of the civil ri

olor on jurics, both

rights movement.

to schools and cdu-
y 1e—10

ghts struggle was—and 18 o

to give them the right of :-

sople

on trial the right to be heard by peol

o they arc and where they

¢ Constitution.

in the Supreme

that resulted,

cation, a si
include m#.:_._n of ¢
participation and to give _,_ccc_c
nderstanding of wh

who might have some u ke
as m:..:.n:qnnn_ in th

»—a jury of their peers, |
The racial makeup of juries was still being conteste

Court in 2016. 'The struggles around gender are analogous. 4
nen gained the vote nationally,

uries, and, even

came fron

In 1927, seven years after wor
allowed women to serve on j
lorida’s automatic exemption

many trials for mns&nn

only nincteen states
in 1961, the Supreme Court upheld F

of women jurors. Which means that many,
violence and discrimination were heard by all-male juries in court-

rooms with male lawyers presided over by male judges, a setup in
which a woman victim’s voice was extraordinarily likely to be dis-
credited and silenced (unless she was testifying against someone
in another silenced group: white women were sometimes used by
white men as weapons against Black men). And that in this as in
so many other ways, women did not have a voice in their society.

t : s n.os,_nzgna said that Black women didn't get the vote until the civil rights
which is true for both Black women and Black men in much of the South VN- n o-.n.n.m
A ot o

the nation as a whole; Black i i
women in Chicago were or izi i
ganizing voting blocs bef
efore

1920, Uﬂﬂﬂﬂuaﬁ ::-._.Oma women won :.—ﬂ vole in —mv—w mo_:.' iﬂmn T :
3 b
ern n—.H.nﬁTi*os—:w-

¢ in the nineteenth century. Asian
ways well into the twentieth centu-
ent denigrated and excluded Black

Utah, Colorado, and Idaho—gave women the vot

and Native women were disenfranchised in other

ry. and some white women in the suffrage movem
%““M“r”mﬂﬂ_.n_“amﬂcﬂiﬁ. founding feminist Elizabeth Cady Stanton did

: ght of Black men to vote as an issue separate fi i i ap Tk

en to vote, which meant she and a sector of the women's 5...04““...”54&“@7— of wom-

<did not support

this struggle or ¢ i i i
 strugg ven actively opposed it. Racist voter disenfranchi
major 1ssue again in the twenty- first no_.-::.w Fhisement _uanmnﬁa ﬂ
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26 Rebecca Solnit

Silence was the historic condition of women, denied education |

and a role in public life—position

s as judges, priests, or almost any _
other speaking role—uwith rare exceptions. Women were silent in ¢
the houses of the spirit, In 1 Corinthians, St. Paul ordered, “Let -
yourwomen keep silence in the churches:

for it is not permitted unto
them to speak.” Elsew

here the New Testament declares, “But [ suf-
fer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp

authority over the man, but to -
be insilence.” No woman became

apriest in the Anglican Churchin |
the United States until 1944, none in the Church of England until
1994, The first woman rabbi in the United States was ordained in
1972. No woman has been ordained in the Catholic Church.
Women were silent in the courts. No woman served on the
US Supreme Court until 1981, and women currently only hold a
third of the scats, the most ever. At Harvard Law School, where |
so many of the lords of the earth were groomed, the first petition '
for a woman's admittance was in 1871, and the first woman entered
in 1950. Women were excluded from undergraduate enrollment in
many of the Ivy League universities, where global power alliances
are formed. The first woman undergraduate at Yale entered in 1969,
The reception women received there was so hostile that in 1977 the |
nation’s first Title IX lawsuit for campus sexual harassment and
rape by professors, Alexander v. Yale, was filed. It set a precedent |
requiring campuses across the country to address these abuses as |
discrimination (but not enough changed: thirty-nine years later,
in the summer of 2016, 169 philosophers signed a letter decrying a’
twenty-seven-year scries of alleged sexual harassment mnn&nsv..,, by
Yale professor Thomas Pogge, whose specialty is the mm_m. of nnr._nmv.
New recognitions required new language, and m"?_:_m:.. coined |
a plethora of words to describe the individual experiences that the

conversations of the 1960s and 1970s were beginning to flush out of

hiding. Susan Brownmiller coined the term date rape in 1975. The |

A Short History of Silence 27

c to
s coined in 1974 by Mary _ﬂ.cs_. _
women addressing the

1975. ‘The legendary lawyer OE_EZ:FM
: ard with her 1979 book Sexua

the concepts behind

term sexnal harassnient Was perhaj st
describe misconduct at MI'L or by a grouj

same problem at Cornell in
MacKinnnon took the concept forw

. ‘Ihe term and
Harassment of Working Women. Ihe ter oot Clarene
it would only become well known to the publi

. lahoma and
Thomas—Anita Hill hearings in 1991, In Ewu. .O_HM:n.m spousc
North Carolina became the last states to make raping

. -
L over one’s own body is a form of s

a crime. Lack of jurisdictior
a crime. Lack of j and e

% i » no value
lencing, a way of making what onc says have :

. ished for them.
without value are worse than silence: one can be ﬁ::ﬁ?o

Il: EVERY MAN AN ISLAND: MALE SILENCE -
Silence is present everywhere under patriarchy, though it _.nn_E.nom
different silences from men than from women. You can imagine
the policing of gender as the creation of reciprocal silences, and
you can begin to recognize male silence as a tradeoff for power and
membership. No one ever put it better than bell hooks, who said:

The first act of violence that patriarchy demands of males is not
violence toward women. Instead patriarchy demands of all males
that they engage in acts of psychic self-mutilation, that they kill
off the emotional parts of themselves. If an individual is not suc-
cessful in emotionally crippli ng himself, he can count on patriar-

chal men to enact rituals of power that will assault his self-esteem.

That is, patriarchy requires that men s
perhaps it’'s worth noting again that, th
that privileges men and masculinity,
some men rebel

ilence themselves first (and
ough patriarchy is a system
and & many women are complicit in jt,
mmm:_,ﬁ it, and some people are undoing the rules of
gender that prop it up). This means learning not only to be silent to

» about aspects of their inner life and self
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78 Rebecca Solnit

e Reading hooks's passage, I was chilled, as though I sudden-
G AL e st

: e ut the living to exterminate feeling,
w_nrwn by making their targets join them in numbness or by intim-
idating or assaulting them into silence. In the landscape of silence,
the three realms might be silence imposed from within; silence im-
posed from without; and silence that exists around what has not
yet been named, recognized, described, or admitted. But they are
not distinct; they feed each other; and what is unsayable becomes
unknowable and vice versa, until something breaks.

A certain kind of emotional wholeness is the price men pay
for power, and the renunciations begin early. When I questioned |
a :nﬁrni, as neutrally as possible, just before he turned five, about -
why pink was no longer among his favorite colors, he knew exactly
what we were talking about: “ like girls. I just don’t like girl things,” |
he exclaimed, and he knew what girl things were and that he must |
not let them define him. In fact, he already despised them and seg- |
ued into a tirade against My Little Pony- . .

I thought five was early to be bombarded until 1 shopped for |
nborn son and was reminded that our roles seize us at |
pretty, attractive, and maybe passive:
ourishes. Boys get distance: |

a friend’s u
birth. Girls get being cuddly,
olors, kittens and flowers and fl
ive figures, often menacing ones or ones that are
motion—sports figures, balls and |

warm C
cool colors and act

removed from intimacy and e
hips, cold-blooded animals like reptiles, dinosaurs, -

bats, rocket s
es for helpless mammals who depend on

and sharks, strange choic
nurture.
Masculinity is 2

thing, but emotions, EXpressive , .
of possibilities get renounced by successful boys and men in ev-.

eryday life, and often for men who inhabit masculinized realms—

great renunciation. The color pink is a small

ness, receptiveness, a whole array

A Short History of silence 29

kforces in construction

re must be renounced to belong:
otional possibility; though
ssing some of the

ili s poli -male wor
aports, the military, the police, all-m

ot resource oz:.:n.:oslnnqn: mo
Women get to keep a wider range of em

they are discouraged or m:m:zﬁ&n& for .nx_uan L
liercer ones, the feelings that aren’t ladylike and deferen ._ N
c—ambition, critical intelligence msaoﬁazmnsm n:.n ysis,
ce is a pervasive force, distributed
e. It underlies a status quO

o much els
dissent, anger. That is to say, silen
difterently to different categorics of peopl
meostasis of silences. .

