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I will speak a dark language with the music of a harp. 
—Anne Michaels

Fiction gives eyes to the horrifi ed narrator. 
Eyes to see and to weep. . . 

—Paul Ricoeur 
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Foreword
An Unsafe Subject

Moniza Alvi

The contributors to Feminism, Literature and Rape Narratives, and its scrupu-
lous editors Zoë Brigley Thompson and Sorcha Gunne, show courage as 
well as scholarship in facing up to the uncomfortable and the shocking, and 
they examine it with integrity. As a writer who has approached the subject 
of rape via poetry, I have been fascinated to read of other narratives dealing 
with this topic and to consider the analysis carried out in the chapters in this 
volume. On many occasions, reading through these chapters, I found, as I 
shall show, parallels with my own concerns, strategies and decisions, many of 
which had been unconscious at the time of writing. I am delighted and hon-
oured to have been invited to contribute a foreword to a book which is surely 
in the vanguard of literary criticism. Rape, increasingly in the public eye as 
a global as well as a national concern, paradoxically still bears the stigma of 
the taboo, of that about which we dare not speak or write.

Rape is an unsafe subject for poetry, while war is a wholly accepted cat-
egory, and yet rape is constantly reported as a facet of war. Primarily, rape is 
considered a women’s issue, though this is, of course, hardly the case, and per-
haps this is partly why it is considered a literary taboo, particularly when con-
veyed from a female viewpoint. My book Europa (Alvi 2008) contains poems 
which relate to various trauma, including, centrally, the trauma of rape. The 
urge to explore rape and the extreme of post-traumatic stress disorder with 
its shattering array of symptoms led me to the classical story ‘The Rape of 
Europa’, in which Europa is raped by Jupiter, as a bull. My re-imagining of 
the myth forms ‘Europa and the Bull’ (24–38) the centrepiece of the book. In 
a psychologically modern version of the myth, Europa would certainly have 
suffered trauma, and her story opened a door to a portrayal of rape. I was 
prompted, not initially from conscious political considerations, but more from 
a general wish to explore, and from a conviction that trauma is something we 
all experience to a greater or lesser extent, at some period of our lives.

I like to believe that any subject can be appropriate for poetry. Rape could 
be considered a private subject, the sexually aggressive act itself an invasion of 
a private place, yet to air such an issue is surely in itself valuable. The challenge 
was how to make poetry out of such an emotive subject, but it also seemed essen-
tial that poetry with its potential for the piercing and memorable was brought 
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to bear on this aspect of human suffering. Many times during the writing of 
Europa, and sometimes when I came to read from the book in public, I wished 
that my subject was trees and fl owers, subject matter which is in itself beautiful. 
This is not to imply that such ‘nature’ poems do not have political import, or 
that they would be easier to accomplish, but just that they are acceptable, as 
part of a given poetic tradition stretching back through the centuries.

There is, however, satisfaction to be gained from attempting to bring a kind 
of beauty or artistry to a discordant subject. I cherish the occasion of one par-
ticular reading from Europa when members of the audience expressed relief 
that diffi cult, intimate areas could be tackled. This was reassuring because 
I had wondered what people would think, having come along to a poetry 
reading to be ‘entertained’. Perhaps poetry with such subject matter, while 
retaining its intimacy, can be aligned with drama, or the novel where issues 
of confl ict are commonly explored. It is highly possible for such poetry to rise 
above the confessional. Pascale Petit has commented, ‘When I read out my 
poems that have very personal and sometimes shocking content, I still con-
centrate on them as art rather than statements or “confessions”. That’s what 
I’m interested in, the transformative aspect, the image-making, chant or song 
of them. Afterwards, when people ask questions or react to the subject matter, 
I remember that they were rather revealing’ (Petit 2009: e-mail).

Ovid’s myth of Europa was a gift for various reasons. The original narra-
tive is comparatively short, fi zzling out unresolved for Europa. I wanted to 
know what happened to her after the rape. A whole psychological aspect was 
missing, her human suffering, along with the ‘end’ of the story. The way was 
clear for a woman’s re-imagining. If one aspect of poetry is that it gives a kind 
of delight, does poetry featuring rape have to be a different kind of poetry? Via 
the myth, my aim was to explore rape and trauma, yet also to give a kind of 
delight through the imaginative qualities of the story. This endeavour had to 
be explorative and cathartic, and a long Europa poem was required. I envis-
aged the narrative in a series of short sections, each presenting a bright image, 
each one hitting home, while the beauty of setting and the magical elements, 
would, I hoped, ensure that the tale was not too stark. In the rape scene, I was 
able to employ the ambiguous image of the plunging bull in which much could 
be left to the readers’ imagination. I considered this approach preferable to a 
graphic animal/human rape depiction which would sensationalize the tale and 
might turn off reader as well as writer. In this volume, I found a parallel with 
Fiona McCann’s chapter where she discusses in Yvonne Vera’s novels how ‘a 
poetics of violence is inextricably linked to the beauty of the prose through 
which it is expressed, thus creating disconcerting associations’ (this volume, 
85). The Europa myth was to be updated: not a ‘she went to see a therapist’ 
updating, but a psychological updating, as an experience happening to a real 
girl. I hoped that using the myth would be a helpful universalizing strategy, 
presenting rape emblematically. The poem could then be dream-like and sur-
real, with a focus on feelings, rather than morality, and a ‘whose fault was it?’ 
scenario, which often leads to the woman being blamed.
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If the Ovid story fi zzled out for Europa, how was I to end my own version? 
I could have presented Europa and Jupiter living happily ever after by some 
kind of magical transformation, but that seemed in ‘real’ terms unlikely. On 
the other hand, to end with a traumatized Europa was too downbeat and pes-
simistic, an ending which went against the grain. Eventually it struck me that 
as Europa was an embryonic continent, as well as a girl, ultimately she could 
contain all things, tragic and otherwise, and with her metamorphosis into an 
area of land my fable could have an optimistic ending in one sense. This end-
ing also has resonances of the creation of the continent, Europe by trauma, 
and by implication the subjugation involved in colonial rule, the legacy of 
which is apparent in my writing on contemporary Britain and Pakistan, and 
the intertwining of East and West.

Through this ‘territorial’ aspect of Europa’s story came the idea of some 
kind of rape or wound as having been suffered by whole peoples. Zoë Wax-
man, in her chapter ‘Testimony and Silence’ on sexual violence and the Holo-
caust, links rape to this wider political aspect. Rape was not considered a crime 
by the perpetrators of the Holocaust, she suggests, because in genocide Jewish 
women were not regarded as human beings and therefore were not considered 
victims. ‘Europa and the Bull’ (24–38) became a bridge to poems such as ‘I 
Hold My Breath in This Country with Its Sad Past’ (44), inspired by a visit 
to Poland. Versions of poems by the French poet Jules Supervielle with their 
theme of personal fragility against a Second World War background also acted 
as a bridge to my own poems of wider political concerns. Thus the treatment 
of rape gained further political and global connotations through the process of 
the writing, rather than through any preordained scheme. This broader politi-
cal aspect felt like the somewhat safer aspect of the collection in literary terms, 
a well-trodden, more ‘male’ and less obviously intimate territory, though for 
me politics and sexual violence, were, via trauma, inextricably linked.

A sense of regeneration was important to Europa (2008) as a whole. I didn’t 
want to produce a negative book with an emphasis on passive victims. The 
young woman in ‘Honour’ (which features ‘honour killing’) is given a voice, 
answering back from the dead. The victim in the poem ‘Mermaid’ (21) tries to 
make sense of what has happened. As Anna Ball posits in her chapter on Arab 
literary feminism, a crisis can be a starting point. Europa’s conclusion and more 
directly personal poems, such as ‘Upholding the “I”’ (60–61), point towards 
a tentative rebirth. The end of ‘Post-traumatic’ (10–11), the opening poem in 
Europa which sets out in miniature the shape of the book, offers the planting of 
a fl ower named ‘“calm-in-the-storm”’ or ‘“love-of-life”’. Clearly, the book, like 
the planting, would be an achievement, the act of writing hopeful in itself, if I 
could make successful poetry out of the sordid. As regards diffi cult questions 
of female, or in fact, human autonomy, I would say that such questions are 
raised indirectly, rather than answered, by Europa. In ‘Europa and the Bull’ 
(24–38), for instance, Europa’s fate could be perceived as being in the hands of 
the gods, that is subject to external forces. On the other hand there is a sense 
at the end of the poem that, aside from the magical element, she transforms 
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herself, partly, through her own will. This can be related to a real situation in 
which we may be partly governed by chance as well as our backgrounds, yet 
also able to take some control over our destiny.

Keats’s assertion is relevant: ‘We hate poetry that has a palpable design on 
us’ (Keats qtd in Gittins 2002: 57). It is important that the poem itself becomes 
an experience, rather than being merely a vehicle for something. Subtlety and 
beauty of language felt necessary, particularly, perhaps, with such dark subject 
matter at base, so I tended throughout towards the suggestive. Mystery is to 
the fore in ‘Interior, Degas’ (Alvi 2008: 19), a painting commonly known as 
‘The Rape’. The clandestine aspect of the poem echoes the secrecy of rape: 
‘The rug knows more about it all / than we do. / The oval picture saw part of it / 
with its dead eye’; ‘The hard-eyed man across the fl oorboards / miles from her 
in his trousers’. Secrecy is also highlighted in the poem ‘Europa’s Dream’ with 
its multiple bulls: ‘No girl he said deserves a secret’, though Europa’s ‘secrecy’ is 
violated: ‘He drew her hidden uterus, ovaries’ (54).

Secrecy was important in terms of authorial experience. On the whole the 
poems were not written in the fi rst person. My aim was that a reader should 
not be entirely certain how much autobiography was in the book, and that 
this should contribute to universality. Europa (2008) could be seen in relation 
to the mask discussed in Zoë Brigley Thompson’s reading of Pascale Petit’s 
poetry; the poet becomes ‘intriguing’ and ‘diffi cult to read’. I was keen, as an 
author, not to be taken over or ‘colonized’ by readers.

Mystery and suggestion, forms of secretiveness, but also of imaginative 
engagement, often make for better poetry than a head-on approach. The word 
‘rape’ itself was to be avoided. I was interested in Lisa Fitzpatrick’s chapter 
where she highlights the use of suggestive symbolic objects in drama to signify 
rape or sexual violence: ‘the presence of blood, acoustic cues, or the penetration 
of an object which is either symbolically or actually proximate to the woman—
such as the knife in the table in On Raftery’s Hill’ (this volume, 196). This could 
be likened to the ‘showing, not telling’ which is often advocated for poetry. In 
‘Europa and the Bull’ (29–30) rape was suggested acoustically, with the lan-
guage disrupted on the page, a rape which on one level was a repeated plunging 
into the sea. The Pandora’s box in ‘Her Symptoms’ (Alvi 2008: 12) is womb-like, 
as well as being a chest where devilish adversaries lurk. The value of a symbolic 
object, of course, is that it can imply more than one thing, with some implica-
tions residing below the author’s and reader’s consciousness. A symbol in its 
conjuring up of an elemental picture also helps to take the writing out of the 
purely verbal domain. As Sorcha Gunne stresses with reference to South Africa 
and the politics of writing rape, the world is not only knowable through words.

Subject matter cannot, of course, do the work of the poem, though it may 
act as a springboard. Poetry is, after all, an act of transformation. To this end, 
I found myself seeking fresh angles. A few months before completing Europa, 
a group of very short poems emerged in which ‘a wound’ was personifi ed. 
This series included ‘The Sleeping Wound’: ‘Hush do not waken / the sleep-
ing wound. / It lies on its crimson pillow, / red against red’ (17); and ‘In 
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Response’: ‘The healer, like the lion-tamer, / coaxing the wound / to rise up 
and perform, / to lie down and die’ (15). At this stage of the writing a degree 
of playfulness came into the treatment of the subject. One of the challenges 
was that, despite the theme, the poems should not be heavy-going.

To further explore the process of writing on this diffi cult, often off-putting 
subject, I’ll consider three poems from Europa in more detail. First, ‘Mer-
maid’ (2008: 21–22), the most explicit of the poems, and also a depiction of 
rape through a fantastical story or fable:

Mermaid
(after Tabitha Vevers)

About human love,
she knew nothing.

I’ll show you he promised.
But first you need legs.

And he held up
a knife

with the sharpest of tips
to the ripeness of her emerald tail.

She danced an involuntary dance
captive

twitching with fear.

Swiftly
he slit

down the muscular length
exposing the bone in its red canal.

She played dead on the rock

dead by the blue lagoon
dead to the ends of her divided tail.

He fell on her, sunk himself deep
into the apex.

Then he fled
on his human legs.

Human love cried the sea,
the sea in her head.
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This poem arose, not directly from Hans Andersen’s ‘The Little Mer-
maid’, but was inspired by Tabitha Vevers’s painting When We Talk about 
Rape. The title itself is interesting and touching in that rape is not often talked 
about, yet her painting ‘speaks’ in a very visually articulate fashion. When 
Neil Astley and Pamela Robertson-Pearce at Bloodaxe suggested this paint-
ing for the cover image, I thought it striking and appropriate, but so disturb-
ing in its depiction of rape as the total invasion of the mermaid’s being, that I 
wrote ‘Mermaid’ in order to ‘process’ my experience of it. Vevers’s mermaid, 

Figure 0.1 Front cover of Moniza Alvi’s collection, Europa (Tarset: Bloodaxe 2008).



Foreword xvii

her tail split to resemble splayed out legs, yet revealing the long fi sh bone, 
was a graphic, if emblematic portrayal of rape, the picture conveying a sav-
age beauty, and giving a sense of the desecration of life. The gold leaf in the 
painting’s sky lent a transcendent hopefulness to the grim scene. I was grate-
ful to produce a poem in response with a more graphic representation of rape 
than had so far occurred in Europa. It felt like the missing piece of the jigsaw. 
Again, the fairytale element was helpful in presenting rape ‘magically’, con-
veying at a slant the human situation.

It can be problematic to write with a painting as inspiration—the poet, 
while revering the artwork, has to make it her own. In this case, a way in 
emerged out of an imagined conversation, and this beginning led me straight 
to the central idea of poem and painting: the unspoken, the human cruelty, 
alongside the beauty of mermaid and scene. The mermaid concept is enchant-
ing, yet a mermaid is vulnerable out of water. This mermaid is ‘a fi sh out of 
water’ both literally, and symbolically, with no knowledge of ‘human love’. 
Her male abuser becomes quickly dehumanized or inhumane, a contrast to 
the mermaid, her inner life and humanness. I denied him the dignity of much 
individual attention, a strategy Tessa Roynon discusses with reference to Toni 
Morrison’s work. The broken-up layout of the poem was to slow the ‘story’ 
down, making it more jagged and painful, a macabre dance. I did not have 
conscious intentions for the piece before writing, but on refl ection I can see 
that again, I wanted to highlight the psychological aspect of the rape for the 
mermaid, with the sea turning into a metaphoric sea, ‘the sea in her head’, 
rape as trauma. It felt like a risky poem, one that did not ‘sit back’, yet I hoped 
that there was suffi cient wonder in it that readers would not be turned off. The 
slitting of the tail is a brisk occurrence in the writing. I imagined some poets 
(perhaps male poets) would have made a long descriptive exercise of this, but 
I had wanted the focus to be equally strongly on the emotional violation.

The poem ‘The Ride’ (22) which follows ‘Mermaid’ (21–22) is a contrast 
to ‘Mermaid’ in that it contains no explicit reference to rape, but, based on 
an actual nightmare, it conveys, perhaps, the isolation that a victim of such 
an attack might suffer:

The Ride

Let me give you a lift,
he said.

And he kept on offering.
The sun rose and sank.

The hills turned from green
to purple, to blue.
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The gladioli smiled.
He wouldn’t take no

for an answer.
Take no, I pleaded.

We’ll go round the ring road,
he said. Give me your bag.

So I opened the grey metal carapace
of his Volkswagen Golf.

And he’d gone.

The inside was red-ribbed,
airless and hollow.

I sat there with my will,
my watery will.

Nothing else for company.
Just the bolting forwards–

and a neighing
heard through water.

This is a terse narrative poem related via a set of images and suggestive of 
a hitchhiking incident, where the ‘I’ of the poem fi nds herself alone in the 
perpetrator’s car: ‘So I opened the grey metal carapace / of his Volkswagen 
Golf. // And he’d gone.’ The title ‘The Ride’ carries the suggestion of being 
‘taken for a ride’, that is deceived, and the ‘I’ considers herself weak-willed—
‘my watery will’. The poem is nightmarish (based on an actual nightmare): a 
car ride turns into an alarming horse ride. The car is animal-like inside ‘red-
ribbed, / airless and hollow’, the landscape unfamiliar, fl owers (traditionally 
so suggestive of the feminine and beautiful in poetry) are unpleasantly ani-
mated, and the entire experience is alienating. Finally everything is taking 
place underwater, as if the subject of the poem is drowning. The ‘I’ might be 
considered the passive victim here, yet the transformation which has taken 
place in the depiction of the scene gives a sense, I hope, of a mind energeti-
cally processing an experience. In contrast the perpetrator is shadowy and 
insubstantial, again denied individual attention.

‘The Beautiful Apology’ (20), one of the very short ‘wound’ pieces, is also 
oblique, with no direct reference to rape, but the implication is that an inad-
equate, though perhaps well-intentioned apology, comes from a rapist:
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The Beautiful Apology

Light, in proportion to the weightiness
of the act,

so much lighter than thighs, or genitals,
lighter than lips.

The beautiful apology
enclosed

in its fine-grained envelope,
trembling like the shut wings

of a butterfly.

This apology is ‘lighter than thighs, or genitals, / lighter than lips’ and 
‘enclosed / in its fi ne-grained envelope’. In contrast to the ugliness of rape, I 
enclosed the apology in an elegant envelope, one resembling ‘the shut wings 
of a butterfl y’—something fi ne and delicate had been closed down by the act 
of violence, yet was still alive and ‘trembling’. This poem appears especially 
lightweight and decorative on the page, a little like a butterfl y’s wing. In terms 
of the sounds of the poem, the ‘Apology’ of the title chimes with the poem’s 
last word ‘butterfl y’, but the totally different-sounding, obtrusive ‘genitals’ is 
contained within the poem, itself in a kind of envelope. I placed ‘The Beauti-
ful Apology’ (20) after the indirect ‘Interior, Degas’ (19) and before the more 
explicit ‘Mermaid’ (21–22). Another sense of enveloping, of that which had 
to be folded away as well as preserved and communicated.

A powerful subject, such as rape, can be a trap for a poet, as, I am sure, 
it is for any creative writer. We can be seduced into thinking that the mate-
rial itself is so strong and fascinating that we don’t have to engage with 
it deeply, or apply much in the way of craft; an outpouring of emotion, 
or an emphasis on graphic detail will suffi ce. The portrayal of rape and 
sexual violence through poetry requires imagination and delicacy, as well 
as boldness. Myth, both given and invented, was suggestive, distancing, yet 
also, paradoxically, provided a way of homing in close. I found it helpful to 
counterbalance the use of myth with poems like the more naturalistic ‘Post-
traumatic’ (10–11) which I placed fi rst in the collection. Even this, however, 
contains elements of the fantastical, a conversation, for instance, between 
mind and brain: ‘Not now said the mind to the brain / Not yet / And it cloaked 
itself in amnesia . . . ’

It is never easy to analyse one’s own poems and writing strategies, and 
generally I wouldn’t relish the task. After reading the fascinating chapters in 
this book, however, it has been interesting for me to try and make the uncon-
scious conscious, allowing light to be shed on my own processes and deci-
sions. I see Feminism, Literature and Rape Narratives as an ally in approaching 
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this partly veiled issue. As a necessary exploration of complex, fraught ter-
rain, this book will, I am certain, appeal widely. Its chapters throw light 
on the perplexing ‘binaries’ which any writer or reader in this area will 
confront: private and public, conversation and silence, victim and perpetra-
tor, feminine and masculine, power and weakness. The book highlights the 
value and richness of female experience and exemplifi es the value of speak-
ing about the unspeakable. In its illumination of the varied approaches of 
powerful writers and its analysis of rape narratives across time and cultures 
it performs a real service, opening up for informed contemplation this dark 
aspect of the underside of life.
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1 Introduction
Feminism without Borders: The Potentials 
and Pitfalls of Re-theorizing Rape

Zoë Brigley Thompson and Sorcha Gunne

I
Tonight, a first movement, a pulse,
As if the rain in bogland gathered head
To slip and flood: a bog-burst,
A gash breaking open the ferny bed.
Your back is a firm line of eastern coast
And arms and legs are thrown
Beyond your gradual hills. I caress
The heaving province where our past has grown.
I am the tall kingdom over your shoulder
That you would neither cajole nor ignore.
Conquest is a lie. I grow older
Conceding your half-independent shore
Within whose borders now my legacy
Culminates inexorably

II
And I am still imperially
Male, leaving you with the pain,
The rending process in the colony,
The battering ram, the boom burst from within.
The act that sprouted an obstinate fifth column
Whose stance is growing unilateral.
His heart beneath your heart is a wardrum
Mustering force. His parasitical
And ignorant little fists already
Beat at your borders and I know they’re cocked
At me across the water. No treaty
I foresee will salve completely your tracked
And stretchmarked body, the big pain
That leaves you raw, like opened ground, again. (Heaney 1998: 127)
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We begin this introduction by citing ‘Act of Union’ by the Northern Irish 
poet, Seamus Heaney. The controversy and diffi culty of representing rape is 
condensed in this poem where Heaney speaks from the point of view of impe-
rial England which sexually and politically subjugates its colony, Ireland—
the province of Northern Ireland is subsequently born from this union—with 
an act of rape. Heaney’s pun on the word ‘union’ equates the domination 
of imperialism with the gendered violence and violation of rape (cf. Long-
ley 1986; Coughlan 1992; Moloney 2007; Brearton 2009). In her reading of 
the poem, Patricia Coughlan contends that it is ambiguous whether this is 
indeed a rape or a seduction, claiming that this ambivalence is demonstrated 
because the speaker ‘regrets the pain of his partner’s imminent childbirth’ 
(Coughlan 1992: 106). This note of ambiguity is in our view overpowered by 
the violence embedded in the structure and language of the poem. The two 
halves of the poem present bastardized versions of the English sonnet, yet 
the lack of iambic pentameter and regular rhyme indicate a loss in the form. 
Initially, Heaney does frame the poem as a seduction, but only to immedi-
ately undermine this with the specifi c use of words like ‘gash’, ‘breaking’, 
‘thrown’ and ‘heaving’, which foreshadow the violence to come. At the end 
of part ‘I’, the discordant chime of ‘legacy’ and ‘inexorably’ continues into 
part ‘II’ with ‘imperially’ and ‘colony’. The rhymes in the second half of the 
poem highlight the mounting forces of opposition to English imperialism 
(wardrum/fi fth column) and in the fi nal couplet, the fi nality of ‘pain’ and 
‘again’ suggests that the body of the woman/country continues to be violated 
without any hope of escape or healing.

Heaney unproblematically equates the violated land to the violated 
woman, drawing out this metonymic comparison as the eastern coast of Ire-
land is the woman’s back and the landscape her body. The speaker in the 
poem is ‘the tall kingdom’ over her shoulder—the rapist leaving his ‘legacy’. 
Heaney uses the metaphor of rape as a means to understand imperialism 
without considering the violence and violation at the heart of the act or the 
implications that this has for woman’s subjectivity. His use of the eponymous 
symbolism that equates the violation of women’s bodies with the rape of land 
and culture has been challenged by feminists for perpetuating the view of 
women’s bodies as a resource, property or guarded secret belonging to men. 
There is, however, a possible source of partial redemption to Heaney’s bina-
ristic conceptualization of gender and unequivocal equation of a conquered 
land with a raped woman’s body, as evidenced by the note of ambiguity men-
tioned by Coughlan. By hinting at seduction only to consequently emphasize 
violence and violation, Heaney subtly critiques the rape culture that defends 
itself by characterizing rape as ‘seduction’. Thus, beyond the symbolism of 
woman and land, the act of representing the rape might be challenged.