Misogyny and homophobia are both forms of hating that which
s not patriarchy. “What causes heterosexuality?” asked one of the
y hometown as part of Queer Nation’s
a a quarter century ago. It
recogniz-

that depends upon a ho

stickers put up around m
Insurgent campaign against homophobi
was a brilliant question reversing the conventional one,
ing that heterosexuality was also socially constructed and did not
have to be regarded as an unquestionable norm. I've been blessed
t0 be around gay men since I was thirteen, around people who have
resisted the indoctrinations of heterosexual masculinity, since at
least some of its privileges excluded them or didn’t interest them or
weren’t worth the tradeoff to them, or because dissenting erotically
opened up the possibility of other kinds of dissent. Knowing them
has been a long encounter with what else men could be.
Many of the gay men i i
most of w‘rn mz.ummmw.w\ _.:M.M_ M“ﬂﬁﬂ”ﬂﬂh.um”n””ﬂ&vaoa -
experience and express a full range of nEﬂzo: EH: - mEo.no
and appreciate it in others (and often to have hon ano :nmﬂ..m_nuun—
nuances and shades of meaning beyond the rest Omﬂm,w.mo_a“ﬂaﬂﬁ. of
,_.,wﬂ nﬂnw?omm it). They have been soldiers who %mnmﬁ&.?” %4
triarchy’s war, i : o . pa-
y » people with the binocular vision we o»ﬁ&:&ﬁwg

ability to recognize the gaps b ..n_.._o
ps between how things' _ _
ure supposed to be. hings'are »ﬂm._uoi. they

AFecisT
$Lyp
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30 Rebecca Solnit

Masculinir

in
cludes the spectrum from dr
masculinity, and ip which me

of the

ag queens to acstheticized hyper-
n recognized themselves as subject |

to be. Of coy .
Hihieto T Ise everyone in cvery category of human being has the
o ¢ awful, and the mere fact of one’s orientation, like one's
clas i ;
' s, religion, and gender, doesn't necessarily generate liber-

ation or insight: i
. insight; I am speaking not of all gay men but of my own
friends and community.

In the heterosexual mainstream, women have performed the

labor of holding and expressing emotion for others. When I was
very young, I went on a road trip with my boyfriend, whose father,
seeing us off, said, “Keep in touch. Your mother will be worried.”

She was the stand-in for his inexpressible emotions. She had the §

feelings that could be acknowledged. She was the one who filled
in the home’s silence with chatter to try to keep people connected,
to be open in a house full of kind but shut-down men, decent men$

who were at worst uncomfortable with emotional expression and§

felt that connection was not their work.
1f emotion must be killed, this is work that can make women tar=3
gets. Less decent men hunt out vulierability, because if being a ma _'
means learning to hate vulnerability, then you hate it in yourself and;
in the gender that has been carrying it for you. Gir/ and pussy have
long been key insults used against boys and men, along with gay and
Jfaggot; a man must not be 2 woman, must not cry, must not be wea
and the fear of being gay was of being sexual in some way that might
not be about:domination and penctration, might be about being pen
 etfated, being equal, being open. As if openness were weakness raths
er than strength. In ancient Greece and some contemporary culturé_é
masculinity has been defined by being he who penetrates. Being he

its F 2 5 R
Y itself was and is open to question in a culture that

male pa : 4
costumn gdzc. Beneath it all lies a sense that all identitics are a
ou ; : L
you don, and behind that lies latitude about who you want

A Short History of Silence 31

d as degradation equivalent t©

being heterosexually female 2
haps, equates the penetrator
“a trol] uses you

ot she who is pcnctmtcd is regarde
not heing masculine—which makes
perpetual state of dcgradation and, per sy
to he who degrades. (In medieval Iceland, the ins bl
like 2 woman” was considered s0 deadly that the insulted P

pranted the legal right to kill.)
l.ove is a constant negotiation,

someone is to lay yourself open to reject

Iv something you can earn but not extort.

a constant conversation; t0 love

ion and abandonment; love
It is an arena in which you
Iso has rights and decisions;

iie not in control, because someone else a g
s in

It is a collaborative process; making love is at its best a process 1t
which those negotiations become joy and play. So much sexual vi-
olence is a refusal of that vulnerability; so many of the instructions
sbout masculinity inculcate a lack of skills and willingness to nego-

~flate in good faith. Inability and entitlement deteriorate into a rage

{0 control, to turn a conversation into a monologue of commands, to

~turn the collaboration of making love into the imposition of assault
it the assertion of control. Rape is hate and fury taking love’s place
hietween bodies. It's a vision of the male body as a weapon and the

female body (in heterosexual rape) as the enemy. What is it like to

- Weaponize your body?

[f you have not been taught to collaborate, to negotiate, to re-

& apect and pay attention, if you do not regard the beloved as your
& d(ual, endowed with certain inalicnable rights, you are not well
jf&'tp!ippcd for the work of love. We are in a world where men until
- fecently in the industrialized world assumed that access to wom-

' bodies was a right that women should not impede. It’s stil]

J
‘mnmon to hear hctcroscxual men complain of the onerous u
) nrea-
1?"1\[)!{3[’!055 of hFlVll'lg to earn sexual access o
H

emember that until recently in the United
Iirestricted rights to their wives’ bodies
| ; k]

and maybe we should
States husbands had
which is the other way to
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say that sw.Enm had almost no rights over their own bodies.

Only in California and New York in recent years did affirmative 3
consent become the statewide standard for consensual sex on college |
nm:._v...hmnm. When affirmative consent was signed into law, a host of !
men .5 the United States (and on the London-based Guardian's
website) raised a shrick of indignation that both parties had to be
consciously, actively in favor of what was going on. It was telling
that they regarded this as a terrible obstacle, newly erected. The')
previous criterion had been the absence of dissent, which of course:
meant intimidation, intoxication, and unconsciousness could all be §
read as consent. Silence was consent, in other words, as though si-

lence said one thing when it can say so many, as though the burden &
was to issue a 7o rather than elicit a yes. .

It’s traditional to separate out rape from domestic violence m.onﬁ..u‘
murder from institutional misogyny. But women being raped and’;
beaten and harassed on the street and stalked often fear, with moom..A
reason, that they are also going to be killed, and sometimes :..nwl_._._
we—are. The distinctions between the kinds of violence don’t serve i
us when they prevent us from talking about what gets called gender .
wiolence as a broad and deep phenomenon. And that even calling 8
it all gender violence obscures that violence is only a means to a:m._
end, and that there are other means as well. If the subject is silence, |
then how some silence others broadens the query into one ﬁrmﬁ.nmsm
include shame, humiliation, exclusion, devaluation, discrediting, _n
threats, and the unequal distribution of power through social, eco-}
nomic, cultural, and legal means.

Domestic violence expert Evan Stark argues that the very term’
is wrong; he writes in his 2009 book Coercive Control: How Men
Entrap Women in Personal Life,

on women—by strangers and acquaintances
»
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i tandpoint of its sur-

'Ihis book reframes woman battering m_oB nr” M o %n Eownm oo
ivors as lated, malevolent co : :
g individual women by interweaving

inate o
exclusively L - .:.:vonw:n tactics: intim-

repeated physical abusc with three equally

.. 'The prima :
reflects the deprivation of rights
ood and citizenship.

harm abusive men
idation, isolation, and control. . ry

inflict is political, not ﬁrwmmn&. and
and resources that are critical to personh

its victims to hostages, often cut

[ e compares it to kidna ing .
' e to material

oll from access to other people, t0 freedom of movement, ¢
(esources such as money or cars, w::._mrn& for infractions by the .n:whmu
tor of the household. Often the most dangerous time is when victims
of cocreive control try to leave. Many are killed for trying, or for suc-

ceeding in reaching freedom, a freedom that is not safety. Stark adds,

‘Ihe women in my practice have repeatedly made clear that what
s done to them is less important than what their partners have
prevented them from doing for themselves by appropriating their
resources; undermining their social support; subverting their
rights to privacy, self-respect, and autonomy; and depriving them

of substantial equality. . .. Coercive control is a liberty crime rather
than a crime of assault.

?.n actress and feminist activist Patricia Arquette noted in 2016
1

‘There’s a ripple effect in being underpaid for women. Ten thou-
sand women are turned down every day for domestic abuse shel-
ters. Part of domestic abuse is often economic suppression; th

male might take your paycheck every week and never giv v
money or allow you to work because he’s too jealous ,HMn ”ﬂw”—:

ber-on
o e nnu.maz women say they returned to their abuser is fin
cial insecurity. Often they have kids with them il

{C :ﬁ_.AwHH mwﬁﬂ.

by politicians and the

Scanned by CamScanner



34 Rebecca Solnit
state, not just by intimate p
war against re

b

artners—as coercive control. The endless
i productive rights—against not only abortion but also
irth control and access to family planning and sex education—is an
attempt at institutional coercive control. Violence sometimes plays a
role, but coercion occurs by many other means, including the making
of punitive and rights-denying laws. It’s not hard to see legislation
that pretends to focus on the rights of the unborn over the rights
of women in whom the unborn are situated as actually focused on
the rights of men and the state over women’s bodies; or to sce, in
the effort to deny access to birth control and abortion, an attack on
women’s autonomy, agency, and right to choose what sex means to
them, to control their own bodies, to pursue pleasure and connection
without submitting to the enormous demands of maternity, or to .
choose that maternity on their own terms.
The widespread existence of gender violence and sexual violence
serves to curtail the freedom and confidence of those who must nav- .ﬂ.
igate in a world where threats become a background element to their |
lives, a footnote on every page, a cloud in every sky. These are not
“crimes of passion,” as they were often called, or of desire, but of the'!
fury to control and to reinforce or reimpose the power structure. A
lot of domestic violence homicides are punishment for or attempts to i
continue controlling women who have announced they are leaving, |
tried to leave, or left. Killing someone is killing her freedom, her
autonomy, her power, her voice. That many men believe they have |
the right and the need to control women, violently or otherwise,
says much about the belief systems they inhabit, about the culture
we exist within.

In recent years, from Brazil to Canada, rapists have filmed their
sexual assaults. The video is then circulated among male peers as
evidence of the agency of the rapists and the lack of agency of the
victim, the subsequent humiliation and loss of control over her pri-.
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n reiter-
; terosexual por
vacy and dignity (and much mainstream 7.nr excitement seeming
H d osions, Wit

: s s endless variations, This
ates this scenario 1n CnAiEs ual _nmmcnnv.
1 come from homocrotic powen not heterosexual p

. +1.__and it says a lot
haming drives some rape survivors to suicide—an . % od
shaming ¢ be shameful for the vietim

. 3 sed to :
that a sexual assault is Suppo d us of the coexistence of

not the perpetrator. These vidcos remin ulate in the legal system,
two wildly &mﬁcsﬂio.ﬂ_%" o nﬂn circulate in the perpe-
they are evidence of crimes, but when they h etrators’
trators’ peer group, they demonstrate to the others the perp
conformity to norms of masculinity. .

But the law and the rapists are not so different in other ‘.a.»%m.
Many rape cases bring victims into court of university wHOnnnm:..»mm
where the administrators perpetuate the discrediting and devaluing
of the victim with questions that treat her like a perpetrator; cast
lier as an inherently untrustworthy person, attack her with intru-
sive, irrelevant, and prurient questions, often about her sexual histo-
ry. University and legal authorities sometimes express more concern
over the future of campus rapists than that of their victims and are
often more inclined to grant credibility to the former than the latter.
‘lhe consequent unwillingness of many survivors to cooperate with
the legal system results in a loss of their legal rights, in mzmznmn.m. in
allowing rapists to go unpunished and often to act again, and in a

society (the United States) in which only 3 percent of rapists serve
time for their crimes.

Thus does coercive control happen at a societal level as it does
in the home. Women are instructed, by the way victims are treated

and by the widespread tolerance of an epidemic of violence, that
their value is low, that speakin .

:.m mzvamwanms_:sﬂcno vaa.s_._go:r
1t stlence may be a better survival strategy. Sometimes this ;
called rape culture, but like domestic vi .

olence, the term n
arrows the
focus to one act rather than the motive for many; Patriarchy i
’ y is a
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more useful gyer

The pandem
kind of crime is

archi
ching term,

ic of : ; : ;
of campus rape reminds us that this particular

I (. o
10t committed by a group that can be dismissed as

marginal in qr i i : . )
g 1y way; fraternitics at elite institutions from Vanderbilt

to Stanford
have been the scenes of extraordinarily vicious acts; ev-

Cry spring t} 5 . 5 .
Y spring the finest universitics graduate a new crop of unpunished

rapists, ’ - . i
p They remind us that this deadness is at the heart of things,

not i :
n_.:u margins, that failure of empathy and respect are central, not
marginal.

Empathy is a narrative we tell ourselves to make other people
real to us, to feel for and with them, and thereby to extend and
enlarge and open ourselves. To be without empathy is to liave shut
down or killed off some part of yourself and your humanity, to have
protected yourself from some kind of vulnerability. Silencing, or
refusing to hear, breaks this social contract of recognizing another’s

humanity and our connectedness. _
Contemplating a book of lynching photographs published a few :
decades ago, I imagined the white people who brought their children
and picnics to the torture scenes were celebrating their numbness, |
their separation. The people making or consuming rape vidcos and .
‘misogynist porn must be doing the same. Our humanity is made out
of stories or, in the absence of words and narratives, out of imagina- :
tion: that which I did not literally feel, because it happened to you and
not to me, I can imagine as though it were me, or care about it though 3
it was not me. Thus we are connccted, thus we are not separate. Those |
stories can be killed into silence, and the voices that might breed em-
pathy silenced, discredited, censored, rendered unspeakable, ::ro.m_.r
able. Discrimination is training in not identifying or empathizing
with someone because they are different in some way, in believing the
differences mean everything and common humanity nothing. |
In his book Love and War: How Militarism Shapes Sexuality and
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i ilitarized society In
Romance, Tom Digby argues that ours 1§ & mil B i
i i ake g
which men are pressured in a thousand ways to t B i
i : > dcaths
and skills of soldices. A soldier surrounded by the ¢

. ing : .ath shuts down. So do
andl the possibility of his own mangling and death st

: seioe individual : tive, atrocities often
many survivors of atrocities, individual and collective,

committed by those who shut down in order to per ’
ties, Robert Jay Lifton described this emotional numbness as Deat
in Life, the title of his book on Hiroshima survivors. He n_.m.cnm that
they survived the horror by shutting down, but that remaining shut
down meant being the walking dead, the unalive. ‘This brings us back
to hooks’s critique of men's “acts of psychic sclf-mutilation.” Maybe
the question is what it means to be alive, and how to be fully alive.
Soldicrs are trained to wither away empathy in order to make
them killing machines; it dispatches them to do their work in war;
it sends them home with trauma. that is itself often unspeakable.
David Morris, in 7he Evil Hours, his remarkable book on trauma,
notes, “Part of trauma’s corrosive power lics in its ability to destroy

petrate atroci-

narrative, and . . . stories, written and spoken, have tremendous
healing power for both the teller and the listener. Normal, nontrau-
matic memories arc owned and integrated into the ongoing story of
the self. These are, in a sense, like domesticated animals, amena-
ble to control, tractable. In contrast, the traumatic memory stands
upart, like a feral dog, snarling, wild, and unpredictable.”

Morris notes that rape victims and soldiers have much in com--

mon. Trauma disrupts the narrative of 2 life because it shatters

memory into shards that will not be recognized as
sometimes even by the teller—thus some survivors
atrocities cmerge with fractured stories that are sce
unbelicvability, unreliability, untrustworthiness,
that secks to shatter the sclf and jts narrative

by legal proceedings that require the self to Hnmw

a credible story,
of rape and other
n as signs of their
Thus rape is an act
sometimes followed
semble as a coherent
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narrative : ; :
(but not too coherent: successful testimony must be nei-

ther too n::mnm_q cool nor too

who works in the field says that

many women report sexual assault
for altruistic reasons:

to prevent it from happening to someone else.
Sometimes they come forward to support the testimony of someone
who's spoken out first. Speaking up is, in other words, often an act
of empathy.

Morris continues, “Despite the fact that rape is the most com-
mon and most injurious form of trauma, the bulk of PTSD research
is directed toward war trauma and veterans. Most of what we know
about PTSD comes from studying men.” There is, in other words, a
silence about who suffers this affliction that further silences wom-
en. Silences build atop silences, a city of silence that wars against
stories. A host of citizens silencing themselves to be accepted by §
the silenced. People meeting as caricatures of human beings, of-
fering their silence to each other, their ability to avoid connection. 3
Dams and seawalls built against the stories, which sometimes break h

through and flood the city.

I11: SILENCE: THE CAGES

There are those who are literally silent.
“Who, if I cried out, would hear me,” begins Rainer Maria Rilke’s -
first Duino Elegy, and there are those who hear no one, not even
themselves, who have repressed, forgotten, buried the raoi_nn_mm_‘._
and thereby buried themselves. When we look for silence we con-,
stantly find the dead. Who would hear them? Only wnﬁ....Ea s__.rc.__
punish them further. Sarah Chang wrote of watching child

would : gl
b as a prosecutor of sexual abuse crimes §

pornography as part of her jo
against children. She noted their silence.

In video after video, I witnessed silent suffering. I later learned

emotionally overloaded). A friend |

Whan the mouth may not speak, the body sometimes reveals:
tostimony.
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tion of young abuse victims. Psychiatrists

ich also
say the silence conveys their sense of helplessness, ms.ﬂ :
e ; inci ts and their tcn-
manifests as a reluctance to report the inciden

i _If children do disclose their
dency to accommodate their abusers ; selose e
mbivalent, sometimes followed by

that this is a typical reac

abuse, their reports are oftena

i i e.
complete retraction and a return to silenc

She speaks of one victim whose brother threatened to kill her if mﬂn
sereamed. Maya Angelou was mute for five years after she was raped,
Al age seven.

In his childhood, Barry Lopez was raped repeatedly over a pe-
riod of years by a family friend. He writes of his rapist,

He told me, calmly but emphatically, that he was a doctor, that
I needed treatment, and that we were not going to be adding to
Mother's worries by telling her about my problem. From time to
time, often on the drive back to my home, Shier would remind
me that if I were cver to tell anyone, if the treatments were to
stop, he would have no choice but to have me committed to an

institution. . . . It would be best, I thought, if I just continued to
be the brave boy he said I was,

He was silenced for years, and when he spoke up in his mid-teens,

_ his stepfather wavered and then decided not to believe him. Half a
‘entury passed before he spoke publicly of his ordeal and its traumas,

silent

Kelly Sundberg wrote about her violent ex-husband and her shift-
~ Ing relationship to that violence:

‘Iwo years after we moved, I started graduate school
made some friends, but it was hard to s
had to lic: I shut my arm in the door,
my face on the table. I dont know whe

and finally
pend time with them, |
I tripped on a rug and hit
re that bruise came from. ]
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think I did it in my sleep. I think ’'m anemic. 1 just bruise so easily.
Once, Caleb said to me, “You probably wish that someone
would figure out where those bruises are coming from. You prob-

ably wish someone knew, so that things could change.” He said it
with such sadness.