Despite this, graphic representation of sexual violence constitutes what 
some feminists see as a second violation, and Heaney’s dehumanization of 
the woman as a piece of ‘opened ground’ verges on the exploitative.1 Sexual 
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violence in literature presents feminism with a dilemma that goes to the core 
of its aims and objectives. As the critic Jyotika Virdi contends:

As feminists we are caught between a rock and a hard place: the erasure 
of rape from the narrative bears the marks of a patriarchal discourse of 
honour and chastity; yet showing rape, some argue, eroticizes it for the 
male gaze and purveys the victim myth. How do we refuse to erase the 
palpability of rape and negotiate the splintering of the private/public 
trauma associated with it? (Virdi 2006: 266)

The dilemma that Virdi contemplates raises the question of whether rape nar-
ratives should be represented, theorized or discussed at all. As Tanya Horeck 
asks in Public Rape: Representing Violation in Fiction and Film, ‘What are the 
ethics of reading and watching representations of rape? Are we bearing wit-
ness to a terrible crime or are we participating in a shameful voyeuristic 
activity?’ (Horeck 2004: vi). Irene Gedalof warns too that ‘[f]oregrounding 
women, making them “visible, useful and knowable”, can be a way of con-
straining them within power relations that continue to be informed by gen-
der hierarchies’ (1999: 183). For second-wave feminism the primary objective 
was to put rape on the agenda in an effort to prevent it from occurring. Now 
what is at stake is not just whether we speak about rape or not, but how we 
speak about rape and to what end.

This volume investigates literary rape narratives that refuse voyeurism 
and exploitation. In re-theorizing rape, Feminism, Literature and Rape Nar-
ratives aims to incorporate arguments about trauma and resistance in order 
to establish new spaces for the subjectivity of the women who either have 
been raped or have been threatened with rape. Although the chapters in this 
volume emerge from different theoretical, cultural and national standpoints, 
they are bound together in terms of their commitment to developing feminist 
theorizing of rape. We foreground women’s stories by female—and in one 
case male—authors to create a more equal dialogue (which is currently lack-
ing) and to create a space for the integrity of women’s responses to rape. As 
the literary critic Rosemary Jolly argues, ‘We need to develop ways of speak-
ing about violence in literature which go beyond the safe, exclusive con-
demnation of certain representations of violence’ (1996: xiii). These radical 
readings of rape narratives confront the uncomfortable and shocking nature 
of sexual violence in ways that are themselves shocking and uncomfortable 
and break the mould of the victim/perpetrator binary that dominates patri-
archal discourse and much of the subsequent feminist debates.

In seeking to break the victim/perpetrator binary, the collection builds on 
feminist critiques of the eighties and nineties, developing the trajectory of vol-
umes such as Lynn A. Higgins and Brenda R. Silver’s Rape and Representation 
(1991) or Susan Brownmiller’s Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (1993). 
While feminist theorists like Higgins and Silver or Brownmiller have quite 
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rightly focused on challenging Western representations of gender and sex-
ual violence, this volume foregrounds narratives about rape that challenge 
assumptions. In the twenty-fi rst century, the most urgent task for feminism 
is to build on the work of late twentieth-century feminism(s) by recognizing 
the subversive work being done by modern and contemporary writers on 
the subject of sexual violence. These reconfi gurations of rape narratives are 
important as feminism(s) attempts to move beyond the victim/perpetrator 
binary; in the words of Higgins and Silver, ‘rape and rapability are central to 
the very construction of gender identity and [ . . . ] our subjectivity and sense 
of ourselves as sexual beings are inextricably enmeshed in representations’ 
(Higgins and Silver 1991: 3). In other words, as Horeck explains, represent-
ing rape plays an important role ‘as a scenario through which questions are 
posed about masculine and feminine identity, sexuality and sexual differ-
ence, and the origins of culture’ (Horeck 2004: 9).

In posing such questions about gender identity, sexual difference and cul-
ture, the chapters tend to focus on literary texts, although some do discuss art, 
theatre and screen representations. In our view, it is particularly important to 
focus on literature, because the use of language in the courtroom, the media 
and the literary text has masked the pervasiveness of sexual violence. Over 
15 years ago, Higgins and Silver were calling for an ‘unravelling’ of ‘cultural 
texts that have obsessively made rape [ . . . ] “unreadable”’ (1991: 3). This 
blanking of rape as a subject for political debate and reform is enabled by 
practices of language, an idea which recalls Nancy Armstrong and Leonard 
Tennenhouse’s claim in The Violence of Representation that writing is not only 
‘about violence’ but also can be ‘a form of violence in its own right’ (1989: 
2). There is still then a need to ‘recuperate what has too often been left out; 
the physical violation and the women who fi nd ways to speak it’ (although it 
is important to note that sometimes silence can be just as communicative as 
voluble speech) (Higgins and Silver 1991: 3).

How to express physical violation through speaking or silence is the 
focus of the chapters in this volume, as they discuss the subversive and 
elliptical narrative strategies by writers (mainly women) when dealing with 
rape and sexual violence. These narratives might appear in fi ction, poetry, 
memoir or drama. Some of these narratives are autobiographical (e.g. Zoë 
Waxman’s analysis of women’s Holocaust testimony), but there is also room 
for semi-autobiographical and fi ctional texts that create some interesting 
comparisons. Although all of the texts discussed are in the English lan-
guage, the scope of the collection is inclusive, encompassing narratives from 
around the world, because in the spirit of ‘feminism without borders’, we 
wish to create a broader scope that does not privilege Western narratives of 
white, middle-class women. As such the model of feminism without borders 
or transnational feminism is a useful starting point. As Chandra Mohanty 
compellingly postulates:
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Feminism without borders is not the same as ‘border-less’ feminism. It 
acknowledges the fault lines, confl icts, differences, fears, and contain-
ment that borders represent. It acknowledges that there is no one sense 
of a border, that the lines between and through nations, races, classes, 
sexualities, religions, disabilities, are real—and that a feminism without 
borders must envision change and social justice work across these lines 
of demarcation and division. I want to speak of feminism without si-
lences and exclusions in order to draw attention to the tension between 
simultaneous plurality and narrowness of borders and the emancipatory 
potential of crossing through, with, and over these borders in our every-
day lives. (2003: 2)

Mohanty’s defi nition concords with Caren Kaplan and Inderpal Grewal 
when they explain that transnational feminism ‘requires a feminist analysis 
that refuses to choose among economic, cultural and political concerns’ and 
foregrounds ‘critical practices that link our understanding of postmodernity, 
global economic structures, problematics of nationalism, issues of race and 
imperialism, critiques of global feminism, and emergent patriarchies’ (Kaplan 
and Grewal 1999: 358). Transnational feminism thus recommends maintain-
ing the cultural specifi city of women’s experience while putting them in con-
versation with each other to create a feminism(s) that is more inclusive and 
representative. This collection provides such a conversation, resonating with 
Anne McClintock’s thesis in Imperial Leather (1995) that ‘race, gender and 
class are not distinct realms of experience, existing in splendid isolation from 
each other; nor can they be simply yoked together retrospectively like arma-
tures of Lego’ (McClintock 1995: 5). McClintock contends that race, gender 
and class are interdependent ‘if in contradictory and confl ictual ways’; in 
other words, these categories of identity are ‘articulated categories’ (5). This 
idea is particularly relevant to rape narratives, since as Horeck suggests, rape 
narratives challenge not only ‘sexual politics,’ but also ‘ethnic and racial 
tensions, and the contested boundary between the real and the imaginary’ 
(Horeck 2004: vi). Horeck argues, like McClintock, that it is not productive 
to detach gender from class, ethnicity, sexuality, diasporic identity or alter-
native types of otherness. This point is also elucidated in Joanna Bourke’s 
study, Rape: A History from 1860 to the Present, in which she notes that traits of 
otherness combine in rape myths to further condemn victims of rape such as 
working class women or African-American women.

Indeed, the concept of otherness in relation to rape and sexual violence 
has been discussed by many postcolonial critics, including Frantz Fanon 
(1967), Edward Said (1978), Gayatri Spivak (1988), Irene Gedalof (1999), 
Ann Laura Stoler (1991), Laura E. Donaldson (1993), Jenny Sharpe (1991, 
1993) and Nancy L. Paxton (1999).2 The force of global imperialism has left 
in its wake a hierarchical social order that is heavily encrypted with a binary 
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model of male/female, superior/inferior, dominant/subordinate, for as Said 
incisively argues, ‘[i]mperialism after all is an act of geographical violence 
through which virtually every space in the world is explored, charted, and 
fi nally brought under control’ (Said 1993: 271). Imperial ideology hinges on 
the concept that those that are considered to be inferior need to be ruled. 
This notion has created a complex relationship between the colonized 
and the colonizer, as the colonized is stripped of agency and subjectivity 
under imperial rule. Therefore, the process of decolonization involves the 
colonized (who are categorized as weak, inferior and effeminate) redefi n-
ing themselves and the social order in an attempt to gain subjectivity. What 
Said does not explicitly take into account in this particular instance is the 
role of the female body in both imperial and anti-imperial ideology (cf. Ken-
nedy 2000: 37–44). The female body is a site over which imperial power is 
exacted and therefore is crucial to both imperial and nationalist ideologies. 
As Anne McClintock notes:

Controlling women’s sexuality, exalting maternity and breeding a virile 
race of empire-builders were widely perceived as the paramount means 
for controlling the health and wealth of the male imperial body politic, 
so that . . . sexual purity emerged as the controlling metaphor for racial, 
economic and political power. (1995: 47)

As evidenced by Heaney’s poetry, particularly ‘Act of Union’, woman tends 
to become a metaphor for the nation, and as such often functions as a sym-
bolic indicator of nationality within discourses of nationalism. This equiva-
lence of woman and the land is often thought of as an inevitable stage in the 
process of decolonization, a view which is supported by Said: ‘Because of the 
presence of the colonizing outsider, the land is fi rst only recoverable through 
the imagination’ (1993: 271). Nevertheless, the imaginative construction of 
the nation is often constituted entirely through the image of woman and 
therefore rape becomes an ideological weapon for both the colonizing and 
colonized male.

Issues surrounding the use of rape as an ideological weapon are discussed 
in Writing Under the Raj, in which Paxton identifi es the two dominant per-
spectives of colonizer and colonized when discussing rape. The fi rst per-
spective relates to Bourke’s notion of the raped woman as the racial, ethnic 
or class other. As Paxton contends, ‘[C]ritics who follow Said usually read 
Orientalist texts as organized by a rape scenario involving white colonizing 
males who rape Indian women in order to reduce them and Indian men as 
well, to a state of enforced submission’ (1999: 3). Conversely, there are those 
‘[c]olonial critics from earlier generations, including Fanon and Mannoni, 
[who] argue instead, that the rape of a colonizing woman by a native man is 
the master trope of colonial discourse, and they generally exclude the indig-
enous woman from their analysis’ (1999: 3). These theories of rape, however, 
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perpetuate the conventional victim/perpetrator binary and reinforce impe-
rial power dynamics that privilege the position of the white colonizing male. 
In addition, as Paxton notes, ‘[w]hat all these commentators on colonial 
discourse have in common with Said is that they erase at least one of the 
four possible participants in the colonial rape script that they analyze’ (1999: 
4). The chapters in this volume, however, do not adhere to either of these 
two dominant formulations of how rape is theorized in colonial discourse. 
Instead this collection looks towards transnational feminist conversations in 
order to interrogate the conventional rape script(s) by transcending the con-
ventional victim/perpetrator binary.

Before outlining the chapters in detail and their challenges to conven-
tional rape scripts, it is worth considering what the women and men writ-
ing and creating rape narratives are up against: the reductive and negative 
myths about sexual violence. In this introduction, we consider the challenges 
to creating a subversive rape narrative: the gauntlet of scepticism that turns 
the focus from the act of violence to the rape victim and the truth or fi ction of 
their story. Most often, truth and fi ction in talking about rape are associated 
with the courtroom. Much of feminist theory (de Lauretis 1987; Ferguson 
1989) has quite rightly focused on the assumptions and prejudices of the 
judicial process and the testimonies of women (and sometimes men) who are 
forced to testify:

I knew it would be like being raped all over again. But there would be 
an audience listening this time. ‘Cause of all the people in the court. The 
jury, and the people that sit there just to listen, all of the clerks, the bar-
risters, the judge, the one—the usher that takes the oath—they’re like the 
audience aren’t they? The fi rst rape was between me and ‘it’. The second 
rape is in front of a lot of people. All listening. And you’re stood there. 
And you’re trying to explain to these people all the pain and suffering 
and degradation and violation and how can they possibly comprehend? 
Because they won’t have experienced it. Could I be convincing enough 
by telling the truth, that they would believe me [ . . . ]? (anonymous rape 
survivor qtd in Kelly, Lovett and Reagan 2005: 73)

This quotation dealing with the nature of truth and fi ction is taken from 
the 2005 British Home Offi ce report on ‘A Gap or a Chasm? Attrition in 
Reported Rape Cases’. As in some feminist theory, the victim sees the act of 
telling her story as a second violation and the members of the court approach 
her with the critical gaze. The rape narrative is not simply a private story, but 
a tale to be consumed and appraised in relation to the assumptions already 
harboured in the watchful audience. This idea has been interrogated by 
Horeck, who describes her notion of ‘public rape’ as ‘more than simply the 
publicized controversies surrounding stories of sexual violence’; rather it is 
‘the idea of rape as an event that relates to the affairs of a community or a 
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nation’ (Horeck 2004: vii). The testimony in the British Home Offi ce report 
supports Horeck’s idea that rape becomes an object of public consumption, 
especially when the witness suggests that it is not enough to tell the truth, but 
that she has the responsibility of convincing the audience/community/nation 
of the truth of her experience.

As Bourke has highlighted, the rape myths that dominate a particular audi-
ence, community or nation dictate the way in which narratives are received. 
Bourke’s research is dedicated to deconstructing Western myths about rape 
victims; she interrogates issues of consent where a refusal of intercourse is 
perceived as acceptance (the ‘no means yes’ debate), and she highlights 
the scripts of power that write specifi c groups of women (working-class or 
African-American women) into the role of whore or sexual temptress or as 
the metaphoric signifi er of a conquered land. These myths refuse the raped 
woman any subjectivity as they position her outside a conversation that, as 
Laura Donaldson argues, takes place between male subjectivities. Donald-
son draws on Jeffner Allen’s arguments in Lesbian Philosophy: Explorations to 
develop the argument that, in Allen’s words, ‘[m]en, as sexual terrorists, uti-
lize rape as a weapon of revenge against [other] men, as an infringement on 
other men’s “property”’ (Allen 1986: 41); rape becomes in effect a conversa-
tion between men that Allen characterizes as ‘a monologue by men about an 
invisible woman’ (41). This, Allen is adamant, ‘enhances the bonds between 
men who rape [and] weakens the possible community between women who 
are the victims and survivors of rape’ (41). Consequently, when the Chicana 
critic and poet, Gloria Anzaldúa, writes about rape on the border between 
Mexico and the US in her poem, ‘We Call Them Greasers’, the rape is fi gured 
as a confrontation between men. As the American vigilante rapes a Mexican 
woman, he watches her distressed husband/lover who the vigilantes have tied 
to a tree. Anzaldúa describes the vigilante listening with satisfaction to the 
man’s sounds of grief which are compared to the whimpers of an animal. The 
vigilante rapist is fascinated by the Mexican man and dehumanizes him, but 
he feels nothing but ‘contempt for [the woman’s] / round face and beady black 
eye like an Indian’s’ (157.39–40). The act of rape is imagined here as revenge 
on the other man and is simultaneously a gesture to Mexico’s colonial history 
and the Spanish conquest, during which colonialists sometimes raped indig-
enous women or took them as their wives as an act of triumph.

In thinking about rape, colonialism and the construction of a community 
or national identity, it is useful to note that in patriarchal society racial purity 
and sexual purity are not mutually exclusive. As the female body is the locus 
for reproduction, it becomes a site of immense concern to the male patriarch. 
This is clearly demonstrated in the work of Irene Gedalof (1999) and Urvashi 
Butalia (1995, 2000, 2004) which deals with the violence involved in the 
1947 partition of India and Pakistan. Butalia draws attention to the dynamics 
of the relationship between national or community identity and the female 
body. For both Gedalof and Butalia this relationship is problematic as the 
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material female body symbolizes the purity of national identity with dire 
consequences for women: ‘Women were killed in order to save them from 
being “polluted” and so save the community’s purity’ (Gedalof 1999: 35).

The texts discussed in this volume work towards unravelling such narra-
tives of purity and pollution, and it is worth mentioning Mahasweta Devi’s 
pioneering short story ‘Draupadi’ (1981, translated into English by Gayatri 
Spivak) as a key example. The narrative resonates with bestiality as the pro-
tagonist Dopdi is stalked and hunted through the woods. After her arrest, 
Dopdi is repeatedly raped by her captors and in a brief pause, she wonders 
if her body will be left ‘For the foxes to devour’ (1998: 35). This animalistic 
savageness underscores the hideous nature of the rape, where Dopdi’s body 
is treated like a carcass, like raw meat. Devi refuses to eroticize the rape or 
to grant narrative power to the rapists. By speaking from Dopdi’s narrative 
point of view, her brutalized body is invested with agency even while the 
violence of the attack is foregrounded:

She senses that her vagina is bleeding. How many came to make her?
Shaming her, a tear trickles out of the corner of her eye. In the muddy 

moonlight she lowers her lightless eyes, sees her breasts, and under-
stands that, indeed, she’s made up alright. Her breasts are bitten raw, the 
nipples torn. How many? Four-fi ve-six-seven—then Draupadi had passed 
out. (34–35)

Shame infi ltrates this narrative only insofar as Dopdi is ashamed to cry. Devi 
denies the rapists the power to shame their victim and at the end of story, 
Dopdi refuses to clothe herself standing naked in front of the men who raped 
her and stripping her attackers of any power over her. This is evidenced by 
the confused guards trailing in her wake as she confronts Senanayak, the 
army offi cer who has masterminded the authorities’ capture of the militants: 
‘Draupadi, naked, walking toward him in the bright sunlight with her head 
high. The nervous guards trail behind’ (36). Dopdi explicitly articulates her 
counter-intuitive mode of defi ance, stating, ‘What’s the use of clothes? You 
can strip me, but how can you clothe me again?’ (36). Indeed, Devi takes 
this resistance a stage further empowering Dopdi not only with the last word, 
but also with the power to reappropriate her raped body. As ‘she pushes 
Senanayak with her two mangled breasts’ Dopdi turns her brutalized body 
into a weapon to de deployed against her rapist, inspiring fear in him and 
thus precluding him from accessing the power associated with raping (37). 
By emphasizing Dopdi’s status as a ‘target’ (37, italics in original), Devi rein-
forces the reappropriation of power that Dopdi comes to embody. Signifi -
cantly, Devi intertwines the discourses of race and gender as Senanayak is 
terrifi ed of Dopdi’s specifi cally black, racialized body.

In Devi’s story the female body is used to subvert rape scripts and the 
tendency for the pureness of community identity to not only be represented, 
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but also embodied, by the female body. The tension produced for the male 
subject by the female body is also highlighted in Butalia’s study by the fact 
that ‘the rape and mutilation of women marked them as “taken” by the other 
side and made them indelibly impure’ (Gedalof 1999: 35). The act of rape 
transgressed the boundaries of the female body, polluting it to such a degree 
that it rendered them vessels of cultural impurity and thus no longer capable 
of representing or propagating a clearly constructed, fl awless national iden-
tity; by virtue of their rape they were contaminated by ‘the Other’ and so 
ceased to be of use in the construction of an ‘us’.3 This phenomenon has been 
ingrained in the psyche of patriarchal culture and is manifest in the fact that 
for women suicide was preferable to a contamination that was both mate-
rial and symbolic. As Gedalof notes, according to Butalia ‘mass suicides of 
women to protect their own status as pure were valorised as the acceptable 
face of women’s agency’ (qtd in Gedalof 1999: 35). In this case and in many 
others, as Zoya Hasan points out, when ‘gender interests are set up as opposed 
to community interests . . . women are asked to choose between their gender 
rights and . . . [cultural] identity’ (qtd in Gedalof 1999: 33). The privileging 
of cultural identity over gender rights implicates the privileging of the male 
point of view in sexual violence whereby the female body becomes both a 
material and symbolic site of conquest. This occlusion of woman’s subjectivity 
in rape narratives must be interrogated in order not only to restore woman’s 
voice, but to rebuke a social order that perpetuates this occlusion.

These biased narratives are what women (and sometimes men) must face 
in trying to create a convincing story as the problem of truth-telling in rape 
narratives spills over into literary texts. To be in a position to ‘tell the truth’ is 
to occupy a position of agency and subjectivity often denied to women, partic-
ularly in court cases dealing with rape (cf. Higgins and Silver 1991: 2; Bourke 
2007). The conundrum of truth in the courtroom and literature is dealt with 
in Frances Ferguson’s ‘Rape and the Rise of the Novel’. Ferguson is adamant 
that the conventional audience steeped in rape myths will always be sceptical 
if a woman tries to subvert rape scripts that cast the woman as victim:

Even as the political and fi ctional logic establishes the woman’s truth-
fulness, the link between her truthfulness and her powerlessness itself 
comes to function as an inevitably self contradictory formula. It thus 
imposes a limiting term on the very capacity for subversion or compen-
sation that political reform and visionary fi ction might hope to provide. 
Were a woman to become powerful, she would lose the weakness that is 
the very condition of the strength of her testimony. That is, her very lack 
of power guarantees her truthfulness; her not counting makes her words 
count. The question of authentic testimony about rape thus approaches 
something of a paradox of statutory rape in which the possibility of radi-
cal self-contradiction is defi ned as the easiest case, the most determinate 
and determinable reality. (Ferguson 1989: 97)
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Ferguson emphasizes that on departing from the rape script of master and 
victim, the witness can no longer present a ‘convincing’ truth because it is 
only her powerlessness and lack of autonomy that can make her story believ-
able. Ferguson suggests though that the rise of modern literature in the shape 
of the novel has allowed for more subversive possibilities for rape narratives. 
Comparing Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa with Ovid’s story of Philomela in 
Metamorphoses, she suggests that the psychological novel might be subversive 
‘because it insists upon the importance of psychology as the ongoing possibil-
ity of the contradiction between what one must mean and what one wants to 
mean’ (109). This ambiguity works in Clarissa by ‘adapting the spirit of Love-
lacean stipulation that nonconsent can be consent’ so that Clarissa not only 
can ‘refus[e] her retroactive consent to the act of rape’ but also can play on 
‘the stipulated contradiction that his act and his construction of it have made 
it visible’ (109). The rise of modern literature is important then, according 
to Ferguson, because the ambiguity of its psychological complexities means 
that relationships can never be stipulated as in a contract, a bargain or a 
legal document. Rather, as Ferguson puts it, ‘[s]tipulation, trying to put a 
limit to ambiguity by defi ning the understanding of a term or a situation, is 
potentially infi nite’ (109).

In this volume, it is the potentiality of this kind of text which is particu-
larly important: texts that challenge the stipulation of gender roles and myths 
in relation to sexual violence. There have been many retroactive narratives 
about sexual violence, but the rape stories discussed here are subversive 
in terms of rewriting the roles of ‘victims’ and perpetrators, creating new 
metaphors that resist rape scripts, interrogating silence as a way of speak-
ing about sexual violence and challenging visual representations in terms 
of imagery and staging. In this collection, we focus not so much on what 
Horeck describes as ‘public fantasies of rape designed for cultural consump-
tion’, but on the possibility of another kind of subversive narrative (Horeck 
2004: 7). The chapters included all fi t into one of these four parts: ‘Sub-
verting the Story’, ‘Resistance Metaphors’, ‘The Protest of Silence’ and ‘The 
Question of the Visual’.

Subverting the Story

The starting point for this collection is the groundbreaking article by Carine 
Mardorossian, ‘Toward a New Feminist Theory of Rape’. Originally pub-
lished in Signs, Mardorossian’s article advocates turning the focus away from 
conventional rape scripts and their use of binaries between victim and per-
petrator, passivity and agency. The chapters presented here in this fi rst part 
transcend these categories and begin to position the rape ‘victim’ outside 
of a hierarchical structure in which they are inevitably disenfranchised. In 
this part and in the collection as a whole, the aim is to: ‘reconceptualize 
and reappropriate the word victimization and its meaning’; ‘resist the facile 
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opposition between passivity and agency’; and ‘theorize and reconceptualize 
the meanings of categories such as “victim” and “experience” rather than 
merely criticize their use’ (Mardorossian 2002: 771–72). The relationship 
being investigated is the material and the metaphorical use of rape, which is 
interrogated with a mind to transcending the conventional binaries between 
victim and perpetrator, passivity and agency that perpetuate women’s sub-
jugation. Mardorossian’s demands on feminist theorizing of rape are at the 
heart of our editorial vision, and her contribution to this volume, ‘Rape by 
Proxy in Contemporary Caribbean Women’s Fiction’, signals new directions 
in considering how sexual violence has worked to perpetuate hierarchical 
relations of gender and race in the worlds of slavery and the plantation. 
Mardorossian focuses in particular on novels by Edwidge Danticat, Loida 
Maritza Perez and Marie Elena John that present instances of heterosexual 
women raping other women. This disturbing subversion of the typical rape 
script is theorized as an inheritance from the violent legacies of slavery, the 
‘rape by proxy’ of Mardorossian’s title.

Allied with Mardorossian’s investigation of race, gender and violence is 
Tessa Roynon’s chapter ‘Sabotaging the Language of Pride: Toni Morrison’s 
Representations of Rape’. Tracing a lineage through Morrison’s early work to 
the more recent 2008 novel, A Mercy, Roynon explains how for Morrison too, 
race and gender are intimately bound up with the issues surrounding sexual 
violence. Whilst Morrison is interested in creating a language that is not con-
nected to male pride, she also sets up a dialogue about the symbolic use of 
rape, especially in stories about the colonization of the US. Roynon deftly 
demonstrates how Morrison’s politics critique the use of rape and seduction 
as metaphors to shore up Western, imperialist culture, whilst her narratives 
reject and subvert simple binaries of victim and aggressor.

The problem of rape scripts is also an issue in Robin Field’s discussion 
of Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street, a novel about teenage Chi-
cana girls which is sometimes described as a children’s book. Though the 
text has been categorized for a younger audience, it still tackles the issue of 
sexual violence in an unconventional manner, and Field studies a number of 
vignettes in the novel that unravel certain myths about rape that prevail in 
Chicana culture. The sexual violence that occurs is directed not at the mala 
mujer, the whore or independent woman, but at dutiful daughters who must 
fi nd strategies to cope with their experiences and to overcome them in the 
process of growing up. Like the other chapters in this part, Field’s chapter 
is driven by the determination to undermine facile binaries of activity and 
passivity in rape narratives.

Metaphors for Resistance

The representation of rape is obviously a contentious area and in order to 
avoid exploitative portrayals of sexual violence, some writers approach the 
subject of rape obliquely using metaphors to represent their suffering and 
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pain. This technique recalls the discussion of Elaine Scarry in The Body in 
Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, where she describes the use 
of metaphor and metonymy when sufferers fi rst try to put their pain (physi-
cal and/or psychological) into words. According to Scarry, the estrangement 
dictated by pain demands a new lexical set, new metaphors and new com-
parisons to express it:

to be present when the person in pain rediscovers speech and so regains 
his powers of self-objectifi cation is almost to be present at the birth, or re-
birth, of language. That the person in pain very typically moves through 
a handful of descriptive words to [ . . . ] the primacy of the sign in the 
elementary work of projection into metaphor. (1985: 172–73)

Scarry is, of course, describing the aftermath of torture rather than rape, but 
in the case of sexual violence with its physical and psychological trauma, 
her comments seem to apply. The chapters in this part consider how writers 
translate the physical suffering and emotional pain of rape into complex 
symbologies.

This second part begins with Anna Ball’s chapter, ‘Between ‘Awra and 
Arab Feminism: Sexual Violence and Representational Crisis in Nawal El 
Saadawi’s Woman at Point Zero’. Ball investigates a narrative on ideological 
fault-lines in contemporary Arab culture: between communal and individ-
ual concepts of honour and agency; between secular and religious values; 
and between Arab and transnational feminist frameworks of reference. Ball 
argues that what El Saadawi constructs in opposition to the exploitation of 
women is a subversive symbology that highlights and illuminates the use of 
women’s bodies as a kind of currency in cultural and class disputes.

Fiona McCann fi nds a similar kind of symbolism at work in her chapter, 
‘Writing Rape: The Politics of Resistance in Yvonne Vera’s Novels’. Ana-
lyzing a number of Vera’s novels, McCann explores resistance metaphors 
at work in scenes of sexual violence and considers how re-fi guring viola-
tion through particular tropes is enabling for the women who have been 
raped. Similarly, Susan Billingham describes the construction of a subver-
sive symbolic world in the work of Canadian novelists writing about sexual 
violence and mental illness. Titled ‘Il/ legitimacy: Sexual Violence, Mental 
Health and Resisting Abjection in Camilla Gibb’s Mouthing the Words and 
Elizabeth Ruth’s Ten Good Seconds of Silence’, Billingham’s chapter draws on 
queer theory to critique patriarchal psychoanalytic readings of sexual vio-
lence and categorizations of mental illness. The characters who survive rape 
in these novels create a symbology beyond reductive versions of the ‘abject’ 
that re-empowers their identities. As Scarry states, this kind of metaphorical 
currency can be liberating, because

To describe one’s hurt in an image of agency is to project it into an ob-
ject which, though at fi rst conceived of as moving toward the body, by 
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its very separability from the body becomes an image that can be lifted 
away, carrying some of the attributes of pain with it. (1985: 172–73)

The Protest of Silence

In the opening of The Language of Silence, Ernestine Schlant describes the 
Grunewald Monument in Berlin dedicated to those deported from that sta-
tion to die at Auschwitz. Schlant explains that the monument consists of the 
outline of human fi gures cut into the walls and here she makes an important 
point: ‘The fi gures themselves are nonexistent; it is the surrounding cement 
that makes their absence visible’ (1999: 1). Schlant suggests that an absence 
can become a presence, and in spite of some feminist critics (such as Tillie 
Olsen in Silences) who have suggested that silence is restrictive for writers, 
Schlant is adamant that, ‘silence is not a semantic void’ (7). In concordance 
with Schlant, the chapters that follow affi rm that silence is a language like 
any other, and the arguments suggest that silence is a particularly relevant 
topic to rape narratives.

In the light of the connection that Schlant makes between the Holocaust 
and silence, it is fi tting that Zoë Waxman opens this part with a chapter that 
presents testimonies by women who suffered violence during the Holocaust. 
Concentrating in detail on the telling of women’s stories, Waxman argues 
that sexual violence in the Holocaust has been silenced. The exploration of 
these forgotten narratives highlights how silence can be both restrictive and 
liberating for these women, as they fi nd different ways to recount their expe-
rience whether bluntly, euphemistically or obliquely. Belén Martín-Lucas 
fi nds a similar problem in her analysis of the Canadian South-Asian writer, 
Yasmin Ladha, and her portrayal of the refugee camp. In ‘“Mum Is the 
Word”: Gender Violence, Displacement and the Refugee Camp in Yasmin 
Ladha’s Documentary-Fiction’, Martín-Lucas discovers, like Waxman, that 
though sexual violence is an ineradicable danger of the refugee’s peripatetic 
existence, stories about rape have tended to be silenced and sidelined in 
cultural symbolisms of territory and honour.

Like Martín-Lucas, Ananya Jahanara Kabir discusses representations of 
rape in Southeast Asia, but from a different angle. In ‘Double Violation? 
(Not) Talking about Sexual Violence in Contemporary South Asia’, Kabir 
focuses on a different question about silence. Analyzing a variety of texts 
including public speeches, newspaper articles, modern art and Bapsi Sid-
hwa’s 1989 novel Ice Candy Man (published as Cracking India in the US), 
the chapter ponders whether remaining silent is actually more positive for 
women whose testimony is reiterated in what Kabir calls a ‘second violation’. 
This idea also has parallels in Sorcha Gunne’s chapter on South African fi c-
tion, ‘Questioning Truth and Reconciliation: Writing Rape in Achmat Dan-
gor’s Bitter Fruit and Kagiso Lesego Molope’s Dancing in the Dust’. Focusing 
in detail on Dangor’s and Molope’s novels, Gunne considers the alternative 
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meanings of speech and silence that are manifest in post-apartheid narratives 
in the wake of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission.

The chapters in this part foreground the possibilities of speaking, of silence 
and the spaces between, and this is especially pertinent when narrativizing 
sexual violence. Silence can be oppressive and yet as Schlant emphasizes, 
‘like any language, it is infused with narrative strategies that carry ideolo-
gies and reveal unstated assumptions’ (1999: 7). The language of silence is 
considered in a variety of contexts in this part and the possibility emerges of 
it being a subversive choice in re-theorizing rape.

The Question of the Visual

If the representation of rape in literature is controversial, the refi guring of 
sexual violence through the visual or physical is bound up with the scophilic 
gaze and the danger of exploitation. Marina Abramović’s art installation 
Rhythm O (1974) is perhaps a case that proves this tendency; Abramović 
‘invited a randomly chosen audience from the streets of Naples’ and pre-
senting herself as ‘the object’ offered them a choice of objects to use on her 
including ‘fl owers, lipstick, a gun, bullets, knives, a whip, soap and honey’ 
(Green 2001: 159). As Charles Green explains, ‘The result was aggressive 
and violent: Abramović was stripped, cut with a razor blade, punched, a gun 
muzzle was thrust into her mouth’ and the whole installation culminated 
in a ‘near-rape’ (159). What Abramović’s installation reveals is a particular 
danger: the possibility that in fi guring humiliation visually or physically, the 
audience will take vicarious pleasure in the staging and become ‘gleefully 
active’ in the exploitation (159).

Lisa Fitzpatrick is very aware of these issues in her chapter about the stag-
ing of rape in feminist theatre. ‘Signifying Rape: Problems of Representing 
Sexual Violence on Stage’ offers a discussion of instances of more subversive 
staging of rape that avoids the exploitative tendencies outlined. Covering 
playwrights such as Timberlake Wertenbaker, Marina Carr and Sarah Kane, 
Fitzpatrick also evaluates how the scripts and staging of contemporary plays 
subvert rape scripts of power and offer alternative narratives that resist the 
binary of powerful male aggressor and passive female victim.

Zoë Brigley Thompson fi nds similar issues at work in her analysis of 
poetry, ‘The Wound and the Mask: Rape, Recovery and Poetry in Pascale 
Petit’s The Wounded Deer: Fourteen Poems after Frida Kahlo’. Looking in detail 
at Pascale Petit’s poems about the cult Mexican artist Frida Kahlo’s paint-
ings, Brigley Thompson analyses in detail the dialogue between the symbol-
ism of the wound, a metaphor for being opened up to a voyeuristic gaze, and 
the mask which is symbolic of a defensive strategy that defl ects the curiosity 
of the viewer. The mask-like face of Kahlo’s paintings that repels the curious 
gaze of macho culture, works in Petit’s poems to reject readings of the abused 
woman as a victim casting her instead as an epistemological trauma.
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Complementing the chapters on drama and art is a study by Lorna Jowett 
on quality drama TV shows from the US including a comparison of realism 
(The Shield and The Wire) and fantasy (Battlestar Galactica). Like the other 
chapters in this part, ‘Rape, Power, Realism and the Fantastic on Television’ 
explores the possibility of exploitative televisual representations of rape, but 
fi nds a complex relationship in these programmes between the threat of rape 
and anxiety about shoring up a conventional kind of masculinity. What is 
subversive about the representations of rape on TV is the implication that 
sexual violence works as a kind of currency between men, and the conten-
tion is that, as Roynon notes in the earlier part ‘Subverting the Story’, speak-
ing about rape is often connected to male pride.

Towards a New Feminist Theory of Rape

The chapters included in this volume are varied in terms of the genres 
explored, the cultural contexts and the theories used to elucidate the analy-
sis. The chapters are also in conversation with one another and the aim is 
to adopt a ‘borderless’ feminism, in which the point is ‘muddying the pure 
positions of institutional divides rather than in consolidating anything more 
pristine and authentic’ (Kaplan and Grewal 1999: 359). This approach does 
not entail a kind of cultural relativism or rely on the complacent assumption 
that all world cultures are fundamentally the same, nor does it proceed from 
humanist individualism. Instead it begins with ‘a notion of feminist practices 
[ . . . ] as a means to focus on gendered forms of cultural hegemony at diverse 
levels of societies’ (Kaplan and Grewal 1999: 358).

Having made this statement of intention, we also want to emphasize that 
this volume is not defi nitive and that we are aware of its limitations and 
gaps in its coverage of the topic. We have focused in general on the stories 
of women, because space for women to tell narratives of sexual violence 
continues to be narrow and it has been important to create a place for their 
stories in this volume. We are, however, aware that male rape narratives need 
to be foregrounded and theorized too, though Lorna Jowett’s chapter goes 
some way to beginning such an investigation. We are also conscious that all 
of the texts discussed are Anglophone, which is a result of our limitations as 
editors, and more work is needed to foreground the subversive work occur-
ring in languages other than English. What we want to emphasize is that 
this volume is merely a beginning, a glimpse of the work being done on this 
subject by world feminists and a contribution towards a new feminist theoriz-
ing of rape.

The act of writing, speaking or theorizing rape can be a dangerous one, 
but in this introduction, we have tried to outline the pitfalls to be avoided. 
Though such a project can be diffi cult, disturbing, horrifying even, it is worth-
while, because the alternative is for the silenced narratives to go unheard 
and for violations to continue without challenge. Positioning stories about 
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women at the fulcrum of this study, we intend to give space to communities 
of healing and recuperation. The telling of these stories is intricate, slanted, 
oblique and this makes them all the more powerful. In theorizing rape and 
sexual violence we intend to gesture to how narrative can work to subvert 
and transcend dominant hegemonies, refusing the category of victim, as sug-
gested in our analysis of Anzaldúa and Devi.

Writing about her translation of Devi’s story, ‘Draupadi’, Spivak identi-
fi es a key scene that defi nes the protagonist, Dopdi, as subversive: it is the 
moment of Dopdi’s chant which she sings in a local idiom that is unknown to 
the army captain, Senanayak. Though it is ‘trivial’ in subject matter, Dopdi’s 
song in its incomprehensibility threatens the order of patriarchy and makes 
her a marked woman. In spite of rape and violation though, Dopdi’s song 
remains defi ant, marking what Spivak calls ‘the place of that other that can 
neither be excluded nor recuperated’ (Spivak 1981: 383). In fi guring a reck-
oning between the ‘victim’ and aggressor, Devi’s story maintains its impor-
tance ‘as much for the sake of its villain, Senanayak, as for its title character’ 
(1981: 381). What Spivak suggests here is akin to the demand of Joanna 
Bourke in conclusion to Rape that feminism should no longer theorize sexual 
violence ‘through an analysis of rape victims’ and their narratives, but that 
writers and academics must turn the focus to men, the crisis of masculinity 
and the social factors that create rapists in the fi rst place (Bourke 2007: 116). 
A new direction in feminist criticism must incorporate a shift in emphasis 
of blame to the perpetrator and not the survivor of sexual violence. What 
it must not do, however, is to allow a shift in blame to further disempower 
women by imbuing the perpetrators with voice and agency. Their stories 
must not overpower or silence the stories of women, but Senanayak and the 
rest must be held fully accountable.

Notes

1. This argument can be quite persuasive, particularly when reading Heaney’s 
rape narratives (‘Act of Union’, ‘Ocean’s Love to Ireland’) in relation to other 
erotic poems, such as ‘Rite of Spring’ and ‘Bone Dreams’. Coughlan has com-
mented on how the language in ‘Bone Dreams’ chimes with ‘Act of Union’. 
She critiques Heaney for his theorizing of the relationship between sexuality 
and politics, contending that ‘politics is seen in terms of sexuality, but not the 
reverse’ (1992: 107). Brearton (2009) is also critical of this, noting the troubling 
‘female persona in the service of the male fantasy’ (77) in Heaney’s poetry. 
She notes how ‘Heaney seems to come gift-wrapped for critics such as Hélène 
Cixous and Luce Irigaray’ (2009: 78). Importantly, however, she suggests that 
such a critique is not to ‘denigrate’ Heaney’s work, but ‘to recognise that the 
underlying perceptions of gender that contribute towards his aesthetic “system’s 
functioning”, and to recognise that the system poses problems for the feminist 
reader’ (79). She concludes that Heaney’s conceptualization of gender repre-
sents a crisis of the masculine rather than the feminine (86).
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2. Both Fanon and Said neglect to suffi ciently interrogate the gendered implica-
tions of colonization. As Kennedy points out with regards to Said and the Other 
in Orientalism, this blantant neglect is ironic because ‘his demystifi cation of the 
construction of the Oriental as Other in Orientalism parallels feminism’s focus 
on the woman as Other’ (2000: 7). She develops this point later in her study, 
where she contends that

This gender-blindness is, ironically, compounded by the fact that 
Said’s diagnosis of the West’s view of the Orient as something both 
desired and feared, as something relatively unfamiliar and therefore 
both attractive because exotic, and dangerous or repulsive because 
unknown and threatening, parallels the conventionally stereotyped 
view of women. It also parallels the oscillation in the Western view of 
the Orient which divide it into masculine and feminine sides. The male 
Oriental becomes the despotic male, to be both feared and despised, 
while the female becomes the exotic, sensual, penetrable odalisque or 
houri, to be desired and, arguably, also despised. (41)

Said’s omission has not, however, prevented his work being a source of inspira-
tion to feminists. The same can be said for Fanon’s conceptualization of the 
Other, particularly where Fanon spells out the mechanics of domination in The 
Wretched of the Earth, a point also noted by Kennedy (37). Due to their insightful 
and inspirational theories we feel that both Fanon and Said warrant inclusion 
here, albeit somewhat conditionally and controversially.

3. For further discussion on the relationship between gender, sexuality and nation-
alism, see Anne McClintock (1995) Imperial Leather and Andrew Parker (et al.) 
(1992) Nationalisms and Sexualities. This volume includes the essay ‘Nationalism, 
Gender and the Narrative of Identity’ by R. Radhakrishnan.
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Part I

Subverting the Story





2 Rape by Proxy in 
Contemporary Caribbean 
Women’s Fiction

Carine M. Mardorossian

Whether they are grouped under a regional or national rubric, minoritar-
ian literatures tend to circulate tropes and themes that reappear from one 
novel to another and testify to the workings of a culture’s collective memory 
across generations. Through these recurring representations, historical trau-
mas become fodder for imaginative reprocessing in ways that both expose 
and transform past events. For instance, in contemporary Iranian-American 
women’s memoirs (which have experienced a real boom over the last decade), 
the burning of the cinema Rex during the last year of the Shah’s rule and the 
ensuing death of over 400 civilians is an event that surfaces over and over 
again. This image functions as a powerful reminder of the memory of the 
dead, offering a counter narrative to the offi cial chronicle’s violent erasure 
of the event. Similarly, literatures from post-slavery societies often give voice 
to the undocumented subjectivity of the men, women and children who suf-
fered the horrors of the Middle Passage and whose humanity was obfuscated 
by the status they were given as property on ship records and in the planta-
tion world. In particular, contemporary Caribbean fi ction has been invested 
in exposing the hierarchies that have defi ned social relations in the Atlantic 
world since slavery. The recurring themes of displacement, matrilinear social 
arrangements, the destruction/building of homes, as well as the emphasis on 
storytelling, all testify to this commitment.

Considering the role sexual violence has played historically in shaping 
slavery and ex-slavery relations, it is surprising that it has not appeared as a 
more signifi cant or recurring trope in contemporary Caribbean women’s fi c-
tion. Indeed, as critics and historians have shown, the intersection of rape and 
racism has a long and inextricable history and no representation of slavery or 
its legacies would be complete without a consideration of the ways in which 
sexual violence has worked to perpetuate hierarchical relations of gender 
and race in the plantation world. Historically rape has consistently worked as 
an underside of white rule. Yet, while over the last few decades members of 
the new Caribbean Diaspora have rediscovered slavery and begun to tackle 
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it ‘head-on’ in their fi ction (Ledent 1997: 271), their representations seldom 
fi ctionalize rape’s function within the institution. This relative absence of 
representations of sexual violence in recent Caribbean literature is all the 
more striking since, by contrast, a large number of African American fi ction 
has been consistently informed by the presence of rape and its relation to 
racism in black women’s lives (Kubitschek 1988: 45–48; Hesford 2001: 40). 
In light of the long history of sexual ideology and violence that has hijacked 
black female sexuality since slavery, Caribbean diasporic literature’s relative 
silence on the subject is at least worthy of notice if not of the kind of more 
sustained analysis I propose to undertake in this chapter.

I have argued elsewhere that for the last few decades Western cultural 
responses to rape have individualized and decontextualized the issue rather 
than extended the type of politicized analysis offered by transnational femi-
nists or even, albeit within a more limited framework of white middle class 
femininity, by the feminists of the second wave of the women’s movement. 
The West’s inability to think of gendered violence in systemic terms as well 
as its advocacy of individualized deterrence as a prevention model may be 
one of the reasons why the most recent generation of Caribbean women writ-
ers has largely avoided the topic. Indeed, an engagement with history, the 
political and postcoloniality has traditionally always been an integral part of 
Caribbean women writers’ most personalized narratives. In light of the ways 
in which the West has reinterpreted sexual violence as an issue of interiorized 
passivity rather than social inequality, it is not surprising that this decontextu-
alized trope of personal failure does not mobilize the imagination of diasporic 
Caribbean women authors invested in exposing the legacies of slavery’s past. 
The trope of rape in the West no longer undermines the personal/political and 
memory/history binaries these authors seek to expose through their fi ction.

Alternatively, it could be that the representation of rape in Caribbean fi c-
tion today suffers from the kind of unravelling that Vivian Gornick identifi ed 
as the source of the declension of feminist politics after the galvanizing fer-
vor of the 1970s: ‘conversations [began] to bore, ideas to repeat themselves’ 
(66–67). Rape has been such a consistent trope of oppression since the sec-
ond wave, it has so often been used as a metaphor for colonial relations in 
literature that it may be too clichéd a trope for a new generation of migrant 
Caribbean writers who are as invested in commercial as they are in liter-
ary success. Along with their potential lassitude for old confi gurations, their 
straddling if not dismantling of the high/low culture divide through fi ction 
may very well be the reason why the few sustained representations of sexual 
violence in recent novels by a new generation of Caribbean women writers 
have taken the unexpected form of women raping women. It is this ‘sensa-
tionalistic’ turn in recent novels by Edwidge Danticat, Marie Elena John and 
Loida Maritza Perez that I place in context and analyse in this chapter.

In her phenomenal study of the trope of rape in American fi ction, Sabine 
Sielke (2002) elaborates on the ways in which rape and race have been 
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inextricably tied historically. In fact, our understanding of sexual violence 
today derives from the cultural register developed during the interracial con-
fl icts of the nineteenth century, the slavery and post-slavery contexts. These 
societies were defi ned by strict hierarchies of class and race with the whites 
constituting the most powerful segment of the population that ruled over the 
black majority. Black women in slave societies were seen as mere commodi-
ties forced to procreate in order to supply hands for labour. Because these 
women were constructed as sexually voracious, the forcible ways through 
which they were made to bear children or engage in sexual acts were hardly 
ever defi ned as ‘rape’ or even as violence. The image of black women as pro-
miscuous not only defl ected attention from the racialized and sexualized vio-
lence infl icted by white men, but it also made sure that, as Joy James (1996) 
points out, black women’s victimization through sexual violence remained 
utterly invisible. In the Jamaican writer Michelle Cliff’s memorable words, 
‘the past . . . has been bleached from her mind just as the rapes of her grand-
mothers [were] bleached [from] her skin’ (1991: 45).