He only hit me in the face once. A red bruise bloomed across
my cheek, and my cye was split and oozing. Afterwards, we both

sat on the bathroom floor, exhausted. “You made me hit you in the

face,” he said mournfully. “Now everyone is going to know.”

She had been silent. But her face told. The truth was a men-
ace to her husband, her marriage, the comfort and assumptions of
those around her. Sundberg broke the silence and wrote about it in _
a widely acclaimed essay that served as an invitation to others to tell
their own stories about violence from spouses and parents. A solo :
voice became a chorus. 3

One disturbing aspect of abuse and harassment is the idea that
it’s not the crime that’s the betrayal but the testimony about the
crime. You're not supposed to tell. Abusers often assume nrm.m priv-
ilege that demands the silence of the uv:mnm..nrmﬁ a :osnnn%ac.om_ ¢
protection be in place. Others often impose it mm well, portraying .,
the victims as choosing to ruin a career or a family, as though the

assailant did not make that choice himself.

There are voices raised in the absence of listeners. |
In 2015, a Stanford University student max:u:.w m«.wu&.ﬂna an un-
conscious woman. The woman testified at w.mm s“_wr I ﬂ._nm__ 8. push
it out of my mind, but it was so rnmé‘.u didn't talk, I n:n“:” nw_w ,
I didn't sleep, I didn’t interact with anyone. After work, Eo“ : ”
drive to a secluded place to scream. . . ” She had somehow absorbed -
the idea that her trauma and fury did not belong, that her mnM_.ommHm
should not be heard. But then she was heard around the world. She i

A Short History of Silence 41

ad it aloud in court
wrote a letter to her assailant that, after she re

¢ court record, became, in June wowm.‘ﬂﬁnﬂ
haps the most widely viewed first-person mnno::m.om nuﬂmw.”:ﬁ__ Uwﬂr
termath ever. She regained the voice taken away from e
it rehumanized her dehumanized sclf. She spoke words that

cage around him, crected 2 monument to hi . "
that will likely follow him all his life. Her voice was her power. ;

She broke the silence (though she didn’t break the shame m.:

fear that often keeps rape victims anonymous). She spoke of r.:s
and his evasions and lics with fury and outrage, but she ended with
tenderness: “To girls everywhere, I am with you. On nights when

and it was entered in th

s casual malice, words

you feel alone, I am with you. When people doubt or &m:._._mm_%oc.
| am with you. I fought cvery day for you. So never stop fighting, I
believe you. . . . you can't be silenced.” I am with you is the voice of

cmpathy, the words that say we are not scparate from each other.

But there are those who scream in vain.

The famous case of Kitty Genovese, raped and stabbed to death by
A stranger, while people in the surrounding apartments ignored her
screams, was turned into a mythic example of bystander indiffer-

ence. Catherine Pelonero revisited the case in 2014, In a review of
her book, Peter C, Baker pointed out:

The same month that Genovese was murdered, Pelone
out, United Press International ran a sto
land who had ruled that

ro points
ry about a judge in Cleve-
“it’s all right for a husband to give his
wife a black eye and knock out one of her teeth if she stays out
too late.” Pelonero also quotes more extensive
es who explicitly justified their inaction
about women and their place in the
lovers’ quarrel,

ly the many witness-
in terms of expectations

world, “ .mm.cnnn_ it was a

that her man had knocked her d
.S i
and I went back to bed.” i

Scanned by CamScanner



42 xm_umnnm S .
o A Short History of Silence 43

There are people who speak and are believed, and the consequence is

that they disappear.
"Ihere is somewhere to go in

Baker comments,

The stor ’ H P he S
i : itics, the secret sanc
Y was retold again and again by college professors and many commun xS

ﬁc:m:m.. almost always in such a way that it was ncver specifically
about violence against women, or the complex latticework of legal
and cultural arrangements that allows such violence to flourish.
Instead, it became a classic tale of human “nature”—and like most
such tales, it has almost nothing to say about the fine grain of
human practice or experience.

s into which women dis-
and quite literally

tuaries that are women'’s shelters, place

appear as a result of violence, losing their home
sult of their partner’s violence. Many

their place in the world as a re
many women arc forced

women are refugees in their own country;
to disappear from their own homes and lives and take up secret
lives in sceret locations. Battered women's shelters, as they were then
called, sprang up in the 1970s. They exist by the thousands in North

In other words, the story was noise filled with silence about the K
America and Britain, if not on a scale to receive all the victims of

real causes of Genovese’s death and that of many other women. | .
domestic violence. My mother volunteered at one for years after her

Along with those who are accused of lying, imagining, making things divorce. She did the accounting.

up out of malice, confusion, or madness, there are people who are .
believed but told their suffering and rights are of no consequence.

And there are people who speak up and are sienced under the law.

i “lhe Little M id” i ; $y
Many years before, my mother had approached a policeman to tell crmaid” is a story written by Fans Christian

Andersen, a ma :
; ¥ _ nw e ; . ‘
him that her husband, my father, was beating her. The officer gave . » e ho was queer in many senses, the awkward, im-
;g mense sexually ambiguous illegitimate son of a peasant woman
3 o 3

her some platitudinous advice—I think it was about cooking nice | who became the darli i

dinners—and made it clear that this was onc kind of assault to I ° _ﬁ,_ﬂm i n.:mncﬂﬁm.. MR Kt o%) o

which the law was indifferent. There was no use to speaking up. In 3 of the sea i.”,_:_. _..ﬁ.o_nr A.z. @ chance at life on earth. She comes out

her 1976 book on domestic violence, when the silence around the >_=F}.E._.m amdn rmm.. E_,Ec:ﬂ words. Like the silenced heroine of
s e Wild Swans,” she must not,

being broken, the great lesbian-rights activist Del lor
] vl elf. 1 i
i bl . _._zﬁ_”ﬁmrw n ” .wo:. S_r_ns Nafissatou UE:o. a room cleaner at an
b 4 SC3 otel in Manhattan was mnx_,_ﬁ:w .T ; d
b Y o : y Wi assaulted g\ th
ol the International ! csng_.w .::m. ominique szmmn.ﬂ M..”..
M I D que S -Kahn,

. she was vilified and discredited in the media, and th
: _;n_ﬁa,&oi: from the case, but she won a n?..,_ suita n. s
_?_wz. Ihe price, as with so many of these cases s,mmm M.__Jm".mnﬂcmmu
L __.Hnﬂncz.s_. for Public Integrity reported .:_~ moown H_m“un whil
ast majori ,
_..__Ezul_.:ﬂ&““wcwm students who are sexually assaulted nan_._M
| percent, according to a study funded by the

subject was just she cannot advocate

Martin wrote, “These women bear
”nt o
have no one to turn to and nowhere to go.™ {

But turning to the police, who have @
lence and limited tools to §
ategy that often fails,

in silence because they
Feminism changed the laws.
their own high incidence of domestic vio

make restraining orders mean anything, is astr

4 Martin, in 1955 a cofounder of the Daughters of Bilitis, the nation’s first lesbi=

an-rights group, ‘marricd her partner of fifty-onc years, E.w__mw. _Qc:.m:_.n_.....:ug
2004 in the first of San Francisco’s season of same-sex weddings that _E_znrnm
the momentum for marriage cquality that culminated in the Supreme Courts

2015 decision,
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research arm
of t :
he U.S. Justice Department—those who come

m.OH-eta_.Hﬂw can cnco T t.w —v_:u &—mn——u—:wm:v m mw
coun
te myst1 W
ﬂnﬂuﬂ—.fn S ﬁ.——nqu -ﬂnm::h:mﬂﬂ.wﬂnnu:.m

At the University of Virginia

, and off-the-record negotiations.”
5 Eemantiile y accusers were told that they had
silent about all aspects of their cases and risked pen-

altie i :
P ol S;nv_”_ . Gm” A Bard College m_ﬁ&:ﬂ"g filed
YN ol e . mn_ Unwsnn_snsn of Education z.:m
AP o ::m._ ,mr%mr._:::ﬁn to discuss her ::nm_.um rape with

, : g gned an agreement preventing her from
discussing the assault” elsewhere.

In 2013, ten of the thirty-seven students and alumni who filed

a lawsuit against Occidental College received cash payments but
were barred from participating in the campus group, the Occidental
Sexual Assault Coalition, that organized the campaign that resulted
in the federal investigation. They were paid to be silent. Criminology
professor Danielle Dirks told the Los Angeles Times that requiring

“+he women to remain silent and not to participate in campus activ-
ism could have a chilling effect at Occidental. Part of the reason so
many women have come forward is because other assault survivors

have been able to speak openly about their treatment.”
What does it mean when what’s supposed to be victory

the imposition of silence? Or should we call it reimposition?