The historical link between rape and the construction of race did not just 
affect black women. In the post-Civil War era the myth of the oversexed black 
male body would also serve to justify violence against black men and fraudu-
lent rape charges were routinely invoked as grounds for lynching. By the 
1890s, rape was so irremediably confi gured as the violation of white women 
by black masculinity that this dominant narrative of rape soon became a 
metaphor for the ‘Rape of the South’ in the US. What is more, as Maria Bev-
acqua explains in Rape on the Public Agenda (2000), the racism through which 
rape was brought to the public’s attention in the nineteenth century also 
characterized the arrival of rape on the public agenda in the 1970s. Indeed, 
the tough-on-crime rape policies that emerged then were primarily adopted 
to protect the nation’s (white) women against black criminality. This consis-
tent projection of rape into interracial contexts historically is what grounds 
the kind of generalized statement about sexual violence’s defi ning role in 
African diasporic cultures which we may fi nd in African American writings: 
‘we is a nation of raped children . . . the black man in America today is the 
product of rape’ (Sapphire 1997: 70–71).

In light of this historical legacy, it is not surprising that the fi ction of the 
earlier generation of Caribbean writers (who were born in the 1930s and 
1940s and achieved notoriety in the 1970s and 1980s) is strewn with refer-
ences to this sexual history of colonization. Writers such as Elizabeth Nunez, 
Jamaica Kincaid, Austin Clarke and Maryse Condé have exposed the ways 
in which rape has historically been confi gured as sexual aggression between 
classes and races, and victims and perpetrators have consistently been dis-
tinguished from one another on the basis of other categories of identity than 
gender. In other words, as critics such as Sielke and Projansky have pointed 
out, rape is not just a sociological fact but a rhetorical and narrative device 
that continues to regulate our collective thinking about race, nationality, 
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social class and sexuality. This is the kind of displaced rhetoric, for instance, 
that the Canadian-Trinidadian Elizabeth Nunez evokes in her 2006 novel 
Prospero’s Daughter, a retelling of Shakespeare’s The Tempest set in the 1960s. 
The narrative begins with an accusation of rape levelled against a mixed-race 
boy who is involved with the daughter of a white British man, Dr Gardner. 
The latter is enraged by the thought of a sexual union between his daughter 
and the dark-skinned man and, once the case is investigated, Dr Gardner is 
revealed as the real criminal in a story that dramatically exposes the histori-
cal intersection of rape and race. The fi gure of the racialized ‘rapist’ other 
is thus revealed as a trope of power in a post-slavery society that continues 
to distinguish between victim and violator on the basis of race and ethnicity 
and, in so doing, reinscribes threatened social hierarchies.

Another much acclaimed Caribbean-Canadian detective story, the Bar-
badian Austin Clarke’s The Polished Hoe (2003), further illustrates the ways 
in which the still-lingering plantation system in ex-slavery societies ‘natural-
izes’ sexual violence ‘into seemingly consensual views on gender, sexuality, 
and the world at large’ (Sielke 2002: 6). The narrative takes place on a sugar 
plantation in colonial Barbados (Bimshire) right after World War II, and 
showcases the tripartite social system through which the mulatta heroine 
paradoxically experiences both material privilege and personal degradation, 
both social elevation and sexual subordination. Mary Gertrude Mathilda 
was a 13-year-old fi eld worker when she caught the eyes of the white planta-
tion manager Mr Bellfeels and was in essence bartered to him by her mother 
who was his previous mistress. Mary becomes one of the most respected 
women on the island and gives the plantation manager his only son Wilber-
force (now the town’s most respected doctor). After 38 years of a life of love-
less ‘fooping’ in what has become her ‘home-prison’, Mary Mathilda uses the 
hoe referenced in the title to take a gruesome revenge on her ‘master’ and on 
the ritualized life that has kept her isolated from both poles of the social spec-
trum, namely her own people as well as the white elite. The novel takes the 
shape of her 24-hour confession to Sergeant Percy Stuart, a black member 
of the police force, about her childhood, her relationship with Bellfeels, but 
also about the island’s colonial history, music, American politics, etc. To a 
readership accustomed to equating material success with personal and moral 
satisfaction, such a tale of murder and delayed retaliation requires—to say the 
least—a readjustment if not complete overhaul of conventional social values 
and expectations. We are asked to understand how the seemingly incompat-
ible experiences of violation and social elevation, despair and material com-
fort, victimization and agency can co-exist and defi ne one another.

Last but not least, in The Autobiography of My Mother (1997), the Antiguan 
American author Jamaica Kincaid further registers the complexities atten-
dant on representing rape in a post-slavery context. As with The Polished Hoe, 
in accounting for black women’s invisible because ‘naturalized’ victimiza-
tion, the novel explodes the boundary between consent and passivity, choice 
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and oppression. The Western reader trained to conceptualize agency as an 
embodied form of subjectivity that precludes victimization is at a loss when it 
comes to making sense of Xuela’s fi rst sexual experience in The Autobiography 
of My Mother. Indeed, the scene is described as a site of both excruciating suf-
fering and active participation on the heroine’s part. The 13-year-old Xuela, 
who was sent to live as a servant and companion to her father’s brown middle 
class associates, soon realizes that Madame La Batte is preparing to deliver 
her sexually to her husband so that Xuela can bear him a child. As Rhonda 
Cobham (2002) explains in her insightful essay on the novel’s sexual politics, 
the ensuing seduction scene dismantles our assumptions about both rape 
and sex as it turns the young girl into both victim and instrument of sexual 
subordination. The description of the sexual encounter in the novel creates 
the illusion of her sexual agency even as it stages a classic case of sexual 
trauma and abuse:

The inevitable is no less a shock just because it is inevitable. I was sit-
ting, late one day, in a small shaded area behind the house, where some 
fl owers were planted, though this place could not be called a garden, for 
not much care was applied to it. The sun had not yet set completely it 
was just at that moment when the creatures of the day are quiet but the 
creatures of the night have not quite found their voice. It was that time 
of day when all you have lost is heaviest in your mind: your mother, if 
you have lost her; your home, if you have lost it. . . . Such feelings of 
longing and loss are heaviest just in that light. Day is almost over, night 
has almost begun, I did not wear undergarments any more, I found them 
uncomfortable, and as I sat there I touched various parts of my body, 
sometimes absentmindedly, sometimes with a purpose in mind. I was 
running the fi ngers of my left hand through the small thick patch of hair 
between my legs and thinking of my life as I had lived it so far, fi fteen 
years of it now, and I saw that Monsieur La Batte was standing not far off 
from me, looking at me. He did not move away in embarrassment and I, 
too, did not run away in embarrassment. We held each other’s gaze. . . . 
I made a cry that was the same cry, a cry of sadness, for without making 
of it something it really was not I was not the same person I had been 
before. He was not a man of love, I did not need him to be. When he was 
through with me and I with him, he lay on top of me, breathing indiffer-
ently; his mind was on other things. On a small shelf at his back, I could 
see he had lined up many coins, their sides turned heads up; they bore 
the face of a king. (Kincaid 1996: 69–71)

Cobham points to the diffi culty of making sense of the series of negations 
through which Xuela describes her experience so much so that ‘by the end 
of the encounter, it is not longer clear who has seduced whom’ (Cobham 
2002: 878). At the same time, the passage evokes the psychic process of 
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doubling, i.e. with ‘the body split in two—part fl esh and part shadow’ (Dan-
ticat 1994: 156) through which Xuela emotionally dissociates herself from 
the pain she has to endure. This psychological coping mechanism appears 
in a number of Caribbean novels dealing with sexual trauma, and its roots 
can be traced back to the vaudou notion of doubling. It establishes a sense 
of agency out of oppression by having the narrator describe her body as 
if it were someone else’s and by anticipating Mr La Batte’s every move. 
Trauma is thus both highlighted and repressed in the passage, while Xuela 
‘refuses to naturalize her oppression by acquiescing in the role of object’ 
(Cobham 2002: 878). Yet the sense of loss, trauma and ‘inevitable’ viola-
tion is no less intense and palpable for being mediated both descriptively 
and stylistically.

In thus complicating the ways in which the legacies of colonial domina-
tion operate at the level of gender and class relations in her novel, Kincaid 
anticipates the unorthodox representation of sexual violence in the younger 
generation of Caribbean American women’s fi ction. Indeed, the representa-
tion of rape in recent novels by the third wave of Caribbean women writers 
takes the blurring of the victim/perpetrator boundary to its extreme by turn-
ing rape’s most likely victims–women—into its most sadistic perpetrators. In 
Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994), Perez’s Geographies of Home (2000) and 
John’s Unburnable: A Novel (2006), it is heterosexual women who literally and 
violently penetrate the bodies of their vulnerable daughters and ‘sisters’ with 
fi ngers, fi sts and broken glass bottles. Instead of a dominating masculinity 
subduing and violating a ‘black(ened)’ womanhood, it is paradoxically the 
representation of women raping women that works to make readers take 
stock of the violent legacies of slavery.

The reader’s expectations about sexual violence and gender are dramati-
cally put to the test, for instance, in Loida Maritza Perez’s Geographies of 
Home, a novel that explores the realities of emotional and physical suffering 
in an immigrant Dominican American family. The novel’s protagonist Iliana 
is a young student returning home from college to help her struggling and 
dysfunctional family. Most notable is the deterioration of her sister Marina, 
a schizophrenic whose mental breakdown was brought about by the violent 
rape she had experienced in the Dominican Republic and which ironically 
turns her into a sexual predator herself. In one horrifying scene at night, 
Marina attacks Iliana sexually not once but twice,

with her hand curled into a fi st crash[ing] against [Iliana’s] womb. . . . 
Iliana freed her hands to claw at her sister, but her nails were short and 
Marina’s skin rubbery and thick. She clenched her fi ngers into fi sts and 
aimed, but it was as if Marina had merged with darkness and could 
see clearly enough to avoid the blows. . . . Her sister’s hand tore into 
her. The pain, when it shot through her, was incisive as a blade. (Perez 
2000: 284)
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In ‘her determination to defy fear’ (Perez 2000: 285), Iliana sends her brother 
away by claiming that ‘[n]othing happened. . . . I’m fi ne’ (Perez 2000: 286) 
but is subjected to another attack when ‘her sister leap[s] from behind the 
closet door to knock her back onto her bed’ (Perez 2000: 289). Signifi cantly, 
the description of the re-enacted rape undermines the reader’s inclination 
to read Marina’s attack as a sign of ‘temporary insanity’ on the part of a 
mentally ill character. Instead, the narrator repeatedly draws attention to the 
hatred and awareness that characterizes Marina’s actions:

Hatred was visible in Marina’s eyes: raw, unadulterated hatred that 
confi rmed those times Iliana had detected glimmers of it but had dis-
missed it. . . . Hatred that now conveyed: You think you’re so special, 
so goddamn smart and cute! Let’s see what you think of yourself after 
I’m through! This hatred paralyzed Iliana as the blankets were again 
stripped from her body, her legs violently pried apart. This hatred 
pierced her infi nitely deeper than the hand thrust between her thighs. 
(Perez 2000: 289)

After her parents emerge on the scene, Iliana again points out that ‘[h]er sis-
ter knew. Her sister knew precisely what it was she’d done. She knew and was 
pleased that no one else would ever detect what it was she had destroyed. She 
knew and depended on shame to silence Iliana and to efface whatever self 
she’d been’ (Perez 2000: 290). The victim turned perpetrator in the novel is 
neither sympathetic nor exonerated. Her knowledge of the effects of the pain 
she is infl icting is highlighted so the reader does not absolve her of responsi-
bility on account of her mental illness.

In the Haitian American Edwidge Danticat’s fi rst novel Breath, Eyes, Mem-
ory, the violation perpetrated against the protagonist Sophie’s body by her 
own mother consists of ‘testing,’ a cultural practice that consists of probing 
the vagina to check that the hymen is still intact. It is traditionally performed 
by mothers who want to insure that their daughters’ chastity is preserved 
before marriage. Not surprisingly, by blurring the distinction between mater-
nal nurture and torture, it also leaves Sophie with indelible emotional and 
psychological scars. This aspect of the ‘virginity cult’ is passed on ‘like heir-
looms’ (Danticat 1994: 233) through the generations of women, who hav-
ing intensely suffered from it themselves, go on nonetheless performing it 
on their own daughters. Martine, for instance, does it to her daughter even 
though testing was such a source of self-loathing and shame to her that she 
could not help but see her traumatic rape experience by a Tonton Macoute as 
a nightmare that freed her from it. Testing is so deeply damaging to Sophie 
that she fi nds herself unable to have a healthy sexual relationship with her 
husband. When years later, she confronts her mother about the practice, 
Martine simply retorts ‘because my mother had done it to me. I have no 
other excuse’ (Danticat 1994: 170). As in Perez’s narrative, it is not lack of 
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awareness that motivates the character. Grandma’s response is no less frus-
trating: ‘You must know that everything a mother does, she does for her 
child’s own good. . . .  My heart, it weeps like a river . . . for the pain we 
have caused you’ (Danticat 1994: 157). The boundaries between pain and 
compassion, love and torture, violation and convention dissolve and render 
the protagonist’s journey toward self-individuation all the more complex for 
lacking the usual benchmarks on which characters rely to make sense of 
their self-development.

By contrast, in the Antiguan American Marie Elena John’s Unburnable: A 
Novel, it is anxiety surrounding threatened class rather than gender hierar-
chies that naturalizes and legitimizes sexual violence against women, includ-
ing a rape perpetrated by women themselves. The novel recounts the story 
and genealogy of Lillian Baptiste, a Dominican woman who left her island 
of origin at 14 after discovering that she is the daughter of the half-crazy and 
infamous prostitute Iris and the granddaughter of the convicted murderer 
and obeah priestess Matilda, both of whom have become the legendary sub-
jects of chanté mas songs (‘Bottle of Coke’ and ‘Matilda Swinging’) sung dur-
ing Carnival and on school grounds. After 20 years away, Lillian returns to 
Dominica to face the demons of her past, and the novel interweaves the three 
women’s stories in a way that powerfully illustrates the trans-generational 
workings of trauma. The sadistic rape in the novel is carried out by an out-
raged white upper class creole mother turned avenger after her daughter 
Cecile was confronted by Iris in broad daylight and publicly humiliated. 
Mrs Richard enlists the help of two black washerwomen on the plantation to 
‘placate the gods of social order’ and help restrain Iris: ‘There would need to 
be a bloodletting, a sacrifi ce. Mrs Richard had chosen blood, and it was her 
prerogative’ ( John 2006: 117). In a brutal act that everyone involved (includ-
ing Iris) interprets and accepts as an inevitable and necessary reinstatement 
of threatened class and race boundaries, the older woman repeatedly rapes 
Iris with a broken Coca-Cola bottle that she leaves lodged far inside the 
victim’s vagina. Signifi cantly, while the black washerwomen’s interests and 
experiences link them to Iris, the interconnectedness of oppression with the 
very woman to which their racial and social identity points does not prevent 
them from holding her down during the gruesome rape. Instead, they ally 
themselves with the upper class woman with whom they ‘shared the same 
great grandfather—which [both] advertised widely’ following her without a 
word ‘to save her the indignity of having to seek them out, of appearing to 
need them’ ( John 2006: 118).

In other words, although the novel brings to light the differential struc-
tures of power that are inscribed on the population, it also challenges a poli-
tics that anchors political opposition and alliance in racial or class difference 
and assumes that one’s identity and social position will determine how one 
acts. Categories of race and gender are scrutinized but not fetishized, and 
instead of a politics of solidarity based on essential identities, we are shown 
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a world where personal and political affi nities constantly violate and expose 
the ideological boundaries set between races, gender and classes. Here, the 
transgression of class is rectifi ed through a form of sexualized violence that 
puts Iris back in her place, while the inextricable imbrication of class, race 
and gender is dramatized through the containment of one form of transgres-
sion (class) through another (gender).

These instances of violent rape are bound to function as exceptions to 
the statistical gender imbalance that has traditionally defi ned the narrative 
of rape. They constitute ‘extraordinary’ instances that may be and are often 
perceived as challenges to the ‘ordinary’ story of men raping women in dis-
proportionate numbers. Yet, what may appear as an exception to the rule in 
fi ction by the younger generation of Caribbean women writers is instead rep-
resented, I argue, as the exception that confi rms the rule. This representation 
reinforces rather than challenges the role sexual violence plays in generating 
an ideal but unattainable masculinity as the normative form of selfhood. The 
‘extraordinary’, in other words, functions as an extension of the ordinary 
rather than as its opposite, and recasts gender as a contingent identity that is 
anchored in constructed rather than biological difference. That women’s sub-
ordination is legitimated by a female character reveals the extent to which it 
is through their relation to one another rather than to a pre-given biological 
identity that masculinity and femininity work to reinstate the dominant form 
of selfhood as normative. What we have, then, is a representation of ‘rape 
by proxy’ that consolidates rather than weakens the thesis of a gendered 
and racialized ‘rape culture’. The sensational/predictable and extraordinary/
ordinary oppositions that unorthodox instances of women raping women 
initially evoke are exploded in favor of a model that places them on a con-
tinuum with traditional representations of rape.

In After the Lovedeath: Sexual Violence and the Making of Culture (1997), 
Lawrence Kramer argues that rape is not an unfortunate by-product of West-
ern culture but a practice that is fundamental to it: ‘The tendency to sexual 
violence seems lodged in the very core of ordinary subjectivity like a bone in 
the throat’ (Kramer 1997: 2). The way in which we make sense of ourselves 
as gendered beings through a system of gender polarities ultimately depends 
on the threat of sexual violence to maintain its rigid mandate. Indeed, as 
Kramer further explains, normative forms of heterosexual subjectivity pro-
mote a form of unambivalent masculinity to which alternative subject posi-
tions are subordinated, and which legitimizes violence and more specifi cally 
violence against women and trans/intersex subjects as the basis of its cul-
tural authority. The threat of violence is thus built into the ‘very structure 
of identity’ (Kramer 1997: 8), all the more so since the subject-position of 
absolute masculinity is a fi ctitious notion of unambivalent self-possession and 
embodied autonomy that no one—not even men—can hold but which the 
norm nonetheless promotes and performs endlessly. Women too can sup-
port and promote the unambivalent subject-position of masculinity whether 
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it is, like Mrs Richard in Unburnable, by punishing the transgressor of social 
norms or, as in Breath, Eyes, Memory, by ‘protecting’ their offspring’s chastity. 
The system thus extends its workings to encompass both male and female 
agents, as well as male and female victims, although women disproportion-
ately bear the burden of maintaining the fi ction of gender polarity. The forms 
of selfhood promoted as normal in Western culture rationalize violence 
against women or rather against the structurally feminine because they are 
grounded in a heterosexual gender identity that is constructed in opposition 
to certain forms of femininity and racial identity.

In the recent fi ction by the Caribbean women writers I examine here, the 
representation of female rapists may look like mere sensationalist polemic 
at fi rst but female perpetrators are actually represented as extending the 
more predictable forms of violence perpetrated by men against women. That 
female rapists are manifestations of the same economy of class, race and 
gender domination as male rapists becomes evident when the female on 
female rapes in the novels are examined in relation to male-infl icted forms 
of violence that frame them. Indeed, forms of sexual violence perpetrated by 
women are consistently juxtaposed with instances of male violence without 
being either contrasted or opposed to them.

It is no coincidence, for instance, that the female perpetrators in Danticat’s 
Breath, Eyes, Memory and Perez’s Geographies of Home are both prototypical 
rape victims who are haunted by the memory of their own violation. Both 
Martine, the mother in Danticat’s novel, and Marina, Iliana’s sister in Perez’s 
tale, were victims of brutal rapes by unknown men in their native islands and 
continue to suffer from the debilitating effects of these attacks in the States. 
Traumatized by an event they could not prevent, they go on displacing their 
own vulnerability on others (in this case, their next of kin) in a way that 
resonates with one of Heathcliff’s most provocative statements in Wuthering 
Heights: ‘The tyrant grinds down his slaves and they don’t turn against him, 
they crush those beneath them’ (Brontë 1848: 111). The traumatized women 
ironically both go on to assume the role of monitors of the very gendered 
conventions that ground their own violation, seeking to regain the control 
they lost by re-establishing the parameters of patriarchal authority. Sensing 
that their own violation stemmed from the need to contain their own trans-
gression of gender norms, they seek either to prevent this from happening to 
their loved one (as in Martine’s insistence on keeping her daughter ‘chaste’ 
and ‘pure’) or to punish a similar transgression in others as Marina does with 
her sister Iliana.

Whereas Martine’s anxiety in Breath, Eyes, Memory that Sophie remain a 
virgin until marriage is an extension of her desire to protect her daughter by 
acting as a guardian of norms, Marina takes on a punitive role in Geographies of 
Home in relation to her sister’s crossing of gender boundaries. On the one hand, 
we are constantly reminded of the intense emotional damage she still suffers as 
a result of the gruesome rape she experienced in the Dominican Republic:
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Her instinct was to run. Yet she could barely breathe, much less move. 
And she knew that if she screamed, her parents would claim that she was 
crazy, that no one else was there . . . Now there it stood: the embodiment 
of her worst fears. She had known it would arrive. But not so soon, not 
for her, not as the man who’d raped her. She recognized the shape of his 
body and its stench—an odor of rotting greens she had been incapable of 
forgetting. (Perez 2000: 16)

She constantly burns imagined spiders off the walls and replays the rape in 
her mind ‘remembering the teeth marks that had lingered on her breasts 
after she was raped’ (Perez 2000: 119), even as she can make sense of the 
experience only by reproducing the dominant racist cultural register that has 
defi ned our understanding of sexual violence since the nineteenth century: 
‘No fl at-nosed, wide-lipped nigger would claim her soul. No savage with 
beads dangling from his neck’ (Perez 2000: 17). On the other hand, she 
attacks her sister sexually to expose and stomp out the latter’s transgressive 
gender behavior. ‘The width of her sister’s shoulders, the prominence of her 
forehead, the impudent curve of her full lips . . . the hair pulled austerely 
into a ponytail like Ed’s and the baggy sweater more appropriate for a man 
. . . her hips narrow as a boy’s . . . the exaggerated walk of a man imitating a 
woman’ (Perez 2000: 276) are all traits that confi rm Marina’s conviction that 
Iliana is actually transgendered. The ensuing rape is explicitly framed as an 
attempt to reify the incontrovertible ‘truth’ of the gender binary: ‘“I almost 
had it!” Marina shrieked, yanking her hand out from between her sister’s 
thighs. “I almost had it in my hand!”’ (Perez 2000: 284).

Furthermore, the experience of rape in the novel is structurally followed 
not by Iliana’s confrontation of the sister ‘who knew precisely what it was 
she’d done’ (Perez 2000: 290) but by a scene of sexist catcalling on the 
street. After a violated Iliana leaves the house to ‘walk aimlessly in the 
park . . . to reconcile her to all that had occurred’ (Perez 2000: 306), three 
men—‘solicited by the provocative movement of her hips’ and by her lack 
of response—cry out: ‘That’s why bitches like you get raped!’ (Perez 2000: 
308). That these men’s verbal and stereotypical abuse would echo Marina’s 
reaction to her sister’s ‘exaggerated walk’ underlines the convergence of 
forms of sexual violence perpetrated by men or women in the service of a 
masculinist racist domination. Being a woman or a victim does not absolve 
Marina of thinking along the same lines as hegemonic discourse when it 
comes to race and gender. Her ‘extraordinary’ act (‘her sister? Sister’ [Perez 
2000: 311]) is contextualized both by the ‘ordinary’ form of sexist name 
calling to which Iliana is subjected on the street and by the domestic vio-
lence that greets Iliana upon her return home that night. Unaware of what 
had transpired between the two sisters, her father Papito hits her for stay-
ing out unescorted after dark, calling her ‘hussy’ and ‘whore’ (Perez 2000: 
312). Later, his apology consists of recalling and legitimating past instances 
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of physical violence when he would beat a young Iliana because ‘it was my 
responsibility to teach you about danger and keep you safe’ (Perez 2000: 
318). His self-justifi catory stance, however, soon narratologically turns into 
fragments of sentences that Iliana, the narrator of the last chapter, hardly 
heeds and that expose the limitations of the father she had once thought of 
as ‘the paradigm of perfection’ (Perez 2000; 320) or, as Kramer would put 
it, of ‘stigma-free masculinity’ (1997: 2). What is more, Papito’s inability to 
question the legitimacy of his own violence also exposes the irony of his 
outraged response to the domestic violence his other daughter Rebecca suf-
fers at the hands of Pasión. What the novel thus reveals through the juxta-
position of sites of gendered violence that seamlessly fl ow into one another 
is how violating out of protectiveness (as Martine and Papito do, albeit on 
a different scale) or out of indignant anger (as Marina or her rapist do) are 
two sides of the same coin irrespective of the gender of the agent behind 
the deed. Both instances ideologically serve the interests of an impossible 
unambivalent masculine subject-position (or, to use a Lacanian concept, of 
the phallus) whose illusion they preserve by occupying or generating the 
visible feminine position against which masculinity defi nes itself. In other 
words, whether it is men or women who perpetuate sexual violence, as 
protectors of women or as guardians of the normative, such representations 
work equally to expose the extent to which ‘the basis of the cultural author-
ity associated with the impossible position of the absolute masculinity is 
precisely the threat of violence’ (Kramer 1997: 7).