There are other ways victims are silenc
ened, discredited, ostracized.
Rebecca Donner recently broke her

online magazine Guerni
about how she was.una

was a teen, . _
her mother’s questions, about how her family both blamed her wo..m
what happened and refused to believe it had happened, the m_:a_mn.u.

includes

ed: by being ridiculed, threat-

own silence with an essay in the |

-2 about being raped by her uncle when she:
ble to speak and just nodded to
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cognitive dissonance of victim-blaming. “I was told to get over what
happened. I was told to remain silent. And until now, I've kept my
mouth shut like a good girl.” There are a million stories like this with
their own sad details but the same pattern of denial and silencing.

Shame is a great silencer.
Silence is a burden that belongs or belonged to most of us, though
some are more loaded with it than others, and some have become
: experts and geniuses in how to shove it aside, drop it, disown it.
Ilizabeth Smart, who at fourteen was kidnapped from her Salt
l.ake City home and raped for a period of months, said that the
abstinence-only sex education she was given taught her that she
was worthless and contaminated if she had sex before Em:.._mmn._
“And that's how easy it is to feel you no longer have worth. Your life
no longer has value.” That sense of worthlessness helped keep her
..__.ﬁ.ﬂn. hopeless, with a sense that she had no good life to go back
to, lhe campus antir i
PN S o R
altogether as at least a stance if not s mn._ aj
: a psychic state.

50 is politeness.
WH__._M.MH“.. n..“: politeness often means training that other people’s
. matters more. You should not disturb it, and yo i ,
wrong to do so, whatever is happening. ? you are in the
the radio decades ago that E.wma iwrﬂmmu_m”ww“%q -y
ol “_.Eo:._m: being groped on the New York subway, who :m~3~.-<n
o __.m_:n out how to remove herself without im: m i ,ﬂmm i
- Was in the wrong or offending him. It was a w ..Mnﬂ&bﬂ the groper
....,_aa__q ingrained are the instructions on _ua:_.m c?n:ﬁ ebout #.55
;._m_s;“::_ and unthreatening and how they can _MEHW. noa_m.o:_:m.
Vlval. I remember an incident in my carly twenties irmna wﬁnr e
hjt menaced by a terrifying man on the street in the BMM&MH.WMM
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night, and I think of how it did not occur to me to flag down cars,
make a ruckus, all the things that I would do when I was older and
more confident abour my assessments and my rights and less afraid
to make a scene. Politeness, self-doubt, internal silencing can make
younger women better targcts. The philosopher Martha Nussbaum
began graduate school at Harvard in 1969; she recalled recently
that when her advisor “reached over to touch her breasts . . . she

gently pushed him away, careful not to embarrass him.”

Silence is also a legal status of powerlessness.

In 2015, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg brought up a 1982 Supreme
Court case while hearing the casc for same-sex marriage rights.
“Marriage today is not what it was under the common law tradition,
under the civil law tradition,” said Ginsburg when Justices Roberts
and Kennedy began to frct about whether the court had a right to
challenge centuries of tradition. “Marriage was a relationship of a
dominant male to a subordinate female,” she explained. “That end-
ed as a result of this court’s decision in 1982 when Louisiana’s Head
and Master Rule was struck down.”

Ginsburg, the second woman ever to serve on the Supreme Court,
was referencing Louisiana’s aphead and master” law, which gave a hus-
band unfettered right to dispose of jointly owned property without
his wife’s knowledge or consent. The test case involved a husband who
ged the house his wife had purchased with her earnings, to
st charges of molesting their daughter. She had §
her earnings, the course of her

mortga
defend himself again
n the disposal of her home,

no voice 1
n hers or theirs was his alone.

life; what should have bee

Individuals and societ
speak and bear witness.

When witnesses refuse to s
of rights, agency, bodily integrity,

peak up, they consent to another’s loss
or life. Silence protects violence. |

jes serve power and the powerful by refusing to : B

___a_ommn& differences in aptitude explain
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Whole societies can be silent—and as with the Armenian genocide:
in Turkey, speaking about crimes can be made dangerous or ille-
gal. ‘The writer Orhan Pamuk was charged with “insulting Turkish
identity” and forced to flee the country for speaking of a crime writ-
ten out of textbooks and the official record.

There are specific ways in which specific people are silenced, but there
is also a culture that withers away the space in which women speak and
makes it clear men’s voices count for more than women’s. There are

expert witnesses to the phenomenon.
In classical literature, Tiresias was a priest who was transformed
into a woman as punishment, lived as one for seven years, and was
then transformed back into a man. The gods went to him for first-
hand testimony about gender and sexuality. In this era, trans peo-
ple are expert witnesses to the way gender roles are enforced and
reinforced. One whose testimony made a major impact more than
a decade ago is Ben Barres, formerly Barbara Barres, a biologist at
e i e had o o the stencn o ot
fellowships to less qualified mal o..:m“._.”ﬂ . mnnnamnm. Smlenng
friecnd must have helped her i:rﬂnm: _Mnm s i
smarter than his sister by a man ,_.Hamn _h.. niu.m teldl thakhewas
S .o n.o= E.n& r.m.mo:.:nn_ female
gs he didn't notice until they stopped.

Then, like a good scientist, he observed carefully: “Anecdotes

how ich i
ever, are not data, which is why gender-blinding studies are so

n T €
Mu

1c ar 1s :5ﬂ°:mﬁ~°:m— -mnmﬂﬂm Be] wnummw m-OH women m:m minor 1t

R andi .
“.ﬂamzwmn_ that few emerge as winners.” He spoke up to ¢
er Harvar i !
president Larry Summers's 2005 assertion that innat,
e

ed why men did better

n—:-.: wo i i c
)
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Guardian noted, “During Dr Summers's presidency, the number of
tenured jobs offered to women has fallen from 36% to 13%. mea
year, only four of 32 tenured job openings were offered to ioEnw. )
In a sidebar about his personal experience, Barres said wryly, ww.
far, the main difference 1 have noticed is that people who don’t
know I am transgendered treat me with much more respect: I can
even finish a sentence without being interrupted by a man.”

Men and women are given different kinds and amounts of space to on.-
cupy, literally, geographically, conceptually, and conversationally. This
is measurable in movies, but exists in real life as well.

In 2010, the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media report-
ed statistics from three years of Hollywood family films: “Of all
speaking characters, 32.4% are female in G-rated films, 30% are

female in PG-rated films and 27.7% are female in PG-13-rated

films. Of 1,565 content creators, only 7% oma.:.nnsamw uww@ of writ-
ers, and 20% of producers are female.” In 2014, the Smn.n_.:n con-
ducted another study of films from the ten largest movie _H:m_._nﬁm 4
worldwide and found that more than two-thirds of speaking and

(3 <.
named characters were male, and less than a quarter of films “de- §

¥

picted a girl or woman in the lead or sharing the story’s journey

with another main character.” . 3
A similar study of the 700 most successful movies from womﬂ_

2014 by the Annenberg School for Communications found “In

2014’s 100 most popular movies, 21 featured a female lead, about

the same percentage as the 20 found among the top films Nm. uuﬂ%uﬂq
Of the top 100 films in 2014, two were 9»‘.@2& by women. %
there were three. Of the 700 films examined, three were _qnnﬁn..m
by African Americans.” None of the top 100 films of 2014 starre .
a woman over forty-five. A 2016 study of 2,000 films by ﬁm@%‘%m
found that men had 88 percent of the leads.

Jhe space to speak and the
Koes back millennia,

00N as Western |
telling his mother,

Y stranded at hom
L Murely wanders ap
: Iigine a feminis
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't necessarily speak,
When women are on the mnnnn.“:. arwmﬂ“m“ “_“umr to nuww other,
and even when they speak they ac:ﬂﬁ_nn en who remain central to
S Iy Spewi o ”ﬂrﬂ._wvocmwn“aﬂ came up with what’s now
: hic novelist Alison ]
H..w_.gn”_mh”uofmﬂﬂ“m the Bechdel Test, the requirement that a _.:a.uﬁn rwﬁu
two female characters who talk to each other about mo_ﬁn&.:nm other
than a man. It’s a ridiculously low standard many films wm:_ to Bnn.ﬂ.
In the original Star Wars trilogy, women other than Wu_:nnmm P.num
speak for 63 seconds of the films’ 386 minutes, a recent :..cnmﬁm.mﬂon
concluded. Those 63 seconds are divided among three women in the
three films for what amounts to about a third of 1 percent of the
running time, .

But such films are not described as boys’ or men’s films, but as
films for all of us, while films with a similarly unequal amount of
time allocated to female characters would inevitably be regarded as
sirls” or women’s films. Men are not expected to engage in the em-
pathic extension of identifying with a different gender,

people are not asked, the way people of color are, to j
other races. Being dominant me

others; privilege often limits or

just as white
dentify with
ans seeing yourself and not seeing
obstructs imagination.

public sphere are intertwined, and this

iterature does, in t with Telemachus
Penelope, to shur up. Penclope
¢ and besieged by suitors whil
ound the gn.&"n_.ﬂson: getting laid. (You

trevision in which Penelope ¢ o

njoys her autonomy,
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takes some of the suitors as lovers, and maybe doesn’t yearn for her
husband’s return; Margaret Atwood tried out a version of this with
her Penelopiad) Beard describes how having a voice—preferably a
deep one—was considered definitive of masculinity, and the public
sphere is the masculine sphere: “A woman speaking in public was,
in most circumstances, by definition not a woman.” .