While biological women are empirically usually the ones to occupy the 
structurally feminine position in relation to unambivalent (impossible) mas-
culinity, other members of the social body may come to bear that burden 
as well. Indeed, ‘manly’ women (Iliana in Geographies of Home) or ‘unmanly’ 
men (Harry/Harriet, the non-operative transgendered transvestite, in 
Michelle Cliff’s No Telephone to Heaven), blacks and gays similarly threaten to 
expose the polarized distinction between the sexes that defi nes our notion 
of humanity and that obscures the fi ctitiousness of the ideal masculine posi-
tion. As Kramer puts it, “[R]acial, sexual and social polarities cut across 
gender polarity in complex ways and further deplete the position of entitle-
ment. Black men, for example, still do not have the unquestioned right to 
claim masculine privilege in relation to white women, and they may fi nd 
that this racial limitation undercuts their ability to claim the socially inferior 
version of that privilege available through black women’ (Kramer 1997: 6). 
‘The other against whom (or against which) the human is made’ (Butler 
2004: 30) is thus both sexualized and racialized, so that the reproduction of 
the human species is viewed as the reproduction of racially ‘white’ human 
bodies through a process that affi rms and articulates a normative heterosex-
uality as it operates. In this process, both men and women may be brought 
to legitimate the subordination of this structurally feminine ‘other’.
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In cultural criticism today, the awareness that rape is a trope that mobilizes 
other dimensions of identity than just gender is often taken to mean, however, 
that an emphasis on the gendered dimensions of the crime obscures and is 
necessarily complicit with the ways in which the discourse of rape regulates 
our ideas about race, class, or nationality. By contrast, in ‘(Extra)ordinary 
Violence: National Literatures, Diasporic Aesthetics, and the Politics of Gen-
der in South Asian Partition Fiction’ (2007), Rosemary Maranguly George 
reveals how a focus on rape as a trope for the cultural construction of other 
concerns such as national identity may also work to obscure the gendered 
dimensions of the problem. Specifi cally, George examines the increased 
instances of violence against women that occurred during Partition months 
in India. Indeed, rape and other forms of violence (abduction, mutilation, 
murder) rose to unprecedented levels at the time and ‘have mostly been read 
as metonymic of the violation of the land’ (George 2007: 136). As such, Parti-
tion violence against women has been interpreted ‘as part of an exceptional 
moment of insanity in which men went mad’ (George 2007: 136). Against 
this general consensus, George argues that the fi ction written in Urdu and 
Hindi about Partition provides an alternative to the usual nationalist narra-
tive that subsumes rape under a nationalist rhetoric of undivided India. She 
shows how these stories emphasize instead that the increased violence that 
Partition brought to women is similar to—albeit on a different scale than—the 
usual fare women are doled out in a patriarchal society. The extraordinary 
is exposed as ultimately very ordinary indeed.

Similarly, representations of rape in recent Caribbean fi ction by women 
may at fi rst appear as sensationalistic interventions that challenge the statisti-
cally prevalent forms of sexual violence perpetrated by men against women, 
but are actually revealed as extensions of a model of dominant racialized 
masculinity and femininity. This binary model of thinking is exposed as the 
means through which social domination reasserts itself in the face of threat-
ened social and racial boundaries and identities. In so doing, these narratives 
offer a powerful challenge to the way the West traditionally conceptualizes 
rape through facile oppositions such as male agency and female victimiza-
tion, power and passivity, resistance and complicity, yet they also expose the 
cultural weight a binary conception of gender continues to have in Ameri-
can society. Most importantly, they reveal the interplay between sexual vio-
lence and the complex ways in which we continue to defi ne ourselves as 
gendered and social beings in the twenty-fi rst century. By thus reframing our 
expectations about rape and gender, they force us to readjust our readings 
of Caribbean social and racial relations and rather than challenge a politi-
cized understanding of sexual violence, the representation of women rap-
ing women in Caribbean fi ction functions as a form of ‘rape by proxy’ that 
reinforces hegemonic power relations and the means through which Western 
norms of selfhood reproduce themselves.
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3 Sabotaging the 
Language of Pride
Toni Morrison’s Representations of Rape

Tessa Roynon

Sexual violence—threatened and actual—is almost ubiquitous in the worlds 
that Toni Morrison’s novels depict. Her fi rst novel, The Bluest Eye (1970), 
centres on an 11-year-old girl, Pecola, who is raped by her father, Cholly. Tar 
Baby (1983), set on a Caribbean island and in New York City, manipulates 
readers’ prejudiced preconceptions about race and rape to the extent that 
when the protagonist, Son, forces his girlfriend to have sex, the moment (as 
John Duvall has observed) often goes unnoticed. Her most celebrated novel, 
Beloved (1987), explores the now famous infanticidal behaviour of the for-
merly enslaved woman, Sethe, but at the same time charts the abuse to which 
nineteenth-century black women were routinely subjected at the hands of 
white men. A concern with women’s vulnerability to—and survival of—sexual 
assault, continues to be paramount in Jazz (1992) and Paradise (1997), while 
the plot of Morrison’s eighth publication, Love (2003), turns on a gang rape 
and several acts of paedophilia. Finally, in the novel published in 2008 and 
set in the seventeenth century, A Mercy, it is rape and the fear of rape that to 
a large extent defi nes the female characters’ lives. Hence, the prevalence of 
male sexual domination is one of the oeuvre’s unifying preoccupations.

Morrison’s concern with rape encompasses more than the important but 
somewhat obvious point that it is widespread, outrageous, traumatic and of 
life-changing consequence. As a novelist who has repeatedly described her 
‘sensibility’ as ‘highly political and passionately aesthetic’ (2005b: xi), her 
numerous refl ections on her own work over the decades reveal a consistent 
commitment to forging new and emancipatory ways of representing sexual 
violence. My aim in this chapter is to highlight how her fi ction exemplifi es 
that commitment, to demonstrate that its revisionary depictions of acts of 
rape achieve what the historian Joanna Bourke has called the ‘demystify-
ing’ of the ‘category of the rapist’ (2007: 439). While my argument applies 
to Morrison’s entire fi ctional project, for the purposes of this chapter I have 
chosen to focus on close readings of her fi rst novel, The Bluest Eye, and on 
her two most recent works, Love and A Mercy. In these late novels, the author 



Sabotaging the Language of Pride 39

returns to and re-envisions the concerns of the fi rst; she once again explores 
the vulnerability of young girls and how specifi c cultural and economic cir-
cumstances shape both that vulnerability and those who exploit it.

To demonstrate Morrison’s central contribution to current feminist re-
theorizing of rape, throughout this chapter I combine discussion of her 
key non-fi ctional articulations about sexual violence—in interviews, in her 
1993 afterword to The Bluest Eye and in her 2005 foreword to Love, for 
example—with my analysis of the fi ctional treatments of the subject. In 
their introduction to this volume, Brigley Thompson and Gunne express 
the ‘dilemma’ feminism confronts in representing rape. They quote Jyotika 
Virdi’s observation, made in 2006, that ‘the erasure of rape from the narra-
tive bears the marks of a patriarchal discourse of honour and chastity; yet 
showing rape, some argue, eroticizes it for the male gaze and purveys the 
victim myth’ (this volume, 3). Speaking on BBC Radio 4’s Start the Week in 
December 2003, a month after the publication of Love, Morrison expresses 
her own dissatisfaction with the literary representations of rape that she 
habitually encounters:

I’ve read rape scenes all my life—but they always seemed to have no 
shame. [ . . . ] There was this male pride attached to it, in the language. 
[My writing] took it out of the realm of the fake, sensational romanticism 
in which rape is always played. We all say, ‘Oh my God, rape!’, but when 
you look at the language, it’s the language of pride. There is something 
about it, from the rape of Lucretia all the way on—so I just wanted to 
sabotage all of that. (BBC Radio 4, 2003)

This imperative to subvert or defl ate narratives of perpetrators’ pride echoes 
and extends her description, in 1993, of her aims and methods in The Bluest 
Eye. She writes of the rape scene in that novel that ‘the most masculine act of 
aggression becomes feminized in my language, [ .] more accurately repellent 
when deprived of the male “glamor of shame” rape is (or once was) routinely 
given’ (Morrison 1993: 209). Though the ‘glamor of shame’ and ‘male pride’ 
initially sound conceptually opposite they are in fact one and the same, indic-
ative of Morrison’s sense that prior literary treatments of sexual violence, in 
the very way that their language is put together, have tended to reinscribe, 
celebrate and (Virdi might argue) extend the opportunity for male domina-
tion and female subjugation/erasure.

In the opening pages of her History of Rape, Joanna Bourke makes the point 
that ‘through recitation, act of sexual violation is given meaning, including 
pleasure and pain, guilt and shame’ (2007: 14). As the following readings of 
The Bluest Eye, Love and A Mercy demonstrate, Morrison avoids the pitfalls to 
which articulations of the experience of rape are often prone through various 
and changing strategies, and she enables that experience to involve new or 
previously suppressed meanings. The author’s subversive techniques include 
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the deferring and/or displacement of a central action; the manipulation of 
narrative voice and point of view; the use of silence and euphemism as well 
as graphic detail; implicit and explicit allusion to canonical writing about 
rape (particularly in Love); and the juxtaposition, in A Mercy, of women’s 
widespread experience and fear of rape with Florens’s passionate sexual 
desire for, and pleasurable intercourse with, the blacksmith. These are just 
some of the means by which Morrison articulates female suffering, protests 
against male domination, both sexual and textual, and asserts female resil-
ience. While not always unproblematic, her attempts to ‘deprive’ language of 
the ‘glamor of shame’ and to ‘sabotage’ the ‘language of pride’ are such that 
it is often in the very act of writing—and of reading—that the redressing of the 
balance of power begins.

The Bluest EyeThe Bluest Eye

Morrison has described her fi rst novel as a self-conscious attempt to write ‘a 
story of violation revealed from the vantage point of the victims or could-be 
victims of rape—the persons no one inquired of (certainly not in 1965)—the 
girls themselves’ (1993: 214). This short but devastating book is not just about 
rape, however. Set in Lorain, Ohio, in the 1930s—the author’s birthplace, 
and the decade of her early childhood—it explores a sequence of abuses to 
which the poor and apparently ugly schoolgirl, Pecola Breedlove, is sub-
jected. Pecola is bullied by her schoolmates, despised by the local shop-
keeper, turned out of the house of a lighter-skinned and aspirant neighbour 
and alternately ignored and chastised by her mother, who lavishes affection 
on the blonde daughter of the woman whose house she keeps. Morrison 
presents her central character as the inevitable target or scapegoat of a small 
town’s deeply-ingrained and multilayered racism, of a community that has 
absorbed and now replicates destructive dominant cultural myths about 
human beauty and value. But it is Pecola’s being raped by her father, Cholly, 
(the fi rst time while she is in the kitchen doing the washing up and on sub-
sequent occasions about which we learn little), that precipitates her deluded 
quest for blue eyes and the state of alienated psychosis in which she exists at 
the novel’s end.

‘Since why is diffi cult to handle, one must take refuge in how’, says the nar-
rator, Claudia MacTeer, as she begins to relate the events that comprise the 
novel (Morrison 1970: 3, original italics). How this novel is written, the way 
the ‘total’ destruction of Pecola is told, is key to the book’s devastating impact 
and is an issue that has preoccupied Morrison throughout her writing career. 
In the 1993 afterword she devotes two whole pages to the discussion of one 
sentence, Claudia’s second observation: ‘We thought [ . . . ] it was because Pecola 
was having her father’s baby that the marigolds did not grow’ (Morrison 1970: 
3, original italics). As the author says, in the way that this statement ‘fore-
grounds the fl owers’ and ‘backgrounds illicit, traumatic, incomprehensible 
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sex coming to its dreaded fruition’, it reveals that the narrator is a child 
(1993: 213). But the sentence does much more than this. By the third page 
of the book Morrison has almost nonchalantly disclosed an event—Cholly’s 
rape of his daughter—that would in a more conventional novel be produced 
with a fl ourish for its climactic effect. Claudia goes on to observe, with grim 
irony, that she and her sister ‘had dropped our seeds in our own little plot of black 
dirt just as Pecola’s father had dropped his seed in his own plot of black dirt’ (Mor-
rison 1970: 3). Morrison’s carefully-crafted but apparently-casual early dis-
closure of the pivotal event enables her to focus, when she describes the rape 
in detail towards the novel’s end, on ‘how’ it came about, both physically and 
emotionally, rather than on the fact that it happened.

A conventional critical approach to The Bluest Eye (exemplifi ed by Madonne 
Miner’s very useful essay subtitled ‘Rape, Madness, and Silence’) is to empha-
size Pecola’s impotent silence following her traumatic experiences. Of course, 
it is in the deranged girl’s evasive conversation with herself, just before the 
novel’s conclusion, that the enduring pathos of the novel lies. In this section 
she refers to the rape as ‘it’; she denies that ‘it’ has occurred and then suggests 
that ‘it’ happened more than once; she both volunteers that the experiences 
were ‘horrible’ and protests that she doesn’t like ‘to talk about dirty things’ 
(1970: 157–62). These pages brilliantly exemplify what Morrison has called 
her ‘attempts to shape a silence while breaking it’ (1993: 216). While Pecola is 
unable to communicate what she has undergone, it is important not to over-
look the explicit articulation, in the two-page third person account of the rape, 
of the pain and terror to which she is subjected. While apparently privileging 
Cholly’s actions and physical sensations, this account surreptitiously describes 
Pecola’s physical ordeal in disturbing detail. Morrison writes: ‘The tightness 
of her vagina was more than he could bear’; ‘the gigantic thrust he made into 
her [ . . . ] provoked the only sound she made—a hollow suck of air’; ‘he was 
conscious of her wet, soapy hands on his wrists, the fi ngers clenching’; ‘he 
[ . . . ] snatched his genitals out of the dry harbor of her vagina’ (1970: 128). 
In each of these clauses, Cholly is (in grammatical terms) the ‘subject’, but we 
learn just as much, if not more, about the experiences of his ‘object’. Pecola’s 
‘hollow suck of air’ is compared to the ‘rapid loss of air from a circus balloon’ 
(Morrison 1970: 128): her ‘only sound’ is made deafening by the deliberate 
inappropriateness of a simile taken from a discourse of childhood entertain-
ment, and by the half-rhyme between ‘suck of’ and ‘circus’. The words ‘suck 
of’, furthermore, disturbingly hint at the phrase ‘suck off’, while together with 
‘circus’ they re-emphasize through a second rhyme the paradoxical brutality 
of Cholly’s intention fi ve sentences earlier: ‘He wanted to fuck her—tenderly’ 
(Morrison 1970: 128). Throughout these paragraphs, adjectives describing 
the girl’s emotions, as opposed to her bodily sensations, are conspicuously 
absent, and are of course conspicuously unnecessary.

There is no ‘fake, sensational romanticism’ here, and there is nothing 
glamorous or heroic about Cholly, no authorial ‘pride’ in the description of 
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this man who at the rape’s end ‘stood up’ and ‘could see only [Pecola’s] gray-
ish panties, so sad and limp around her ankles’ (1970: 129). At the same time, 
however, Morrison is at pains not to demonize Cholly; this in turn denies 
him the glory in which the conventional ‘villain’ is cloaked. The novelist 
avoids a stereotypical representation of rape by complicating the morality of 
the situation. While both Pecola’s innocence and her suffering are absolute 
and unequivocal, Morrison does explain the reasons behind Cholly’s actions 
without condoning them. By describing his changing, contradictory emo-
tions at the sight of his helpless and unhappy daughter, ‘revulsion, guilt, pity, 
then love’, and by including the detail that Pecola’s scratching of one foot 
with the other reminded him of the fi rst time that he saw Pauline (Morrison 
1970: 127–28), the writer puts readers in the unsettling position of sympa-
thizing with, or at least understanding the point of view of, a character in 
the act of raping his own daughter. As Kathryn Earle has observed in her 
essay on the challenges of teaching this scene and this novel, ‘[T]he actual 
rape reads more like a love scene’ (1997: 31). Someone reading the opening 
sentences of the passage—‘The tenderness welled up in him [ . . . ]. He put 
his head down and nibbled at the back of her leg. His mouth trembled at the 
fi rm sweetness of the fl esh’ and so on (Morrison 1970: 128)—‘would interpret 
[them] completely erroneously’ (Earle 1997: 31). Claudia wants the reader to 
admire Cholly for being ‘the one who loved her enough to touch her, envelop 
her, give something of himself to her’ (Morrison 1970: 163). While the child 
narrator’s attempt is perhaps rather overambitious, Morrison is undoubtedly 
successful in convincing us that the character destroys his daughter at least 
in part out of his love for her.

The other emotion engulfi ng Cholly in the seconds preceding the rape is 
self-hatred, a profound conviction of his own uselessness. ‘The clear state-
ment of her misery was an accusation’, Morrison writes. ‘What could he do 
for her—ever? [ . . . ] What could his heavy arms and befuddled brain accom-
plish that would earn him his own respect, that would in turn allow him to 
accept her love?’ (Morrison 1970: 127). The pages leading up to this moment 
have told the story of Cholly’s miserable life: that he was ‘abandoned on a 
junk heap by his mother, rejected for a crap game by his father’ (1970: 126). 
It is arguable that some readers might fi nd Morrison’s strategy here prob-
lematic, amounting almost to a defence of the indefensible. Joanna Bourke 
has noted that second-wave feminists urged women ‘to repudiate notions of 
“correct” female behaviour, such as the emphasis on female empathy which 
encouraged women to see their attackers as possessing low self-esteem and 
needing love’ (2007: 434). In encouraging our empathy here, is Morrison sug-
gesting that Cholly’s need for love diminishes the magnitude of his crime?

Given the novelist’s heart-rending depiction of Pecola’s ensuing collapse, 
her aim in explaining the perpetrator’s behaviour is surely not to mitigate it 
but rather to make a political point that actually anticipates Bourke’s theory. 
The historian argues that ‘sexual abuse is not innate to masculine identity’; 
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instead, ‘environmental pressures and ideological structures create men who 
sexually abuse others’ (2007: 436). Morrison’s exploration of Cholly’s past 
experiences earlier in the chapter suggests that there was nothing ‘innately’ 
rapacious about him. In his youth, however, he was subjected to a grotesque 
ordeal by a group of white men, who, stumbling on him in the midst of his 
fi rst sexual encounter with Darlene, forced him to continue it under their 
gaze. The moment anticipates Cholly’s later rape of Pecola in that the men’s 
voyeurism is itself a kind of violation—‘the fl ashlight wormed its way into 
his guts’—and the effect of its humiliation is to make him want to rape Dar-
lene, ‘hard, long, painfully’, because he ‘hated her so much’ (116). Morrison 
thereby sets Cholly’s assault on his own daughter in a wider political context, 
insisting on the inevitable relatedness of racially- and sexually-motivated 
abuses of power. She reinforces this point through her account of Soaphead 
Church, whose inherited horror of ‘all that suggested Africa’ translates into 
‘a patronage of little girls’ because, paradoxically enough, such a predilec-
tion ‘smacked of innocence’ and ‘was associated in his own mind with clean-
liness’ (Morrison 1970: 132). By charting these men’s passage through the 
corrupt and destructive culture into which they are born, The Bluest Eye 
forces us to recognize that the ethics of sexual violence are at once starkly 
simple and discomfortingly complex.

LoveLove

In this book, which is set for the most part in a decaying holiday resort on 
the Florida coast and in the second half of the twentieth century, Morrison 
returns to the themes of rape and intra-familial abuse that she fi rst began 
to fi ctionalize some 40 years before in the drafts of her debut work. It is 
in the 2005 foreword to the later novel, to this story of the wrecked child-
hood friendship between Christine and Heed, and of Romen’s transition into 
adulthood, that the author articulates for the fi rst time her memories of a 
particular childhood classmate. She recalls:

When we were all twelve or less, it seemed as though she fl oated behind 
a scrim.[ . . . ] Trying to picture the acts foisted on her by her father was 
impossible—out of range. Nothing came clearly into view. They were lit-
erally unimaginable. [ . . . ] Before we even knew who we were, someone 
we trusted our lives to could, might, would make use of our littleness, 
our ignorance, our need, and sully us to the bone, disturbing the bal-
ance of our lives as theirs had clearly been disturbed. (2005a: ix)

Morrison’s perception here of the vulnerability of young girls (of what she 
calls, in the case of Pecola, her ‘woundability’ [1993: 168]), and of the life-
shattering betrayal that is paedophilia, clearly fi nd expression in Cosey’s 
molestation of the swimsuit-clad Heed (and his subsequent marriage to her), 
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in his masturbating in the bedroom of his granddaughter, Christine, in the 
fact that the administrator of June’s ‘correctional’ attempts to rape her and in 
the gang rape of Pretty Fay. As it was in The Bluest Eye, for Morrison the strug-
gle to ‘picture’ or articulate such ‘unimaginable’ events without reinscribing 
male dominance is the raison d’être of the novel. For the purposes of this chap-
ter, my analysis will focus fi rst on the strategies by which she reveals Heed 
and Christine’s experience, and second on the many techniques, including 
a parodic intertextuality, with which she subverts masculine power in the 
representation of Romen and his peers at the party.

The way the author tells the story of Heed and Christine’s ‘twin shame’ 
while at the same time expressing the impossibility of telling it is masterful. If 
in The Bluest Eye she ‘shape[s] a silence while breaking it’, in her deliberately 
circuitous narration of the molestation/masturbation episode in Love, she 
breaks a silence while shaping it. Just as the two former friends never discuss 
what happened until their last moments together, as old, injured women who 
have fallen through the fl oor of the abandoned hotel, the reader never real-
izes that the pair have undergone this life-defi ning experience until 10 pages 
before the novel’s end. There is an easily-missed clue earlier on, when we 
learn that Christine refused to attend her grandfather’s funeral that because 
he was ‘the dirty one who introduced her to nasty and blamed it on her’ 
(Morrison 2003: 165), but these euphemisms from the lexicon of 1950s child 
rearing—‘dirty’ and ‘nasty’—obfuscate rather than reveal the facts.

‘Even in idagay’—the girlfriends’ secret language—they had been unable 
to ‘share’ what had taken place (Morrison 2003: 190). Although the women 
are fi nally talking about the ordeal, Morrison conveys their conversation not 
through direct speech but through a third person account in the present tense: 
‘He touches her chin, and then—casually, still smiling—her nipple’ (2003: 192); 
‘her grandfather is standing there [ . . . ], his trousers open, his wrist moving 
with the same speed L used to beat egg whites into unbelievable creaminess’ 
(2003: 193). The comparison between Cosey’s masturbation and the cook 
whipping egg whites simultaneously conveys a child’s struggle to make sense 
of what she is seeing with an image that connotes ejaculated sperm. The long 
vowel sounds in ‘unbelievable creaminess’ slow down the narrative and force 
the reader to dwell on the counterpoint between this simile taken from the 
domestic, nurturing realm of the kitchen and the gross violation of familial 
relations that it describes, a violation itself both ‘unbelievable’ and true. The 
girls are convinced that ‘this particular shame is different and could not tol-
erate speech’ (Morrison 2003: 192). Morrison imagines the ‘unimaginable’ 
while still maintaining a sense of its ‘intolerance’, of the inevitable failure, 
and even the undesirability, of expressing the inexpressible.

In her description of the gang rape of Pretty Fay, the author makes the 
reader work hard to piece together what is going on. She introduces the 
scene, and Romen’s part in it, by focusing not on the event but on her pro-
tagonist’s misguided views of himself. ‘Maybe his girlish tears were worse 
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than the reason he shed them’, she writes of this character who hesitates 
in following his friends’ brutal assault of their tied-down classmate (2003: 
46). One strategy for depriving the rapists’ violence of the ‘male “glamor of 
shame”’ is to exploit dramatic irony, that is to narrate it from the perspective 
of a character who feels shame not because he participates in the assault but 
because he fails to do so and instead rescues its victim. The novelist and the 
readers know the shame lies with the rapists and the virtue with Romen, but 
he himself does not. Moreover, this complex framing device—the apparent 
focus on Romen’s dismay at his lack of machismo—acts as an interpolation 
that enables the novelist to convey the horror of the rape indirectly. Romen 
worries that his friends see a ‘weakness’ in him ‘even before the melt had 
fl ooded his chest when he saw her hands, curving down from the snow white 
shoelaces that bound them’ (Morrison 2003: 47). This is our fi rst inkling 
that this is to be a scene of sexual violence. While we are concentrating on 
Romen’s anxiety about his standing among his peers, the fact that a female’s 
hands are bound with shoelaces creeps up on us. And two sentences later, 
we learn that these are ‘mitten-tiny hands’, ‘little hands’–in other words that 
the bound female is young—while we are being told that Romen thinks that 
she must be a ‘slut’ (Morrison 2003: 47).

In one paragraph only, a short one at that, Morrison describes exactly 
what is going on without ever saying so:

He was next in line. [ . . . ] He stood near the headboard charged by 
Theo’s brays and his head bobbing above the girl’s face, which was 
turned to the wall and hidden beneath hair undone by writhing. [ . . . ] 
Last of a group of seven. Three had left as soon as they were fi nished—
slapping fi ves on their way out of the bedroom back to where the party 
raged. Freddie and Jamal sat on the fl oor, spent, but watching as Theo, 
who had been fi rst, took seconds. Slower this time, his whinny the only 
sound because the girl wasn’t mewing any more. By the time he with-
drew, the room smelled of vegetables and rotten grapes and wet clay. 
Only the silence was fresh. (Morrison: 2003: 47)

Morrison fulfi ls her wish to ‘sabotage’ the ‘male pride’ of a conventional 
rape scene by surreptitiously presenting the female vantage point in and 
amongst the male one. At the end of this description of Romen’s action, or 
inaction, we can picture the writhing girl with her face turned to the wall, 
we can hear her ‘mewing’ and we can smell the smell. Morrison focuses on 
the sensory elements of the episode rather than the emotional ones, in order 
to make the emotional impact all the greater. As do Pecola’s ‘grayish pant-
ies’ in The Bluest Eye, Pretty-Fay’s ‘little mitten hands’ bound with ‘Pro Ked 
laces’ function as a synecdoche (Morrison 2003: 47, 49). They resonate in 
Romen’s memory and the novel’s narrative as a physical object standing in 
for explicit articulation of the girl’s suffering. The description we do have of 
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the rapists, furthermore, exemplifi es Bourke’s demand that the ‘cultural type’ 
be ‘undercut’ and ‘[held] up to ridicule’ (2007: 18). Morrison shows us not 
powerful male subjects but a grotesque and debased sight: a bobbing head, 
a ‘whinnying’ instigator who ‘took seconds’, nameless slappers of ‘high fi ves’, 
the ‘naked male behinds convulsing one after another after another after 
another’ (2003: 47, 49). The portrayal is absolute in its anti-heroism.

‘Sabotage’ of masculine power also occurs through Love’s intertextual 
relationship with prior narratives of sexual violence. Both through Romen’s 
name, ‘Romen’, and through certain descriptions of this protagonist, Mor-
rison clearly engages the Roman legend of the rape of Lucretia which she 
invokes in her Start the Week interview (cf. Roynon 2007). ‘His belt unbuckled, 
anticipation ripe, he was about to become the Romen he’d always known he 
was: chiseled, dangerous, loose’ (Morrison 2003: 46); here Morrison engages 
parodically what Bourke calls the ‘heroic tradition of rape’ (2007: 416). The 
character is on the verge of becoming the legendary rapist, Tarquin, whose 
exploits are famously recounted in the writings of Livy, Ovid, Chaucer and 
Shakespeare. Versions of the Tarquin/Lucretia story appear in Livy’s Ab urbe 
condita libri (published between 27 and 25 BCE); in Ovid’s Fasti (written 
between 1 and 17 CE.); in Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women (written between 
1372 and 1386); and in Shakespeare’s 1594 poem, The Rape of Lucrece. These 
versions of the story all differ hugely from each other: Shakespeare devotes 
verse after verse to Lucrece’s expression of her post-violation sorrow, for 
example, whereas Chaucer gives the woman a more poignant two lines of 
direct speech only. The deed itself is entirely absent from Chaucer’s account, 
while Shakespeare takes refuge in a conventional metaphor: ‘The wolf hath 
seiz’d his prey, the poor lamb cries’ (1292, l. 677). The later poet’s highly 
rhetorical and extended ‘gorged hawk’ simile describing the post-violation 
Tarquin, furthermore, gives him heroic status (739, ll. 694–98). Morrison 
diverges from both Chaucer’s and Shakespeare’s accounts in her unfl inching 
focus on the physical details of the assault, and in denying her perpetrators 
any dignity that individualized attention might afford.

The African American writer’s most signifi cant revision is in her reap-
portioning of the feeling of shame. In the Roman legend and in the English 
poets’ accounts, Lucretia commits suicide because she cannot bear to live 
now that her virtue has been compromised. Chaucer does criticize Roman 
culture’s preoccupation with reputation, lamenting the fact that Lucretia’s 
sense of shame drives her to suicide (619, ll. 1815–18), but Shakespeare 
uncritically presents the woman’s anguish over her sullied virtue. In The 
Rape of Lucrece, Lucretia repeatedly laments her ‘helpless shame’, her 
‘defame’ and the fact that she is an ‘unworthy wife’ (1293, l. 756; 1296, l. 
1033; 1300, l. 1304), and Shakespeare writes unironically of ‘her disgrace’ 
(1300, l. 1320). Moreover, the sixteenth-century narrative draws to a close 
with Lucretia’s father and husband virtually competing as to whose loss was 
the greater on the basis of whose claim to ‘own’ her was the stronger (1306, 
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ll. 1800–6). While in Love Romen feels unwarranted shame for his perceived 
cowardice in not participating in the rape, it is Theo, the instigator of the 
gang assault, who is thoroughly and rightfully humiliated. Morrison does 
not allow Theo the elevated status that an exploration of his feelings or per-
spective would confer; instead, she has Junior say to him all that needs to be 
said: ‘‘I see why you need a posse. Your dick don’t work one on one? ’’ (Morrison 
2003: 67; original italics).

In The Rapes of Lucretia: A Myth and Its Transformations (1982), Ian Don-
aldson elucidates the various associations between the Lucretia story and 
Roman politics. In Livy’s account, he observes, the assaulted noblewoman 
functions on one level as a symbol of an annexed territory; she is ‘the fi g-
ure of violated Rome’ (Donaldson 1982: 9, 17). Livy’s interest in rape for 
its usefulness as a symbolic trope or political allegory, and the absence of 
his concern for the real implications for the victims of actual rape, are con-
tinued by Ovid in his Fasti as well as by Shakespeare. The rape-strewn 
Fasti works brilliantly as a satire on the political abuses of the Emperor 
Augustus (cf. Boyle and Woodard 2004), and in the critical affi nity that Love 
constructs between Roman and American imperialism Morrison is clearly 
indebted to the Latin poem. There is something disturbingly detached, glib 
or even playful about Ovid’s use of sexual violence as a thematically unify-
ing device, however, which Morrison’s focus on authentic suffering works 
to dispel. The political appropriation of Lucretia’s body in Shakespeare’s 
version, moreover, in which the woman’s breasts are implicitly compared 
to the New World which was in the process of being conquered as the poet 
wrote (ll. 407–8), has the hint of a celebratory tone with which Morrison 
most defi nitely takes issue.

As I argue in my essay ‘A New “Romen” Empire’ (2007), in its allusive-
ness both to Graeco-Roman narratives of rape and to American literature 
in which these narratives reappear, Love protests dominant American cul-
ture’s strategic depictions of American colonization as a kind of glorious 
sexual conquest. The empire-building Cosey is an obvious allegory of Amer-
ica itself, and the construction of his resort on the very coast explored by 
Ponce de León and De Soto together with his marriage his child-bride Heed 
invokes the European conquest of that region. Morrison’s depiction of this 
protagonist parodies the confi guration of America as ‘virgin land’ despoiled 
by a series of sexual/political conquistadors. Annette Kolodny (1975), Louise 
Westling (1996) and Nina Baym (1981) have all separately drawn attention 
to what Baym calls the ‘sexual defi nition of American experience’ that char-
acterizes writing from the earliest discovery narratives through to Modern-
ist works such as William Carlos Williams’s Kora in Hell (1920) and In the 
American Grain (1925; Baym 1981: 225). In Love, one effect of Morrison’s 
pun on CORE (the Congress of Racial Equality) and Kore, the daughter of 
Demeter raped by Hades (Morrison 2003: 96), is to critique the pragmatic lit-
erary deployments of heroic rape that works such as Williams’s epitomize. As 
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they do in The Bluest Eye, the resonances of the Kore/Demeter myth in Love 
work to dignify and add pathos to the concrete, personal suffering of specifi c 
female characters rather than to embellish abstract notions of ‘American-
ness’, of male literary prowess or of national hegemony (cf. Demetrakapoulos 
1987; Miner 1990; Roynon 2007). The novel thus rewrites rape by presenting 
the actual act in new and unsettling forms while at the same time undermin-
ing the appropriation of sexual domination as politically-expedient allegory 
that is so problematic in prior American texts.

A MercyA Mercy

The plot of this novel, set primarily in New England in the 1690s, is driven 
equally by women’s vulnerability to rape and by one woman’s intense sex-
ual desire. The slave mother on the Maryland plantation persuades the 
Northern homesteader, Vaark, to take away her daughter, Florens, because 
(the mother believes) ‘to be female in this place is to be an open wound 
that cannot heal’, and ‘there is no protection’ (Morrison 2008a: 163). As a 
16-year-old in her new place of work, however, Florens falls passionately in 
love with a blacksmith who comes to work on Vaark’s house. She embarks 
on a highly pleasurable sexual relationship with him, and when she is sent 
unaccompanied through unknown territory in order to fetch him (and 
his healing powers) for the dying Mistress Rebekka, her longing for him 
appears to ensure her survival. By portraying a world in which sexual vio-
lence is rife but in which consensual, mutually fulfi lling sex is also possible, 
Morrison both protests the routine abuse of women and suggests that viable 
alternatives exist.

At the heart of Bourke’s History of Rape is her contention that ‘rape and 
sexual violence are deeply rooted in specifi c political, economic and cultural 
environments’ (2007: 7). Morrison demonstrates in A Mercy that what she 
has called ‘America before it was America’ was a virtually lawless environ-
ment in which men could and did rape women with disturbing frequency 
and lack of consequence (Morrison 2008b). No female character except 
Florens has escaped either attempted or actual coercive sex: her mother was 
subjected to ‘the mating’ in ‘the curing shed’ as well as Senhor’s assaults, 
and Vaark notices that the plantation women’s eyes ‘looked shockproof’ 
(Morrison 2008a: 165–66, 22). Among the women on his own homestead, 
Sorrow has been subjected to ‘slow goings behind a pile of wood’ and ‘a 
hurried one in a church pew’, while Lina has endured alcohol-fuelled abuse 
at the hands of ‘a Europe’ (sic, Morrison 2008a: 128, 105). Vaark is reluctant 
to leave his male labourers unattended and thereby free ‘to escape, rape or 
rob’, while his wife, Rebekka, had to hide as a young girl in England from 
the ‘master’ at her church school (Morrison 2008a: 35, 77). The section 
articulating Rebekka’s perspective begins and ends with her fear that the 
journeying Florens will be raped (Morrison 2008a: 72, 100); the serpents 
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which the blacksmith has wrought in the gates to Vaark’s new mansion 
appear to symbolize the unchecked male sexual domination which is the 
norm (Morrison 2008a: 67).

In depicting this violent world, however, Morrison eschews the ‘glamor of 
shame’ that she identifi es in prior writing about rape by eschewing writing a 
rape scene altogether. The euphemisms with which women characters refer 
to their being violated—‘the mating’ or ‘the goings’—foreclose the possibility 
of male heroism by devoting little or no attention to the perpetrators and to 
the act itself. At the same time, except for in the words of Florens’s mother, 
women’s articulation of their suffering is understated, implicit rather than 
explicit. The mother’s lament with which the novel ends, by contrast, is at 
once powerful and problematic. Her memory of ‘shadows of men’ who ‘sat 
on barrels, then stood’, is chilling, but her feeling of ‘shame’, her repeated 
insistence that ‘there is no protection’ and that ‘to be female [ . . . ] is to be 
an open wound’ inscribes women’s experience as one of passive hopeless-
ness (Morrison 2008a: 163–64). The speaker’s words universalize rape here 
and suggest that it is inevitable. In Bourke’s terms, the mother’s use of the 
general, scientifi c term ‘female’ suggest an attempt ‘to reduce the lived expe-
riences of specifi c individuals to undifferentiated bodies’ (2007: 25). The 
character’s declaration that ‘even if scars form, the festering is ever below’ 
is what the historian would call an ‘emphasis on female vulnerability that 
draws attention away from female resilience’ (Morrison 2008a: 163; Bourke 
2007: 423). Morrison provides her own critique of this outlook through the 
experiences of Sorrow and Lina, who have survived and moved on from 
their traumatic experiences, and through the monologues of Florens that 
hold the book together.

As she travels in search of the blacksmith, Florens shows herself to be 
neither naive about nor insulated from danger. The driver who helps her into 
the horse cart on the fi rst stage of her journey gropes her ‘back parts’, and 
when her fellow travellers run away she knows she ‘must not be alone with 
strange men with slow hands when [ . . . ] they discover their cargo is lost’ 
(Morrison 2008a: 29, 41). Furthermore, the author suggests that the Elders of 
a Separatist community (among whom the travelling girl stumbles) actually 
commit a kind of violation when they inspect and examine her naked self. 
Trying to determine whether or not she is ‘the Black Man’s minion’, they 
‘look under [her] arms, between [her] legs’, and they confi scate her authenti-
cating letter from Rebekka (Morrison 2008a: 113). After that encounter, she 
knows she is ‘not the same’, is ‘a turtle without shell’ (Morrison 2008a: 115).

The narrative structure of the novel as a whole sets up the expectation 
that Florens will be raped, that it is inevitable. Morrison then thwarts that 
expectation, and to brilliant effect. When, in the middle of a fi eld, a group 
‘all male, all native, all young’ surround the girl on their horses, the novelist 
conveys the horror of assault through the fact that it does not happen. Every 
action that the character describes suggests an imminent sexual coercion:
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They smile. I am shaking. [ . . . ] One pokes his fi ngers in his mouth, in 
out, in out. [ . . . ] Then he lifts his head high, opens wide his mouth and 
directs his thumb to his lips. I drop to my knees in misery and fright. He 
dismounts and comes close. I smell the perfume of his hair. (Morrison 
2008a: 102)

Instead of raping the girl, however, the boy gives her a drink from his pouch, 
pouring the water himself into her wide-open mouth, and gives her some 
biltong to chew. As the group rides away, Florens writes, in her characteristic 
pidgin cadences, ‘I am shock. Can you believe this’ (Morrison 2008a: 103). 
She is the recipient of an act of kindness, of nurturing, sensual pleasure, 
when she had fully expected to be raped, and when the reader had been 
certain of the same.

It is her passion for the blacksmith that propels her on her way, that 
makes her ‘not afraid of anything now’ (Morrison 2008a: 115), and the doc-
umenting of that passion is a further means by which Morrison undermines 
the power of rape. One form of resistance to sexual violence, Joanna Bourke 
argues, is ‘a politics of masculinity that focuses upon a man’s body as a site 
of pleasure (for him and others) as opposed to an instrument of oppression 
and pain’. This demands, she states, ‘a renewed focus on male comport-
ment, imaginary and agency’ (Bourke 2007: 437). Although Morrison never 
explores the blacksmith’s feelings about Florens, the girl’s expressions of 
delight in his physique rival Sula’s sex with Ajax (in Morrison’s 1974 novel, 
Sula) in their overt eroticism. On the novel’s third page, Florens dreams of 
their reunion: ‘You will rest your chin in my hair again while I breathe into 
your shoulder in and out, in and out’ (Morrison 2008a: 5). Her description 
of her breathing is suggestive of the penetrative act itself. Further recollec-
tions of his body punctuate the text: ‘The shine of water runs down your 
spine and I have shock at myself for wanting to lick there’; ‘that place under 
your jaw where your neck meets bone, a small curve deep enough for a 
tongue tip but no bigger than a quail’s egg’; ‘I [ . . . ] taste the sugar of your 
shoulder as you take me in your arms’ (Morrison 2008a: 37, 104, 135). The 
aesthetic energy in this novel lies not in descriptions of brutality and suffer-
ing but, most unexpectedly, in descriptions of a teenage girl’s sexual needs 
and fulfi lment, in her sense that ‘with you my body is pleasure is safe is 
belonging’ (Morrison 2008a: 137).

Morrison’s juxtaposition between what Bourke calls ‘the “good sex” model’ 
(2007: 439) and rape is most evident in a scene in which Sorrow watches Flo-
rens and the blacksmith making love, and contrasts it to her own coerced 
experience. The couple are ‘coiled around each other’ (Morrison 2008a: 
127); this image which translates the blacksmith’s symbolically-threatening 
iron serpents into a positive interaction. ‘What Sorrow saw [ . . . ] was not the 
silent submission to the slow goings behind a pile of wood’ of her own past, 
Morrison writes (2008a: 128). She continues:
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This here female stretched, kicked her heels and whipped her head 
left, right, to, fro. It was a dancing. Florens rolled and twisted from her 
back to his. He hoisted her up against the hickory; she bent her head 
into his shoulder. A dancing. Horizontal one minute, another minute 
vertical. (128)

The author conveys the urgency of Florens’s desire here through the list of 
monosyllabic words, ‘left, right, to, fro’, while the alliterative ‘hoisted’ and 
‘hickory’ does the same for the blacksmith. The structure of the sentences—
one centred on a semicolon, the other a chiasmus (‘horizontal one minute, 
another minute vertical’)—suggests the mutuality and perfect balance of the 
interaction, the fact that neither is dominating the other. This ‘dancing’ is 
like nothing that Sorrow, whose only experience of sex is rape, could ever 
have imagined. It may do more to ‘sabotage’ prideful narratives of rape than 
any graphic portrayal of abuse ever could. A Mercy draws to a close with 
some cryptic words from Florens’s mother which have the tone of ancient 
axioms: ‘to be given dominion over another is a hard thing; to wrest domin-
ion over another is a wrong thing; to give dominion of yourself to another is 
an evil thing’ (Morrison 2008a: 167). Morrison’s oeuvre-wide exploration of 
power and the abuses of power—particularly their expression through sexual 
violence—resonate in these words. The thrice-repeated word ‘dominion’, how-
ever, reads awkwardly; it is not one that a character such as Florens’s mother, 
who does not speak or write fl uent English, would credibly choose to use. Its 
four syllables force the reader to dwell on its ungainliness and to appreciate 
all its meanings in this context: not just the exercise of control or possession 
on a personal level, but also the political sense of a territory under imperial 
rule. Given that both Virginia and New England were known as ‘dominions’ 
at different times in the seventeenth century, Morrison here exploits the very 
analogy between the violated body and colonized land that she parodies in 
Love.1 The status of the analogy here is indeterminate—given that many of 
the observations of Florens’s mother are undercut by other aspects of the 
novel, we do not have to read her pronouncement here as one of indisputable 
authority. Yet it is spoken without obvious irony, and Morrison places it in a 
key position in the book. The relationship between dominated bodies and 
dominated land is thus less ambiguous in A Mercy than in Love, and hence is 
more problematic to the feminist reader.

Morrison’s writing does not embody the perfect solution to the diffi culties 
inherent in writing about rape. As I have shown in this chapter, she makes 
us feel sorry for Cholly in The Bluest Eye; she allows for prurient specula-
tion about Cosey’s treatment of Heed and Christine in Love; she invests in 
the well-worn rape/colonization metaphor in A Mercy. Her novels do com-
prise sites of resistance to sexual violence, however, in the innovative ways 
they treat the subject. In her 2005 foreword to Love, the author recalls of 
her sexually-abused classmate how ‘the deepest scorn was for the complicit 
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mother who apparently had never heard of lye, ground glass, or a baseball 
bat’ (2005a: x). She attributes her own empowered position in life to gain-
ing the knowledge, ‘from a feisty mother, a supportive father, and insatiable 
reading habits’ that ‘there were weapons—other kinds of baseball bats: defi -
ance, exit, knowledge; not solitude, but other people; not silence, but speech’ 
(2005a: xi). Her redirected gaze and her manipulations of language are 
themselves weapons that undercut the power of male rapists, that articulate 
the specifi c traumas, survivals and pleasures of specifi c female characters, 
and that thereby subvert canonical rape narratives.

Florens’s mother tells us in the fi nal paragraphs of A Mercy that ‘there is no 
protection but there is difference’, and this is an insight that the novels them-
selves endorse (Morrison 2008a: 166). Toni Morrison writes rape differently, 
and in doing so envisions the possibility of change. It is in A Mercy that the 
difference of her approach is most evident and perhaps most radical, because 
it is there that she demonstrates that a carefully-constructed reticence about 
sexual violence (not just by those who have endured it but by the author 
herself) can in fact be effective protest. To invert the formula she propounds 
in her foreword to Love, an apparent authorial ‘silence’ can in fact sabotage 
more effectively than can ‘speech’. Speaking the unspeakable about coerced 
sex and violent abuse is of course a key stage in the process of empowering 
women, and is one to which The Bluest Eye and Tar Baby, and the Beloved-Jazz-
Paradise trilogy as well as Love, contribute inimitably. But in leaving rape stra-
tegically and deafeningly under-spoken—and in eclipsing it with a woman’s 
fulfi lled desire—A Mercy unequivocally diminishes its power.