She became a much-attacked public figure herselfin the twenty-
first century, with the rise of social media:

It doesn’t much matter what line you take as a woman, if you
venture into traditional male territory, the abuse comes anyway:
It’s not what you say that prompts it, it’s the fact you're saying
it. And that matches the detail of the threats themselves. They
include a mm.:_w.._.ﬁnm..nsv_.n menu of rape, bombing, :E:#Q. and
so forth. But a significant subsection is dirccted at m.__nz.n_nn :H.o
woman—-“Shut up you bitch” is a fairly common _._,.m.u:_ﬂr. Or it
promiscs to remove the capacity of the woman to speak. “I'm go

ape it” tweet I got.
ing to cut off your head and rape it” was on¢ g

i i f the male clas-
i bably distinguishes her from most O : :
b e \ She told the New York Times in April

. ey v
sics ﬁ_.cmummo..m at Cambridg e

i si
NOHG :Eﬁ have never nmnnﬂmun& a certain ﬂ.—u.ru n:___acﬂﬂ__ Qﬁ
’
S_:..x:ﬂ:-m mw__ﬂ:ﬂc.:

icipation i ] blic
Women are often disqualified from participation in the kind of public

Jife Beard speaks of. |
There arc Bwnmwm ways to remove

in enginecring s
it who work in cngin . 1.3
lifes Srotnes d meaningful roles was denied;

women from public and profes-

peak of the ways in
sional )
i i 255 to training an
ch their access p
i who competed in chess speak of sexual harassm
women

ics emer,
the samc stor : . .
s are criticized for their appearances,

for not serving their familics

denigration; B
er fields. Women in politic

; ..m
for their voices, for being ambitious,

ge from women in many oth- |
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full-time (or for not having families). Words like umwm_.u.ma___ »:@ bossy
are largely reserved for women, the way ﬁrwﬁ s,on.n_w. like uppity are
reserved for African Americans. Women 1n politics must i be
too feminine, since femininity is not associated e_.q._lw Fm&ﬁmrw? but
they must not be too masculine, since masculinity is not their pre-
rogative; the double bind requires them to occupy a space that n_wﬂm
not exist, to be something impossible in order not to be something
wrong. Being a woman is a perpetual state of wrongness, as far as |
can determine. Or, rather, it is under ﬁuﬂlnangr

I have looked at the reception of Rachel Carson’s landmark
1962 book about the devastating effect of @nmﬂmnanm. Silent Spring,
many times, appalled at the ways she was dismissed as hysterical,
emotional, unqualified. As 1 was writing this book and research-
ing another project, I read an oral history in which a man who
had been on the board of the Sierra Club at the time Silens Spring
was published, making Carson perhaps the best-known environ-
mentalist of the 1960s, said: “I can’t think of her name now but
some woman who is not a scicntist wrote a story about terrible
pesticides.” The only description he wanted te associate with this
scicntist—who held a master’s and only for financial reasons failed
to complete a PhD in zoology and genetics at Johns Hopkins, who
had worked as a scientist for the federal government and then for
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution—was that she was “not
a scientist.”

That was an old man talking about a bygonc era, but the idea
that women are not qualified regardless of their qualifications is
rampant now, as it was in Carson’s time. Investigative journalist
Suki Kim went undercover to report on conditions in North Korea,
but her publishers insisted on casting her 2014 exposé as a2 memoir.
A book about public and collective life was reframed as a personal

~ Journey for marketing reasons, but also with a sense that women
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belonged in the personal realm and, by extension, did not belong
outside it. In 2016, she wrote in the New Republic,

By casting my book as personal rather than professional—by mar-

keting me as a woman on a journey of self-discovery, rather zﬁ.: a

reporter on a groundbreaking assignment—1I was effectively being
stripped of my expertisc on the subject I knew best. It was a mar.za
shift, but one familiar to professional women from all walks of life.
¥ I was being moved from a position of authority—What do you
know?—to the realm of emotion: How did you feel?

She was kicked out of thinking about and knowing oﬁ_.__nq.w_ con-
fined to her own emotions, as though the only realm in which she
was competent was that of herself. . . .

The imprisonment echoed the old order in ér__nv .e.._o-snn .
confined to the home and to private life, and w:.m_rn life was nh.n:m
business. Of course the corollary is the exclusion of 'men, o ﬂ,”H“
still, from emotional and personal life. Both nn&pdw 52”._.. "
economic, political, and social power depend on one’s mMn“n“.:M:n i

the public realm. The revolution is for free Bﬁ.z..nEn:M c: M. - mﬂ__ ﬂrm .
everywhere. It is not finished, it is under way; it has chang
maps; they will change more.

IV: THE FLOODED CITY

“T wwant to write a novel about silence.

The things people don't say.”
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cluding the exclusion from education. Suffragists pointed out that to
be without the vote was to be silenced politically, excluded from full
citizenship, self-determination, and the public sphere. Charlotte
Perkins Gilman spoke in 1911 of women “hedged in with restric-
tions of a thousand sorts . . . the enforced ignorance from which
women are now so swiftly emerging.” In the era when women had
gained the vote—in 1920 in the United States, in 1918 in Britain—
but lacked so much else, the investigation of silence continued.
Virginia Woolf sounded the alarm in two landmark essays. The
more famous A4 Room of One’s Own came out in 1929, based on
A pair of talks in 1928, about the practical, financial, social, and
psychological restrictions on women wri
having a voice. But what kind of a voi,
Rich wrote, half a century later,

ting and, by implication,
ce could she have? Adrienne

I was astonished at the tone of effort
tentativeness in the tone of that e
I had heard it often enough, in
the tone of a woman almost in t

, of pains taken, of dogged
ssay. And I recognized that tone.

myself and in other women, Itis
ouch with her anger, who is deter-

mined not to appear angry, who is willing herself to be calm, de-

tached, and even charming i

ice, not the convincing on
f voice is so
ne. She describes the inter
; m__.nnmﬂzn‘ gracious,
thoughts: a real

._ . ¢ Rich criticized (and
Women’s tone [o)

d), but the ncamo:msm
structions to women to be

often. criticize
nalized ip

flattering, that can silence a real voice and rea]
self. She indicates that

there are Ways to speak that

s, and their effects, peaking in the 1970s and early 1980s s_.i—,__.
causes, ) "
a plethora of essays on silence. Mary Wollstonecraft and ::.ﬁ.
Swaﬂr-nn:nz_.v‘ feminists addressed exclusion and powerlessness, in=;
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- 1 -
» silence’s white noise: .
are noise: the platitudes and reassurances, the polite-

_ s that lubricate a system that perpetuates silence.
" You speak for others, not for yourself, Wo

within women that tells them, “Be

¢ nesses and denial

lf talked about the voice

: sympathetic; be tender; flatter;
it deceive; use all the arts and wiles of our sex

| Never let anybody
guess that you have a mind

of your own.” She called that voice the
s¢ and boasted of murdering her, out of necessity,
so that she might have a voice. So that she might break the silence.

Angel in the Hou

Half a century later, in her book Pornography and Silence, Susan
Griffin quoted Norman Mailer on Marilyn Monroe: “She is a mir-
ror of the pleasure of those who stare at her.” Meaning that Monroe
appeared, and she spoke, but how she appeared, what she said, was
not to express herself, to be herself, but to serve others. Griffin
comments, “Yet knowing that her symbolic existence was a mask he
refuses to look behind this mask, And yet, had another self not ex-
isted, a self to be lost and a self to be violated, the life of this actress
would not have been a tragedy.” It was an analysis of how somcone
can be visible, audible, yet silenced.
Monroe can stand in for any woman, all women who silence,
hide, disguise, or dismiss aspects of themselves and their self-
expression in pursuing male pleasure, approval, comfort, rein-
forcement. “This is not only erotic business; it's how a woman in
the workplace or the classroom or on the street may have learned
to navigate around male expectations, knowing if she is too confi-
dent, commanding, or self-contained she may be punished. It has
its analogies—my friend Garnette Cadogan has written eloquent-
ly, excruciatingly, about how he as a Black man in public has to in-
cessantly perform “not-a-criminal, not-a-threat” to assuage whitc
fear and preserve himself. To be Black and a woman is to do double

duty in this business of serving others.
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Mailer, in calling Monroc a mirror of pleasure, fails to ques-
tion what happens when the pleasure is routinely somceone elsc's.
It’s a death of pleasure A_..mm:mmaﬁ_ as pleasure, a death of self in the
service of others. It’s silence wrapped in pleasing nothings. “The
portrait of Monroe, who died young in 1962, is a sort of book-
end to bell hooks’s observation about men’s “psychic self-mutila-
tion"—it is a portrait of the other kind of self~-mutilation, to make

a self to meet and serve those mutilated sclves. A silence to meet
the silence, silences that fit each other like a mold and casting, a
ghost story.