Notes

1. Since the restoration of Charles II in 1660, Virginia has been nicknamed ‘the 
Old Dominion’. Of New England, Maldwyn A. Jones writes, ‘in 1686 [ . . . ] 
James II combined all the New England colonies into a single unit, the Domin-
ion of New England. The existing assemblies were abolished, and a governor 
appointed with autocratic powers. Later on New Jersey and New York were 
added to the Dominion. The Glorious Revolution of 1688 soon ended this 
experiment’ ( Jones 1983: 15). 
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4 Revising Chicana Womanhood
Gender Violence in Sandra Cisneros’s 
The House on Mango Street1

Robin E. Field

Sandra Cisneros fi rst rose to prominence on the American literary scene 
with her debut novel, The House on Mango Street (1984), a simultaneously joy-
ful and uncompromising examination of the daily lives of Chicana women 
in a gritty Chicago neighbourhood. These stories are told through a series 
of vignettes narrated by the precocious Esperanza Cordero, whose unique 
voice displays both the wondering innocence and the wary cynicism of a girl 
teetering on the brink of adulthood. Cisneros describes the novel as

a young girl’s diary in a sense. All the stories are told from the point of 
view of a woman-girl who is in that nebulous age between childhood and 
adulthood. Some days she’s a child and for a few days she might be an 
adult. (Satz 1997: 166)

The use of Esperanza as the narrator—and more specifi cally, the deceptively 
simple language with which she tells her stories—has led some critics to dis-
miss The House on Mango Street as children’s literature. While many younger 
readers have certainly studied and enjoyed the novel,2 the sophisticated the-
matics and multiple layers of signifi cation in the text belie any designation so 
limiting in scope. Indeed, the continued popular acclaim and increased criti-
cal scrutiny that The House on Mango Street has received attest to the stylistic 
and thematic complexities of this novel.3

Of the many issues at play in her work, Cisneros is perhaps best known 
for her interrogation and transgression of gender boundaries in the strictly 
patriarchal Chicano culture. In The House on Mango Street, Esperanza’s inci-
sive observations about her neighbourhood reveal not only the tightly-knit 
bonds of their community, but also its smothering hold upon women. In 
the groundbreaking work Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Gloria 
Anzaldúa articulates certain prerogatives of Chicano culture that are evi-
dent in Cisneros’s work: ‘The culture and the [Catholic] Church insist that 
women are subservient to males. If a woman rebels she is a mujer mala [bad 
woman]. If a woman doesn’t renounce herself in favor of the male, she is 
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selfi sh’ (Anzaldúa 1987: 17). These gender restrictions are applied to both the 
public and private lives of Chicana women. However, one predominant way 
of exerting control over women’s mobility is through the attitudes and actions 
surrounding female sexuality; according to anthropologist Patricia Zavella, 
‘Mexican cultural logic includes severe control over sexuality’ (2003: 232). 
Chicana sexuality is understood on a ‘virgin-whore continuum’ that ‘poses 
oppositions of proper and shameful sexual practices for women’ (Zavella 
2003: 228). Specifi cally, three categories of sexual experience defi ne the lives 
of Chicana women: virgin, wife/mother or whore. These categories allow no 
room for deviation or experimentation. Anzaldúa concurs:

If a woman remains a virgen [virgin] until she marries, she is a good 
woman. For a woman of my culture there used to be only three direc-
tions she could turn: to the Church as a nun, to the streets as a prostitute, 
or to the home as a mother. (1987: 17)

Women whose sexual experiences fall outside of Church-sanctioned mar-
riage are labelled as whores and looked upon with scorn (Anzaldúa 1987: 
22). In The House on Mango Street, Cisneros portrays the repercussions of such 
an absolute understanding of female sexuality. In one vignette, the home is a 
prison for a young girl; for wearing make-up or talking to a boy could result 
in a beating from her father, as he polices any behaviour that may dissociate 
her from the virgin category. Cisneros also illustrates the limitations faced 
by women after marriage, even as they shift into the socially acceptable cat-
egory of wife and mother. As wives, women simply pass from the control of 
the father to the control of the husband, never truly possessing agency over 
their own destiny.

Yet even while Cisneros makes it clear that Chicana women are deeply 
constrained from expressing their desires and individuality because of their 
gender, she offers an alternative understanding of Chicana womanhood to 
critique the stifl ing limitations placed upon female identity. As Deborah 
Madsen writes, ‘Cisneros’s work is characterized by the celebratory break-
ing of sexual taboos and trespassing across the restrictions that limit the 
lives and experiences of Chicanas’ (2000: 105). In particular, Cisneros resists 
the triad of virgin, wife/mother or whore in order to blur the boundaries 
between these groupings, allowing Chicana women to admit their sexuality, 
no matter their marital status. While offering a more nuanced understanding 
of Chicana womanhood, this revision of sexual mores also allows Cisneros to 
speak about the impact of rape and sexual violence in the lives of Chicanas, a 
topic newly treated with empathy and compassion since the early 1980s.

Before turning to the novel itself, it is important to situate Cisneros and 
her work within the trend of women writers revising the traditional rape story 
in American literature. Most representations of rape prior to 1970 focused 
on the thoughts and motivations of the rapist. These depictions excluded the 
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perspective of the violated woman or portrayed her as subconsciously crav-
ing and ultimately enjoying the ‘rough sex’.4 Beginning in the early 1970s, 
women challenged these androcentric depictions by presenting highly per-
suasive alternative portrayals of women suffering. These revisionary works 
of fi ction made the important shift of portraying rape not as erotica, but as 
the physical violation of a female body that most often resulted in severe psy-
chological repercussions. Many of the newly sympathetic portrayals of rape 
written by women attempt to remove the distance between the reader and 
the rape victim by using a fi rst person narrative voice. This technique brings 
the reader inside the psyche of the violated woman, which virtually elimi-
nates the possibility of viewing her as an object of erotic pleasure, because 
the focus is upon the bodily pain and psychological terror that occurs dur-
ing and after the assault. By 1984, when Cisneros published The House on 
Mango Street, writers such as Toni Morrison, Marilyn French, Maxine Hong 
Kingston and Alice Walker had rescripted rape as a traumatic event, the 
depiction of which should elicit sympathy and compassion from the reader. 
The episodes of sexual violence within The House on Mango Street further this 
emergent trend in American literature of fi rst portraying rape sensitively 
and then connecting this violence with the hegemonic power structures that 
promoted gender oppression.

Rape and sexual violence play a signifi cant role in circumscribing the 
power, agency, and mobility of the women in The House on Mango Street. As 
Madsen writes,

Cisneros is not coy when it comes to articulating clearly the reasons why 
women become trapped in situations of extreme oppression. Fear of vio-
lence, sexual violence especially, is one of the prime strategies by which 
women are kept under control. (2000: 122)

Gendered violence pervades the text, from the husband who locks his wife 
in their apartment because she is so beautiful, to the father who beats his 
daughter for speaking to a boy. I contend that Cisneros deliberately uses 
incidents of rape and gender violence in the novel not only to expose the 
existence of this abuse, but also to challenge the limitations set upon female 
identity and mobility in the Chicano community. Using both implicit and 
explicit references to sexual violence, Cisneros demonstrates how deeply 
rooted the problem of sexual violence is in Esperanza’s community, and she 
urges a new notion of Chicana womanhood that both celebrates and protects 
female sexuality.

Gender oppression is omnipresent throughout The House on Mango Street, 
but two vignettes in particular poignantly portray the experience of sex-
ual violence. In ‘Alicia Who Sees Mice’, Cisneros sketches the threat of 
incest obliquely, using symbolism and metaphor. This vignette portrays 
the efforts of a young woman to attain a better life by going to college; 
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yet Alicia simultaneously must tend to the needs of her siblings and father 
in the kitchen and, as Cisneros implies of the latter, in the bedroom. Cis-
neros conveys the constrained circumstances of this young woman in her 
use of psychoanalytic imagery and the confi ned space of the vignette. That 
she never writes the words ‘incest’ or ‘rape’ simply underscores the silence 
demanded by the Chicano community about these topics. A second vignette, 
‘Red Clowns’, portrays sexual violence more directly. Cisneros allows her 
narrator, Esperanza, to voice her emotions just moments after she is violated, 
which emphasizes the trauma of rape upon the girl, as well as her inability to 
protect herself. In these two vignettes, Cisneros challenges the strict binaries 
that constrict the individual and societal development of unmarried Chicana 
women: virgin/whore, ‘good’ girl/ ’bad’ girl. Her two rape victims are ‘good’ 
girls who are devoted to their families and community, but they still experi-
ence the trauma of rape. Cisneros demonstrates how danger is found within 
the Chicano community itself, in one’s household or in the neighbourhood; 
and that conforming to prescribed behaviours and cultural prerogatives will 
not necessarily prevent the ‘good’ Chicana girl from being harmed.

‘Alicia Who Sees Mice’ is a brief vignette, comprised only of two para-
graphs; yet the rich nuances of this story reveal the pervasiveness of the 
threat of sexual violence to the young women in Esperanza’s neighbourhood. 
Of Alicia, the focus of this story, we know little but the following: she is the 
oldest daughter in a family whose mother has recently passed away. She is 
the eldest woman in the household, so she inherits the role of making tortillas 
for her father’s and probably brothers’ lunches, which means rising at dawn 
‘with the tortilla star’ (Cisneros 1984: 31). It is during the early morning hours 
that Alicia sees the mice that frighten her so. Alicia’s father tells her that the 
mice do not exist; or, that if she were sleeping, she would not see them in 
the fi rst place. But Alicia is up all night, studying, ‘because she doesn’t want 
to spend her whole life in a factory or behind a rolling pin’. Esperanza says 
that Alicia is smart, the fi rst to study at the university, but the vignette ends 
ominously: ‘Is a good girl, my friend, studies all night and sees the mice, the 
ones her father says do not exist. Is afraid of nothing except four-legged fur. 
And fathers’ (Cisneros 1984: 32).

Alicia’s life demonstrates the diffi culties faced by many Chicana women. 
Madsen describes the misogyny of traditional Mexican society:

The Church, the family, the culture require that women be subservient to 
men, that women renounce themselves in favor of men. Selfl essness and 
humility defi ne the ‘good’ women; ‘bad’ women, in contrast, are selfi sh 
and value their own selves, to which they give expression. (2000: 25)

Alicia is caught between these two poles. She has accepted the responsibility 
of preparing the lunchbox tortillas, which was formerly her mother’s role; 
but she is ‘sorry there is no one older’ to take on this duty (Cisneros 1984: 
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31). This attitude does display a slight resentment towards her new respon-
sibilities. Alicia, as the eldest female in the household, is automatically 
designated the caregiver to the men. Her own responsibilities are deemed 
secondary to attending to their needs: specifi cally, her schoolwork, which is 
necessary to keep up with her studies, is subordinate to the timely prepara-
tion of her male relatives’ meals. As Esperanza noted, however, Alicia is a 
‘good girl’, so she suppresses her own needs in order to provide for her fam-
ily in the expected manner.

Yet Alicia does demonstrate a resistance to a complete acquiescence 
to her father’s, and her Chicano culture’s, mandates for female behaviour. 
Alicia attends the university, despite her father’s disapproval over the time 
it takes away from the performance of her familial duties. He resents her 
studying at night, saying, ‘a woman’s place is sleeping so she can wake up 
early’ (Cisneros 1984: 31). Alicia realizes the limitations of being a ‘good 
girl’ according to Chicano standards. Without an education, her life will 
revolve around providing for a family. She could ‘spend her life [working] in 
a factory’, earning money in order to support her own children; or she could 
spend her life ‘behind a rolling pin’, again providing for her family, but this 
time within the confi nes of the home (Cisneros 1984: 31–32). Alicia wants 
more from life than these options; and so she resists her father’s strictures 
about female behaviour just enough to attend school, while also fulfi lling her 
responsibilities to him and her siblings.

Cisneros complicates her astute commentary on gender roles within the 
Chicano family even further by inserting the metaphor of the mice into 
the story. Certainly the presence of the mice could be taken quite literally: 
because she is up studying, Alicia alone sees the mice who roam her family’s 
home at night. Her terror could be read as the stereotypically feminine fear 
of rodents; or it could be interpreted also as a fear of poverty: the mice are 
the physical manifestation of her family’s indigence, and Alicia is terrifi ed 
that this poverty will continue to be her fate. Yet Cisneros adds another turn 
to the screw by linking Alicia’s fear of mice to a fear of fathers. As previously 
noted, Alicia is afraid of nothing but ‘four-legged fur. And fathers’ (Cisneros 
1984: 32). Again, this fear could be linked to Alicia’s awareness of her father’s 
power over her life: if he wished, he could prevent her from attending school 
and limit her to the confi nes of familial and domestic duties. Yet another 
possibility exists to explain Alicia’s fear of fathers: the threat of sexual abuse. 
Alicia has ‘inherited her mama’s rolling pin and sleepiness’ since she is the 
oldest female in the house (Cisneros 1984: 31). Obviously, Alicia has taken 
on her mother’s role in maintaining the household, as symbolized by the 
rolling pin. Her mother’s sleepiness, however, is also inherited by her daugh-
ter. This tendency to sleepiness occurs ostensibly because Alicia has been 
studying through the night, but one wonders what nightly activity disturbs 
the mother’s sleep. If the answer to this problem is the mother’s fulfi lment of 
her sexual responsibilities as a wife, then the parallel between mother and 
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daughter suggests that Alicia is being forced to take on this responsibility 
as well.5 It is possible that Alicia’s all-night study sessions occur in part to 
prevent her father from visiting her bed. Alicia’s father says she should be 
sleeping, not staying up to study, and Alicia’s desire to stay awake fi ts with 
a reading of the bedroom as a place where she is vulnerable to her father’s 
sexual desires. If the mice represent this fear, then it is apt that the father 
belittles Alicia’s fear of the mice by retorting, ‘Close your eyes and they’ll 
go away . . . You’re just imagining’ (Cisneros 1984: 31). These words are 
remarkably similar to the justifi cations given by rape and incest victims: not 
wanting to deal with sexual abuse, some victims try to ignore the violations 
or pretend they never occurred (cf. Herman 1992: 123).

Yet the most damning evidence is in Cisneros’s closing sentences: Alicia 
‘[i]s afraid of nothing except four-legged fur. And fathers’ (Cisneros 1984: 32). 
Without the last sentence, this story could be read simply as an exploration 
of the limitations on women’s movement outside of the familial sphere. Yet to 
link Alicia’s terror of mice so directly to her fear of fathers seems a deliberate 
gesture towards sexual abuse. Alicia has no reason to be actively afraid of her 
father, for she is fulfi lling her domestic duties while also managing to attend 
college. Following this logic, her father thus far seems to be satisfi ed with her 
behaviour: as long as she makes the tortillas in the morning, she should be 
able to attend school. Thus the terror of fathers might be explained by sexual 
abuse. This terrible duty would also provide a third interpretation for Alicia’s 
fear of mice. For Alicia, night is a dangerous place, as fathers change from car-
ing providers to sexual predators. Unable to name this horror explicitly, Ali-
cia displaces her fear onto the mice, a more reasonable and voiceable menace. 
Cisneros contains all of these subtleties in her two-paragraph vignette. Her 
delicate exploration of sexual abuse in Chicano families in this story allows 
the experience to be both knowable yet unnameable simultaneously.

In ‘Red Clowns’, Cisneros portrays sexual assault more explicitly. Here, 
the experience is Esperanza’s. She and her friend Sally have gone to a carni-
val together. Sally, the more sexually experienced and experimental of the 
two, has gone off with a boy, probably to engage in some sort of sexual activ-
ity. Left alone, Esperanza is confronted by a group of white boys, perhaps 
friends of the other, who take her to a dark area and assault her. Despite the 
fact that Esperanza does not speak the word ‘rape’, this story clearly indicates 
that rape is indeed what occurred. The fi rst lines convey this experience:

Sally, you lied. It wasn’t what you said at all. What he did. Where he 
touched me. I didn’t want it, Sally. The way they said it, the way it’s 
supposed to be, all the storybooks and movies, why did you lie to me? 
(Cisneros 1984: 99)

Cisneros takes the reader directly into the head of Esperanza to experi-
ence the tumult of her emotions in the aftermath of the assault. In these 
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paragraphs Esperanza experiences symptoms of post-traumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD). According to psychiatrist Judith Herman in her groundbreak-
ing study Trauma and Recovery, traumatic memories lack verbal narrative and 
context, instead remaining as vivid sensations and images (1992: 38); and 
Esperanza’s text certainly conveys this portrayal. She never relates the specif-
ics of the attack, such as how many boys were there or what precisely they 
did to her. Instead, she alternates between conveying her anger and grief 
towards Sally for leaving her alone with fl ashes of physical sensations from 
the assault. The only details about the rape that Esperanza relates come 
from her senses: she recalls the sour smell and taste of the boy who forces his 
mouth upon hers and the scratching of his fi ngernails upon her skin. From 
her eyes, we see how, eventually, Esperanza ends up on the ground: ‘the 
colors began to whirl. Sky tipped. Their high black gym shoes ran’ (Cisneros 
1984: 100). Either the girl has passed out, or the boys have thrown her to the 
ground. Yet beyond the sensations that her body cannot forget, Esperanza 
does not narrate the rape. She says, ‘I don’t remember. It was dark. I don’t 
remember. I don’t remember. Please don’t make me tell it all’ (Cisneros 1984: 
100). Esperanza is unable to construct a narrative of her rape. Instead, she 
wills herself to forget that the experience occurred.

The majority of the vignette focuses upon the girl’s disillusionment about 
her friend’s fi delity and her preconceptions about sex. Esperanza speaks 
directly to the absent Sally in these paragraphs, placing blame upon her 
friend. In her troubled state of mind, Esperanza believes that Sally could 
have prevented her assault. Esperanza understands that beauty and raw sen-
suality imbue her friend with a certain power over men; thus she is con-
vinced that had Sally spoken the words to the group of boys, they would 
have left Esperanza alone. What the girl does not understand, it seems, is 
that sexual attractiveness also renders women vulnerable to men who have 
decided to have sex, regardless of the woman’s consent. Yet Esperanza is 
correct in placing some blame upon Sally for rendering her vulnerable to 
sexual predators. She says how she waited a long time at their designated 
meeting place by the red clowns for her friend to reappear, but Sally does 
not come back. It is easy to picture the young girl peering anxiously into 
the crowds for a glimpse of her friend, her solitary status cemented by her 
staying in one place for an extended period of time. The previous vignette, 
‘The Monkey Garden’, relates how Esperanza watched out for Sally, trying 
to summon adult help when she believed her friend was being forced to kiss 
boys against her will. Esperanza obviously believed that Sally would look 
out for her in the same way; and she is shocked when Sally does not appear 
to help her. The anger that she should direct against the perpetrators of her 
assault Esperanza instead turns towards Sally, crying, ‘Why did you leave 
me all alone?’ (Cisneros 1984: 100). Yet she is equally dismayed to learn of 
her own lack of agency. Madsen writes: ‘Esperanza tells of her discovery that 
a “Spanish girl” does not possess any power and thus whatever is desired of 
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her will be taken from her by force’ (2000: 116). The white boys obviously 
found Esperanza an easy target in part because of their preconceptions about 
her race. As a ‘Spanish girl’, she represents even less agency in the face of a 
group of determined young white men.

Esperanza also directs her helpless rage against the female community 
at large for perpetuating myths about sex and love. Esperanza is shocked to 
fi nd that sex is not necessarily the pleasurable act portrayed in storybooks 
and movies and by her friend. Her fi rst lines in the vignette refl ect this 
astonishment: ‘Sally, you lied. It wasn’t what you said at all’. Esperanza did 
not realize that sex could be violent and ugly, and she resents learning this 
too late. Perhaps the girl would have been more careful about being alone 
at the carnival had she been warned by her mother or another woman about 
the dangers of sexual violence. However, Esperanza transfers too much of 
the blame upon the female community and very little upon the perpetrators 
themselves. Madsen writes:

Esperanza directs her anger and shame not at the perpetrators of this vi-
olent act; she does not have the words, the language with which to direct 
blame at men, and privileged white men at that, and so she internalizes 
that sense of blame and accuses women instead. (1984: 115)

Esperanza has no examples from women in her community of how to react 
to rape. It is not surprising that she would wish to forget this experience 
entirely; indeed, after this vignette ends, we hear nothing more about her 
thoughts or emotions regarding the rape. Such silence about sexual violence 
and about sexuality more generally is common within the Chicana commu-
nity. Zavella writes: ‘Under the logic of repression, when women break the 
silences they often engage in transgression and can produce an escándalo 
(scandal) of melodramatic proportions’ (2003: 228). Even while this silence 
about sexual violence perpetuates such attacks, as girls such as Esperanza 
are unaware of their vulnerability, it is clear that discussing sexual violence 
is equally fraught. Experience with any sort of sexual activity—forced or con-
sensual—aligns the unmarried woman with the whore; therefore, to discuss 
such experiences reveals her to be a ‘bad’ woman. Lacking emotional sup-
port, the rape victim must hide her trauma, suppressing her emotions and 
trying to forget that the attack occurred. The psychological harm of such 
repression is enormous:

[T]he processes of silence can be devastating for those who have been 
sexually abused—every woman who disclosed abuse to me felt that she 
had been at fault or had done something wrong. This has a damaging 
effect on women’s self-esteem and makes standing up for themselves 
when confronted with other systems of power very diffi cult. (Zavella 
2003: 247)
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In ‘Red Clowns’, Cisneros portrays the diffi culties of the rape victim in 
the Chicano community, and in so doing, begins a critical dialogue about 
sexual violence.

‘Alicia Who Sees Mice’ and ‘Red Clowns’ dramatize the trauma of rape 
and incest for Chicanas, positioning the sexual predators as both outsiders 
and insiders from the community itself. Cisneros makes it clear, however, 
that rape and incest are simply the extremes on one end of a spectrum of gen-
der violence, and that other forms of this violence are equally prevalent. For 
example, in ‘Rafaela Who Drinks Coconut and Papaya Juice on Tuesdays’, 
Rafaela is a young wife locked into her apartment on Tuesday nights by her 
husband. Cisneros contrasts his mobility—he is socializing with friends, while 
his wife sits at home alone—to Rafaela’s imprisonment in the apartment. This 
husband refuses his wife personal agency: he ‘is afraid Rafaela will run away 
since she is too beautiful to look at’ (Cisneros 1984: 79). Rafaela’s response 
to her oppressive circumstances is regretfully unimaginative: she dreams of 
meeting a man who would offer her a ‘sweeter’ life than does her husband, 
a life that Esperanza aptly describes as ‘keep[ing her] on a silver string’ (Cis-
neros 1984: 80). Rafaela would simply substitute one man for another and 
hope that the latter would treat her more generously. She is oblivious to the 
fact that in either situation, she would be chained to a man and thus reliant 
upon his determination for her life circumstances. There is, of course, no 
guarantee that a different man would treat her more generously once she has 
entrusted herself to him. The dangers of such thinking—of believing a differ-
ent man would offer a better life—are illustrated by the collection of vignettes 
about Sally, the friend Esperanza believes betrayed her at the carnival.

Like Rafaela, Sally is ravishingly beautiful, and her glossy black hair and 
‘eyes like Egypt’ elicit admiration from boys and men alike (Cisneros 1984: 
81). Sally’s father distrusts her beauty, however, assuming his daughter will 
turn the whore: ‘He thinks I’m going to run away like his sisters who made 
the family ashamed. Just because I’m a daughter’ (Cisneros 1984: 92). Sally’s 
home life already resembles the prison in which Rafaela lives, despite Sally’s 
youth (she is Esperanza’s age or slightly older). In the initial vignette entitled 
‘Sally’, Esperanza at fi rst puzzles over the restrictions faced by her friend:

And why do you always have to go straight home after school? You be-
come a different Sally. You pull your skirt straight, you rub the blue off 
your eyelids. You don’t laugh, Sally. You look at your feet and walk fast 
to the house you can’t come out from. (Cisneros 1984: 82)

Yet in ‘What Sally Said’, we quickly learn the consequences of Sally’s small 
rebellions (the make-up worn at school, the coquettish glances towards boys) 
against her father’s maxims. The fi rst line of this vignette reads, ‘He never 
hits me hard’ (Cisneros 1984: 92). Sally is routinely beaten black and blue 
by her father. She leaves her father’s house once, escaping with her mother’s 
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blessing to stay with the Cordero family. She believes, however, her father’s 
tearful promise that he will never hit her again and returns to his roof, only 
to be punished even more severely when he sees her speaking with a boy: 
‘the way Sally tells it, he just went crazy, he just forgot he was her father 
between the buckle and the belt. . . . And then he broke into his hands’ 
(Cisneros 1984: 93).

Sally features in a few other vignettes, the path of her life becoming fright-
eningly clear. In ‘The Monkey Garden’, we see Sally’s heightened awareness 
of her sexual power. Esperanza encourages her friend to join in a game, but 
Sally prefers to sit with a group of boys, saying, ‘Play with the kids if you 
want . . . I’m staying here’ (Cisneros 1984: 96). The boys then demand Sally 
exchange kisses for an object they have taken from her. Sally initially feigns 
outrage, but quickly agrees. Esperanza is aghast at what she believes is Sally’s 
coercion and arms herself with a brick and sticks to defend her friend. She is 
surprised to discover that Sally does not wish to be rescued; instead, she is 
enjoying the attention from these young men. This vignette ties Sally to Rafa-
ela in an important way. Rafaela envies the women who ‘open homes with 
keys’, because hers is a life of confi nement and restriction. We are foretold 
that Sally is destined for the same fate when we learn that the object that the 
boys have stolen from her—and which they promise to return in exchange 
for kisses—are her keys. For the moment, Sally still has her freedom, as sym-
bolized by her possession of keys, although her mobility is severely circum-
scribed by her father. Yet, like Rafaela, her keys are soon withheld by men, 
and her only bargaining power is her beauty and sexuality.