Tillic Olsen gave a talk in 1962, published in 1965 in Harper’s,
that became part of her bestselling 1978 book Silences. Silence, or
the desire to interrogate and annihilate it, had come of age. It be-
gins, “Literary history and the present are dark with silences: some
the silences for years by our acknowledged great; some silences hid-
den; some the ceasing to publish after one work appears; some the
never coming to book form at all.” In other words there were kinds
of silence, onc kind for what was said and what remained unsaid
and another for who said it and who was permitted to speak.

She takes time to come to her real subject, as though she must
establish her credentials first, her knowledge and care for the great
literature by men. ‘Then she turns to the silence of women in liter-
ature, noting that most who had literary careers had no children,
because time to oneself and for oneself and one’s voice is crucial
to creation. ‘That was about practical silence—the lack of time to
build the palace of words that is an extended piece of writing—but
there are many kinds of silence that pertained to women's experi-
ence at the time. The second half of the book is a broad collection
of “asides, amulets, exhumations, sources,” broadening the evidence
for the silencing of women, and its consequences not only to women
but to literature. A brief for the defense.
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Betty Fricdan’s 1963 ‘Zpe Feminine Mystique was about “the
problem that has no name,” about American women who lived in
material comfort yet in social and political annihilation in their ex-
clusion from public life and power at home and in the world. It
can be and has been critiqued as a book about middle-class white
women; it can also be appreciated as a book that, during the war on
poverty and the civil rights movement, said that gender was also a
problem worth contemplating, and that naming is a crucial part of
transformation. ’

In her 2010 book At the Dark End of the Street, Danielle L.
McGuire argues that the Civil Rights Movement was itself silenced,
in a way, when it was rewritten as a history of what 2 movement led
by men (and forgotten women) did about everyone’s rights. She re-
starts the history with Rosa Parks as an investigator of rape cases for
the NAACP, thereby recasting the whole movement as launched by
Black women for Black women's rights, an intersection ordinarily
erased from the history of that boulevard. .

In contrast, in 1969 Susan Sontag published an essay, “The
Aesthetics of Silence,” that is silent about gender. It’s about male
artists and uses the male pronoun to describe “the artist.” She wrote
about artists choosing silence, artists such as Marcel Duchamp and

Arthur Rimbaud, for whom silence was a gesture of scorn or tran- 4
scendence, a departure—but then she notes, “An exemplary deci-

sion of this sort can be made only after the artist has demonstrated
; N

that he possesses genius and exercised that genius authoritatively.

It's the quiet some choose after being heard and valued—the antith-

esis of being silenced.

What gets called second-wave feminism is full of accounts of .{
revelations about oppressions that were not previously named or
described, and of the joy in recognizing even oppression: diagnosis k
is the first step toward cure and recovery. To speak of, to find defi- 1
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nitions for what afflicted them brought women out of isolation and
into power. The writings of the 1960s and 1970s are a l.itcraturc of -
exploration, even revelation: people stumble forward, not sure what
they are encountering, describing it awkwardly, reaching for new
language for things that have not been described before, seeing the
new underminc assumptions about the familiar, becoming people
who belong to this new territory as much or more than to the old
one, crossing over to a world being invented as they go.

Voyages of discovery: a key part of the feminist movement of
the 1970s was “consciousness-raising groups,” in which women
talked to cach other about their experience. Susan Griffin, an im-
portant participant in that era’s feminism, told me that first they
complained about housework, and then they started talking about
rape and violence and the grim stuff, breaking through the shame
that had kept them silent and alone. The poet Muriel Rukeyser’s
lines, “What would happen if one woman told the truth about her
life? The world would split open,” were often cited. What happened
when many women told the truth about their lives? Silence itself
became a key topic.

In 1977, Audre Lorde addressed the Modern Language
Association with her landmark talk and essay considering race,
gender, and orientation together, “The Transformation of Silence
Into Language and Action” (published in 1984). It’s a brief, dense,
aphoristic essay with some of the urgency of a manifesto:

My silences had not protected me. Your silence will not protect
you. But for every real word spoken, for every attempt I had ever
made to speak those truths for which 1 am still secking, I had made
contact with other women while we examined the words to fit a
world in which we all believed, bridging our differences. And it was
the concern and caring of all those women which gave me strength.
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[.orde addressed the way that breaking silence was not only an
act of courage but also of creation: “What are the words you do
not yet have? What do you need to say? . . . Fach of us is here now

because in one way or another we share a commitment to language
and to the power of _m:mc.mmo, and to the reclaiming of that lan-
guage which has been made to work against us.”

In 1978, Jamaican-born Michelle Clifl published “Notes on
Speechlessness,” which dealt with both avoidance and explora-
tion of difficult truths, “Both withdrawal and humor are types of
speechlessness. The obscuring and trivialization of what is real is also
speechlessness.” She wrote about bad dreams, wrote in fragments,
wrote about herself but also about political and literary history, outed
herself as a lesbian and addressed the way that passing as straight was
a masquerade, another route around truth, CIills essay concludes
that she will seek to eliminate what has eliminated her: “This means
nothing more or less than seeking my own language. This may be
what women will do.”

Her lover and partner, Adrienne Rich, tit led one of her books of
poctry The Dream of a Common Language. "The crucial poem in that
book is “Cartographies of Silence™ it opens, “A conversation be-
gins/with a lie” and speaks of “the scream of an illegitimate voice.”
At the end of the long picce, truth breaks out like a new-growing
thing, green. Many of the women who spoke up about silence Emun
lesbians, including Griffin and Rich; some were also Black, in-
cluding Cliff and Lorde. Though intersectionality is a term that ru”m
only recently come into wide use, these women _::_E,w.:c:a what it
means to operate at an intersection or at many. _ﬂzu__.... r.cc_n.na..:c
out the year before Cliff’s essay; it includes, for the first time in her
abundant body of work, lesbian love poems.

Two years later, in 1979, Rich published the essay m:ﬂro_.omw.
On Lies, Secrets, and Silence, in which her critique of Woolf’s 4
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Room of One’s Own, quoted above, appears. Elsewhere in the book

she wrote,

[ believe any woman for whom the feminist breaking of silence
has been a transforming force can also look back to a time when
the faint, improbable outlines of unaskable questions, curling in
her brain cells, triggered a shock of recognition at certain lines,
phrases, images, in the work of this or that woman, long dead,

whose life and experience she could only dimly try to imaginc.

Once unaskable, the questions were being asked. In 1980,
Rich added to her critique with the landmark essay “Compulsory
Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” looking at the way that
the identity and activity of a significant sector of women were over-
looked or excluded and how that distorted the possibilities of living
and understanding for all of us. She wrote of one popular feminist
book of the time that it “ignores, specifically, the history of women
who as witches, Jemmes seules, marriage resisters, spinsters, auton-
omous widows, and/or lesbians—have managed on varying levels
not to collaborate. It is this history, precisely, from which feminists
have so much to learn and on which there is overall such blanketing
silence.” She was a great explorer.

She questioned heterosexuality as a norm: “The assumption
that “most women are innately heterosexual” stands as a theoretical
and political stumbling block for many women . . . the failure to
examine heterosexuality as an institution is like tailing to admit
that the economic system called capitalism or the caste system of
racism is maintained by a varicty of forces.” She writes of how les-
bian lives had themselves been silenced, along with the possibility
that heterosexuality is not natural “but something that has had to
be imposed, managed, organized, propagandized and maintained
by force.” A new city of ideas and possibilities was being built, like
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4 material city, by an accretion of projects, labors, decisions, and
, desires, and women were taking up residence in it.
, The feminism of the 1970s is full of the joy and fury of recog-

nition and the power that comes with recognition even of terrible

-, things. What can be recognized can be remedied or resisted. In

_.. .
«the third novel of her Naples quartet, Elena Ferrante describes her

protagonist’s discovery of feminist analysis in the 1970s: “How it is
possible, I wondered, that a woman knows how to think like that? I
worked so hard on books, but I endured them, [ never actually used
them, T never turned them against themselves.” She sees, for the
first time, what the world might look like from outside the assump-
tions that circumscribed her sense of possibility for herself, for her
gender, for her language.

Some of the feminists of that era, notably Catherine MacKinnon
and Andrea Dworkin, spoke out against one form of speech and
representation—pornography—on the grounds that it contributed
to the subjugation of women. Their work led to marches, demon-
strations, legal cases, and bans that were overturned on free-speech
grounds. Others in the movement defended pornography, cither
in and of itself or as free speech. (The defiant title of the journal
Off Our Backs was mocked by the lesbian erotic magazine On Our
Backs.) The antiporn feminists were much vilified, and they were
also misremembered as a monolith with puritanical arguments, the
foil to a liberatory libertinage. .

It was more complicated than that (and the position that mi-
sogynistic pornography can encourage and model actual misogy-
ny only requires you to accept the reasonable idea that represen-
tations have power and influence). As with Internet harassment
in the present, the question was raised as to what is free speech,
when some speech is designed to crush others’ right and ability to

speak and be heard.
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Susan Griffin’s 1981 book Pornography and Silence made an
otiginal argument: that mainstream pornography could be imag-
ined not as liberatory speech, as free voices that should be heard,
but as a particular kind of repression. She wrote that “pornography
is an expression not of human crotic feeling and desire, and not of a
love of the life of the body, but of a fear of bodily knowledge and a
desire to silence eros.” Pornography, in her view, was not crotic—if
erotic meant the full and open experience of the body, the self, the
emotions, and the other—but its opposite, full of “the metaphysics
of Christianity . . . a modern building built on the site of the old
cathedrals, sharing the same foundation.”

‘Ihat foundation includes loathing for the flesh, fury at desire,
and a projection of that desire and that fury onto women. “We will
come to sce that ‘the woman’ in pornography, like ‘the Jew' in anti-
Semitism and ‘the black’ in racism is simply a lost part of the soul,
that region of being the pornographic or the racist mind would
forget and deny.” Griffin’'s work since then has often sought the
opposite: to remember, to admit, to enlarge the spaces in which we
might be, dream, think, love, and celebrate the crotic and sensual.

The debate over pornography never stopped. In 1993, philoso-
pher Rae Langton took up the topic in a remarkable, rigorous essay,
“Speech Acts and Unspeakable Acts.” Her exploration and analysis
shed light far beyond pornography. She begins by refocusing the
debate from what the content of specch is to what it does, what its
power is. She points out that with language we marry, vote, render
verdicts, give orders—or don't, if we lack the power to do so. A mas-
ter saying, “I want food” to a slave is giving an order, the slave utter-
ing the same words is making an appcal; the power each holds has
everything to do with what their words mean and do. Or cannot do.

Langton makes the case that pornography carries authority as
instruction as well as entertainment. She cites evidence to suggest

Scanned by CamScanner



62 Rebecca Solnit

n__:nn a high percentage of boys and young men regard men’s satis-
_m»nao: as a right and women’s rights as an irrelevancy, as well as
statistics on date rape and men who find women in pain erotic,
w:m ties these things to porn culture. She outlines three kinds of
.. silence. The first is the literal silence of intimidation or defeat. The
+ second is when the speaker lacks a listener, a response. Then she
concludes, “If pornography silences women, then it prevents wom-
en from doing things with their words.”

This third kind of silence “happens when one speaks, one ut-
ters words; and fails . . . to perform the very act one intends.” That
act is of forbidding, of saying no. “It is indeed possible to silence
someone . . . by making their speech acts unspeakable. . ... Consider
the utterance ‘no.” We all know how to do things with this word.
However, in sexual contexts something odd happens. Somctimes a
woman tries to use the ‘no’ locution to refuse sex, and it does not
work. Refusal—in that context—has become unspeakable for her.
In this case refusal is not simply frustrated but disabled.” She ex-
plores the ramifications. “Somcone learning the rules of the game
from this kind of pornography might not even recognize an at-
tempted refusal.”

In her 2016 book Giris and Sex, Peggy Orenstein confirmed this
crasure of voice, writing, “In a study of behaviors in popular porn,
nearly 90% of 304 random scenes contained physical aggression to-
ward women, who nearly always responded neutrally or with plea-
sure. More insidiously, women would sometimes beg their partners
to stop, then-acquicsce and begin to cnjoy the activity, regardless of

how painful or debasing.” Elsewhere she notes, “Male and female
college students who report recent porn use have been repeatedly
found to be more likely than others to belicve ‘rape :myths’; that
only strangers commit sexual assault or that the victim ‘asked for

it . . . Female porn users are less likely than others to intervene
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when secing another woman being threatened or assaulted and are
slower to recognize when they’re in danger themselves.” That is,
pornography has become instructional to women as well as men,
and the instructions can deafen them to the voices of women, even
to their own voices. Silence travels through many avenues.

I sometimes imagine porn as a compensatory parallel universe
where male privilege has been augmented and revenge on female
power is incessantly exacted. (Several years ago, Sam Benjamin
wrote of his career as a young director in the capital of mainstream
porn, the San Fernando Valley, “While my overt task at hand was
to make sure that the girls got naked, my true responsibility as di-
rector was to make sure the girls got punished.”) The immeasurably
vast quantity of porn now in existence takes innumerable forms,
and there are undoubtedly many exceptions. The mainstream prod-
uct, however, seems more about the eroticization of power than
the power of eros. Much in it that is described as heterosexual has
a homoerotics of masculine triumph; it’s like a sport in which the
excitement is that women are endlessly defeated.

Silence and shame are contagious; so are courage and speech. Even
now, when women begin to speak of their experience, others step
forward to bolster the earlier speaker and to share their own expe-
rience. A brick is knocked loose, another one; a dam breaks, the
waters rush forth. In the 1970s and 1980s, women talking about
being molested as children and harassed and assaulted as adults had
a huge practical impact. Laws and the enforcement of laws shifted.
But these stories were also an assault on the impunity of authority,
an authority that had often been indistinguishable from patriarchy.
These stories said that authority was not necessarily to be trusted;
that power was liable to be abused.
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They were part of the great anti-authoritarian uprising that
sometimes gets called rhe sixties, though the sixties are often reduced
to young white men or to college students opposing a war, not ac-
knowledging the breadth of many movements—civil rights and
racial justice, m:n_:n_m:ﬁ Native American and Latinx and Asian
American as well as Black constituencics, gray and lesbian rights,
disability rights, and environmental and anticolonial and anticapi-
talist critiques—that changed the foundations of our conversations.
It was like wealth redistribution, but the redistribution was of au-

dibility, credibility, value, participation, power, and rights. Tt was

a great leveling, still going on—with backlashes secking to shove
people back into the silence from which they emerged.

Sometime in the teens of the twenty-first century, anew round
of feminist conversation began, in part in response to atrocitics
and to the breaking of silence about atrocities, including campus
rape (thanks to campus organizers, many of them rape survivors
themselves). A number of stories garnered attention on an almost
unprecedented scale, and the intersection ol a less misogynistic
mainstream media and feminists on social and alternative media
generated a ficreely lively new conversation.

On 2 number of occasions in recent years, a notable case of gen-
der violence—the Isla Vista massacre in Santa Barbara, Ghomeshi's
attacks in Canada, football player Ray Rice’s domestic violence
in New Jersey, the Stanford rape case— has led women to testi-

fy on social media. Some just share the hashtags: #yesallwomen;

#whylstayed and #whylleft, about domestic violence; #ibelieveher,
in support of Ghomeshi’s victims; fliwasrapedtoo, in response o
the 2016 Stanford case; #notokay, the label for more than 27 mil-
lion tweets from women telling their own stories about being sexu-
ally assaulted, in response to the videotape of presidential candidate

Donald Trump talking about grabbing women “by the pussy.”

—
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Sometimes men _z::n:::cn_ in the sharing of the hashtags or
supporting the speakers. As detailed elsewhere in this book, men
actively speaking and acting on behalf of women's rights and femi-
i B L y v

nism has been one of the steps forward in recent years (while there

dia also became the scene

also so many steps back). Social me

were
nce women who spoke up about vio-

of furious campaigns to sile
lence against women and misogyny, and “Twitter in particular toler-

ated extended campaigns of rape
aking the silence and trying to enforee it

ation. “Online harassment has become

" said media critic

and death threats. It has become a

new platform both for bre
through threats and intimid
the intellectual equivalent of street harassment,
Jennifer Pozner after the Black actor Leslie Jones was harassed, in-
sulted, and bullied into leaving Twitter. "It is the attempt to police
a public space. It's men and boys

and punish women for being in

saying, ‘Stay out of my playground.
tven the Guardian took stock of its vitriolic comments section

"

in 2016 and reported that cight of its most attacked columnists
were women, two were men of color, and the most attacked of all
was feminist Jessica Valenti. This recent campaign to silence wom-
en online is far from over, though many things suggest that it is a
backlash, an attempt to push back what has marched forward, to

silence what has been heard,

There is always something unsaid and yet to be said, always some-

one struggling to find the words and the will to tell her story. Fvery
day cach of us invents the world and the self who meets that world,
opens up or closes down space for others within that. Silence is
forever being broken, and then like waves lapping over the foot-
prints, the sandeastles and washed-up shells and scaweed, silence

rises again,
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We make ourselves in part out of our stories about ourselves
and our world, separately and together. The great feminist experi-
ment of remaking the world by remaking our ideas of gender and
challenging who has the right to break the silence has been wildly
successful and remains extremely incomplete. Undoing the social
frameworks of millennia is not the work of a generation or a few
decades but a process of creation and destruction that is epic in
scope and often embattled in exceution, It is work that involves the
smallest everyday gestures and exchanges and the changing of laws,
beliefs, politics, and culture at the national and international scale;
often the latter arises from the cumulative impact of the former.

The task of calling things by their true names, of telling the
truth to the best of our abilities, of knowing how we got here, of
listening particularly to those who have been silenced in the past, of
seeing how the myriad stories fit together and break apart, of using
any privilege we may have been handed to undo privilege or expand
its scope is each of our tasks. It's how we make the world.
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