In the end, Sally too ends up locked in a house, stripped of her keys, her 
mobility and her agency. In ‘Linoleum Roses’, we fi nd that

Sally got married like we knew she would, young and not ready but mar-
ried just the same. She met a marshmallow salesman at a school bazaar, 
and she married him in another state where it’s legal to get married 
before the eighth grade. . . . She says she is in love, but I think she did it 
to escape. (Cisneros 1984: 101)

Sally believes a husband will offer her better life circumstances than her father 
does. Yet the man she marries simply places a new set of restrictions upon her: 
she cannot see her friends, talk on the telephone or look out the window. 
Indeed, Sally ‘sits at home because she is afraid to go outside without his per-
mission’ (Cisneros 1984: 102). Like Rafaela, Sally is trapped within her own 
home. Furthermore, Sally’s husband displays the same tendencies towards 
violence as her father. Thus far he has kicked his foot through a door, but it is 
likely that Sally herself will be the next target of his rage.6 Her husband may 
use his fi sts, as did her father, or he may resort to another extreme of physical 
violence: marital rape. Ironically, the sexuality that Sally used to escape one 
violent man may be the means of her punishment at the hands of another.
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The Sally and Rafaela vignettes demonstrate not only the lack of agency 
these women possess, but also the range of gender violence that exists within 
their community. Rafaela’s imprisonment at fi rst may seem far removed from 
Alicia’s and Esperanza’s rapes until we consider Sally’s life: her mobility and 
agency were restrained by her father; she experienced physical abuse from 
her father, and then, most likely, her husband; and, more than likely, she will 
endure marital rape. Cisneros displays how these incidents are all related to 
one another; and, signifi cantly, that all Chicana women are vulnerable to 
such abuse. Being a virgin, and therefore a ‘good’ girl, does not protect one 
from rape and gender violence. In this novel, Cisneros demonstrates how 
systematic patriarchal domination inevitably leads to the abuse and violation 
of the female body.

Yet even more important than revealing these instances of violence is Cis-
neros’s holistic revision of female identity. She blurs the boundaries between 
‘good’ girl and ‘bad’ girl, virgin and whore. According to traditional Chi-
cano standards, Alicia, Esperanza and Sally all could be considered ‘bad’ 
girls because of their sexual experiences. Obviously, such a blanket classifi -
cation does not take into account female agency, or a lack thereof. Cisneros 
resists delimitations that force female experience into unproductive binaries 
and instead posits a revised conception of Chicana womanhood that does 
not demonize sexual experience in unmarried women. Knowledge about 
sex, be it information from other women or practical experience, can be both 
empowering and life-saving; and a woman need not be considered a whore 
if she is not a virgin. Such a revision of Chicana womanhood is summarized 
by Esperanza at the end of ‘Sally’:

[N]o one could yell at you if they saw you out in the dark leaning against 
a car, leaning against somebody without someone thinking you are bad, 
without somebody saying it is wrong, without the whole world waiting for 
you to make a mistake when all you wanted, all you wanted, Sally, was 
to love and to love and to love and to love, and no one could call that 
crazy. (Cisneros 1984: 83)

In such a world, Alicia and Esperanza could grieve their sexual assaults pub-
licly, instead of fearing the judgement of their community; and Rafaela and 
Sally could resist their domineering husbands without having to fear physi-
cal violence. Instead of acceding to the will of the family and community, 
Chicanas could pursue their personal desires for self-fulfi lment. Cisneros’s 
vignettes encourage dialogue and an exchange of knowledge about female 
identity and life experiences, resisting the silence and disapproval surround-
ing the subjects of rape and gender violence. Indeed, such dialogue under-
scores how very repressive this traditional silence is, and how it perpetuates 
the oppression of Chicanas. Cisneros’s deep faith in this new Chicana wom-
anhood, with its focus on individuality and independence, is clear in her 
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biographical note at the end of the novel, where she proudly describes herself 
as ‘nobody’s mother and nobody’s wife’ (Cisneros 1984: 111).

Despite its extensive treatment of rape and gender violence, The House 
on Mango Street still offers its readers hope for a better future for Chicana 
women—and how could it not, with its narrator’s name translating as ‘hope’? 
Esperanza embodies Cisneros’s revision of female identity. Her aspirations 
transcend marriage and family; for she wishes to leave her impoverished 
neighbourhood to become a writer and live independently. Signifi cantly, as 
described in ‘A House of My Own’, these dreams revolve around a house that 
belongs to her alone: ‘Not a man’s house. Not a daddy’s. A house all my own’ 
(Cisneros 1984: 108). Unlike Rafaela and Sally, Esperanza does not think 
that being with a man would improve her life circumstances: she believes 
she can take care of herself best. Yet even as she celebrates the notion of her 
own independence and private space, Esperanza realizes that hers is a solu-
tion not available to all of the women in her community. She may be able to 
escape the patriarchal strictures of her culture, in both a psychological and 
spatial sense, but others cannot: ‘I have gone away to come back. For the 
ones I left behind. For the ones who cannot out’ (Cisneros 1984: 110). The 
House on Mango Street alternately celebrates and mourns the lives of Chicana 
women in all their richness and complexity.

Notes

1. I wish to thank those who offered suggestions for shaping this article, especially 
Caroline Rody and Joseph Deegan.

2. The use of the child narrator in The House on Mango Street makes the text acces-
sible for young adult readers and adult readers alike. The benefi ts of such acces-
sibility are profound, especially for young women. As I discuss in what follows, 
Cisneros shatters long-standing silences and taboos about sex and sexual violence 
in the Chicano community. Clearly, the more information young women learn 
about sexual violence, the better able they are to protect themselves from attack, 
pursue healing and justice if victimized and help others who have experienced 
such violence. By offering this knowledge in her novel, Cisneros works towards 
eradicating sexual violence in the Chicano community. It is the young reader 
who will, in all likelihood, enact such social change within the community.

3. Sandra Cisneros reports on her website that The House on Mango Street is ‘required 
reading in middle schools, high schools, and universities across the country. It 
has sold over two million copies since its initial publication and is still selling 
strongly’ (Cisneros 2007: online). The novel also received the Before Columbus 
Foundation’s American Book Award in 1985. It is the subject of over 75 critical 
articles and doctoral dissertations, as a quick search of the Modern Language 
Association International Bibliography ascertains.

4. For in-depth explications of these androcentric depictions, see, for example, 
Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970); Susan Brownmiller’s Against Our Will: 
Men, Women, and Rape (1975); Judith Fetterley’s The Resisting Reader: A Femi-
nist Approach to American Fiction (1978); Michael Awkward’s ‘Roadblocks and 
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Relatives: Critical Revision in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye’ (1988); and Janice 
Doane and Devon Hodges’s Telling Incest: Narratives of Dangerous Remembering 
from Stein to Sapphire (2001).

5. As Alicia is the fi rst woman in the neighbourhood to attend college, it is clear 
that her mother did not pursue higher education and thus did not spend her 
nights studying. In addition, we may compare this woman with Esperanza’s 
mother, who left school at a young age, as our narrator reveals in ‘A Smart 
Cookie’. Esperanza’s mother advises her daughter to continue her education 
and derides her own fl awed logic as a young person: ‘You want to know why I 
quit school? Because I didn’t have nice clothes. No clothes, but I had brains. . . . 
Yup, she says . . . I was a smart cookie then’ (Cisneros 1984: 91). It follows that 
Alicia’s mother spent her nights fulfi lling sexual responsibilities as a wife, rather 
than studying as her daughter does.

6. Psychologist Lenore E. Walker describes the three phases of the battering cycle: 
tension-building, the acute battering incident and loving contrition. In the fi rst 
phase, the woman tries to placate the batterer as he exhibits increased anger 
and aggression; however, a ‘barrage of verbal and physical aggression’ inevi-
tably occurs, followed by apologies, remorse and kindness (Walker 1984: 96). 
Sally and her husband appear to be experiencing tension-building, which is also 
characterized by the isolation of the woman by her batterer. Although Sally is 
following her husband’s proscriptions, an episode of violence is certain to result. 
Walker also notes that ‘[t]he violence [against a battered woman] always esca-
lates in frequency and severity over time’ (1984: 148). In her study, 59 per cent 
of battered women reported experiencing marital rape (Walker 1984: 48). ‘Sex 
was used as a power weapon to dominate the women in the same manner that 
they [batterers] used physical violence’ (1984: 49). With such facts in mind, it is 
apparent that Sally is very likely to experience marital rape.
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Part II

Resistance Metaphors





5 Between ‘Awra‘Awra and Arab 
Literary Feminism
Sexual Violence and Representational 
Crisis in Nawal El Saadawi’s Woman at 
Point Zero

Anna Ball

The literary fi ction of the Egyptian author, feminist activist and medical prac-
titioner Nawal El Saadawi has incited both acclaim and controversy in the 
Arab world for its strident portrayals of female sexuality. Among her works, 
the semi-autobiographical novel Woman at Point Zero (2007) has assumed a 
particular renown. The text was initially banned from publication in Cairo 
for its extensive and condemnatory portrayal of the forms of sexual abuse 
suffered by women within the home, the family and patriarchal Egyptian 
society at large.1 The novel, narrated from the dual perspectives of Firdaus, 
a prostitute awaiting the death sentence for the killing of her pimp, and 
her unnamed female psychiatrist, mirrors closely El Saadawi’s own inter-
view that she conducted with a woman in Qanatir prison while working in 
a similar role (El Saadawi 2007: ix). The narrative traces Firdaus’s fate back 
through a series of social landscapes usually hidden from public view, each 
of which present their own forms of oppression, sexual abuse and violence. 
Yet Firdaus’s narrative, and indeed her identity as both criminal and victim, 
retain levels of ambiguity that pose diffi cult questions about the nature of sex-
ual violence and its recognition within both Egyptian society and the Arab 
world more broadly. By turning to the question of sexual violence in Woman 
at Point Zero, the following discussion seeks to explore the diffi culties faced 
by El Saadawi in the portrayal of these socially and discursively ambiguous 
crimes, while foregrounding the broader representational crisis surrounding 
sexual violence in Arab feminist and literary discourse, in which El Saadawi 
occupies a complex and indeed somewhat anomalous position.

The representation of sexual violence proves a fraught activity from the 
outset of El Saadawi’s novel, in which both Firdaus and the prison psychia-
trist prove reluctant or perhaps unable to defi ne the acts of sexual abuse and 
violence committed against her. Instead, the narrative voice in which Firdaus 
describes her experiences suggests a pervasive lack of female sexual agency, 
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and an inability to assert resistance by defi ning the crime, as the following 
example suggests:

He would come back in the middle of the night, pull the cover away from 
me, slap my face, and then bear down on me with all his weight. I kept 
my eyes closed and abandoned my body. It lay there under him without 
movement, emptied of all desire, or pleasure, or even pain. (53)

The amorphous and disassociated descriptions of these acts point, in part, 
towards the ambivalence surrounding the classifi cation of rape within Egyp-
tian law.2 As Amira Sonbol notes, modern laws have been created through 
a process of talfi q, ‘patching’, which has applied elements of Quranic law 
in fusion with secular doctrine (Sonbol 1996: 277). While the Quran holds 
what has often been interpreted as a positive view of sexuality within mar-
riage (Bouhiba 1998: 310), Quranic teachings have also infl uenced later 
legal responses to sexual violence, and the dominant defi nition of rape has 
become that of ightisab—‘usurpation’—a term that implies rape to be a vio-
lation of another’s property (Ali 2006: 12).3 Such a defi nition emphasizes 
the effective ownership of a woman’s body by her husband, and prior to 
marriage, by her family within traditionally patriarchal Arab societies. This 
sense of ownership is further enforced by modern Egyptian laws on ta’a, 
obedience, ‘whereby a woman is required to surrender herself or be forced 
by the police to “surrender herself” to her husband, even if he is abusive and 
she is living under the constant threat of violence and intimidation’ (Sonbol 
1996: 282). Such a practice may have served to sanction marital rape; a 
crime which is not legally recognized in Egypt at present, though it has come 
under increasing scrutiny by Arab feminist action groups (Aloseimi 2007). 
More recent moves to secularize Egyptian law have not served to clarify 
legal defi nitions of rape, either. Rather, it has shifted towards the use of 
terms such as wiqa’ (coition, sexual intercourse) or hatk’ird (without a victim’s 
approval), which are less serious in their implications and focus attention 
solely on the issue of consent, rather than acknowledging the complex cir-
cumstances of coercion to many acts of sexual violence (Sonbol 2000: 317). 
In view of the discursive ambivalence surrounding legal defi nitions of rape 
and sexual abuse, this discussion employs the term ‘sexual violence’, with 
its human rights-based defi nition of ‘any violence, physical or psychologi-
cal, carried out through sexual means or by targeting sexuality’ (McDougall 
1998: 6–7), and as ‘[t]he status or condition of a person over whom any or 
all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised, including 
sexual access through rape or other forms of sexual violence’ (McDougall 
1998: 9). It therefore includes forms of abuse such as sexual slavery—defi ned 
in terms pertinent to El Saadawi’s novel as rape by members of either sex, 
gang rape, attempted rape, forcible performance of sexual acts other than 
rape and assault and/or mutilation of a person’s genitals or a woman’s breasts 
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(Higonnet 2007: 133). In part, the use of this term refl ects Leila Ahmed’s 
observation that many Middle Eastern nations are increasingly adopting the 
language of international human rights in their political and legal doctrine 
(Ahmed 1992). Yet the necessary broadness of the term also indicates certain 
discursive limitations in social conceptions of sexual violence. This can be 
traced to a broader representational crisis surrounding questions of female 
sexuality in Arab society, in which the discussion of women’s bodies and 
sexual functions is taken to be a private matter, relating to the literal and 
metaphorical implications of the Arabic term ‘awra. For Arab literary femi-
nists, the alignment of female sexuality and, by extension, sexual violence 
with ‘awra renders its representation problematic.

The term ‘awra denotes that which is deemed to be shameful and should 
be kept hidden through covering up. Depending on context and interpreta-
tion, it can be applied to a variety of things: to the private parts of the body, 
to the female body as a whole or even to the female voice. Rita Stephan states 
that while the term ‘awra is often literally translated as ‘private parts’, it also 
‘symbolizes shame, weakness and immaturity’ and can be equated with patri-
archal conceptions of the female body as a whole (2006: 66). Leila Ahmed, 
meanwhile, translates ‘awra as ‘from the root meaning “blemish”’, also mean-
ing ‘vulnerable’ and ‘weak’, and ‘is used in particular to mean those parts of 
the body that religion requires should be concealed’ (2000: 54). While the 
term therefore applies most usually to the genitals as those parts associated 
with sexual arousal or intercourse, the term also operates as a powerful motif 
for conceptions of female sexuality in traditionally patriarchal arenas of the 
Arab world, in which female sexuality is deemed a private rather than public 
matter. El Saadawi confronted this social tendency directly with her ground-
breaking work Women and Sex (1970), which sought to raise consciousness of 
women’s sexual health in relation to such previously undiscussed matters as 
abortion, incest and rape. The text was banned and saw her dismissed from 
her post as director general of health education at the Ministry of Health (El 
Saadawi 1997: 6). It is no accident that the term ‘awra appears frequently in 
El Saadawi’s subsequent work as a motif for all that is excluded and silenced 
within discourse, including female sexuality and voice. The term is therefore 
applied to a variety of entities connected with the female body in her texts, 
ranging from morality to money as an economy tied to sex. Thus, as Fedwa 
Malti-Douglas observes, ‘the ‘awra of the private parts is made to expand 
and apply to the female hero’s body in its entirety’ in many of El Saadawi’s 
texts (1995: online edition); an observation which proves particularly apt in 
relation to Woman at Point Zero, in which Firdaus’s body is considered blem-
ished due to her status as a prostitute, hidden through her imprisonment and 
made supremely vulnerable through her imminent execution.

Within a context where the female body and sexuality are considered 
things to be controlled for the maintenance of dignity and honour, sexual 
violence is also codifi ed as a private matter to be dealt with by the woman’s 
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family or husband, rather than to be discussed in the public realm (Afsarud-
din 1999: 9). Yet Firdaus’s narrative voice suggests a desire to reveal that 
which is ‘awra, and so to confront the representational crisis surrounding 
sexual violence in Egyptian society. Signifi cantly, this discursive resistance 
appears through the recurrent motif of unmasking; an image that at once 
points towards the emphasis placed on modesty and bodily cover in Arab 
Islamic culture, while also evoking what Firdaus perceives as the hypocrit-
ical or ‘two-faced’ nature of the social and legal codes governing sexual 
behaviour (see El Guindi 1999). The novel ends with Firdaus killing the man 
who is determined to subjugate her by becoming her pimp. Following his 
repeated acts of blackmail and violence, she fi nally turns his knife back on 
him. Shortly after killing him, she states that she ‘walked . . . with the pride of 
having destroyed all masks to reveal what is hidden behind’ (105). Firdaus’s 
act of violence can be read as a form of strategic resistance within an other-
wise totalizing system of abuse and victimization. It is signifi cant that Firdaus 
refuses to let herself be defi ned as either criminal or victim through such 
an act, instead offering a radical contestation of the social discourses that 
structure morality and acceptable sexual practice in Egyptian Arab culture 
by positing herself as the victor:

It is my truth which frightens them. This fearful truth gives me great 
strength. It protects me from fearing death, or life, or hunger, or naked-
ness, or destruction. It is this fearful truth which prevents me from fear-
ing the brutality of rulers and policemen. (112)

Firdaus’s stridently anti-authoritarian statement sanctions her use of self-
protective violence as a reclamation of power, and even as a kind of speech 
act that not only contests the dominance of her abuser but ruptures the 
authority of those discourses that sanction sexual violence through its inad-
equate representation. Yet the conditions of her narrative resistance also 
reveal the limitations of violence as a reclamation of agency. Firdaus’s status 
as ‘the only woman who had torn the mask away, and exposed the face of 
their ugly reality’ (110) also leads to her own destruction, suggesting the rela-
tive powerlessness of the individual in the face of a communally defi ned and 
owned female body. This points towards conceptions of female sexuality in 
patriarchal Arab society more broadly, in which the chaste and honourable 
female body is constructed not as a territory of individual sexual agency but 
as a vessel of communal and familial standing, and in which her husband 
and family’s sense of honour (sharaf ) rests upon the woman’s sexual behav-
iour (Abu-Odeh 1996: 149). As Atyaf Alwazir writes, ‘[S]exuality outside of 
marriage . . . is seen as a selfi sh ayb (blameworthy action) that causes chaos 
and dishonor [ . . . ] An unchaste woman, it is sometimes said, is worse than 
a murderer, affecting not just one victim, but an entire family’ (Alwazir 2004: 
17–18). This criminalization of the unchaste female body is taken to the 
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extreme in Firdaus’s case, where El Saadawi reveals her fi nal crime to be a 
direct result of the sexual violence that is socially sanctioned and perpetuated 
from Firdaus’s childhood. As Firdaus states when she is arrested: ‘I am not a 
prostitute. But right from my early days my father, my uncle, my husband, all 
of them, taught me to grow up as a prostitute’ (108). In this way, El Saadawi 
situates Firdaus within a discourse of abuse and negated self-defi nition from 
the outset of her life and shows its direct implication in her fi nal fate.

Forms of alienation and negation structure Firdaus’s attempts to represent 
sexual violence and abuse throughout the text. Firdaus begins by telling 
the psychiatrist of her upbringing in a poor lower class family, a marginal 
social status that renders her vulnerable to those with superior economic 
(and implicitly sexual) agency throughout her life. She recalls her fi rst sexual 
experience at an age early enough for her to still be permitted to play with 
the boys and relates how she experiences a ‘sharp pleasure’ while playing 
‘bride and bridegroom’ with a young boy named Mohammadain (12). At 
this point of relative equality and innocence in her life, Firdaus seems able 
to relate to her body, and she describes how she would later ‘close [her] 
eyes and feel with my hand for the exact spot’, which she is able to relocate 
(12). Her profound disassociation from her body is instigated by her fi rst 
experience of sexual violence, which takes the form of a clitorectomy: a 
form of genital mutilation. Signifi cantly, Firdaus seems to view the clitorec-
tomy as her mother’s response to her burgeoning sense of female agency. 
After questioning whether the man she recognizes as her father is in fact 
her birth parent (which, she implies, may not be the case and so may point 
towards a sexual indiscretion or even violation on her mother’s part), Firdaus 
remembers how ‘fi rst she [Mother] beat me. Then she brought a woman who 
was carrying a small knife or maybe a razor blade. They cut off a piece of 
fl esh from between my thighs’ (12). Following this incident, Firdaus’s sexual 
experiences are neither instigated by her, nor experienced as pleasurable. 
When her uncle begins to touch her in a sexual manner, she describes how 
‘it was . . . as though a part of me, my being, was gone and would never 
return’ (13). Here, Firdaus conjures a profound sense of loss not only for her 
capacity to experience pleasure, but for all that is symbolized by her clitorec-
tomy: the termination of gender equality, the violent negation of women’s 
sexual agency and, perhaps most distressing of all, what she perceives as 
her mother’s betrayal and complicity with the patriarchal system. There are 
interesting parallels to be drawn here with Mardorossian’s chapter on ‘Rape 
by Proxy’ elsewhere in this volume (23), in which she discusses the sexual 
violence done to young Caribbean women through the practice of ‘testing’ as 
a means for mothers to confi rm their daughters’ virginity. In both contexts, 
the value of a regulated female sexuality is deemed to outweigh the bodily 
violation and psychological disturbance that result from such practices. The 
critiques of such practices enacted by both El Saadawi and Danticat in the 
Caribbean context expose these practices as at once deeply traumatic and 
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indicative of the insidious and complex dynamics of patriarchy that pervade 
their cultures not only through male dominance but also through the com-
plicity of women.

The sense of alienation brought about by Firdaus’s sexual abuse is so 
strong that, by the time she moves to live with her uncle following her moth-
er’s death, she is unable to identify with either her refl ection in the mirror, or 
her name: ‘I stood in front of the mirror staring at my face. Who am I? Fir-
daus, that is how they call me’ (19). In contrast to Firdaus’s own self-negating 
gaze, however, the threat of sexual violence is represented in the text by the 
image of two predatory eyes, which haunt her whenever she is in the pres-
ence of men:

In the dark I suddenly perceived two eyes, or rather felt them, moving 
towards me very slowly, closer and closer. They dropped their gaze with 
slow intent down to my shoes, rested there for a moment, then gradually 
started to climb up my legs, to my thighs, my belly, my breasts, my neck 
and fi nally came to a stop. (43)

Firdaus experiences the male gaze as sexually threatening as it dwells on 
the parts of her body considered ‘awra. Conversely, it is also through this 
gaze that her body assumes an awareness of itself, and of the bodies of oth-
ers. When her uncle subsequently arranges her marriage to an elderly man 
named Sheikh Mahmoud in order to alleviate himself of the fi nancial burden 
of her care, Firdaus describes her husband with the utmost physical disgust, 
dwelling on an unsightly swelling on his face. In contrast, Sheikh Mahmoud 
responds to Firdaus’s body with a violent physical hunger, forcing her into 
sexual intercourse and subsequently beating her, perhaps because he is con-
scious of her repulsion. Her descriptions of marital rape are graphic and even 
verge on the abject in their evocation of ‘the drops of foul-smelling pus’ (47) 
leaking from his body, mirroring the distaste she feels at the corporeality of 
the sexual act and its products. Yet her own response to such attacks is not 
to resist overtly but to disassociate herself from her body, imagining herself 
as ‘like a piece of dead wood or old neglected furniture left to stand where 
it is, or a pair of shoes forgotten under a chair’ (47). Here, Firdaus reveals a 
neutrality towards her experiences that paradoxically operates as a mode of 
resistance. As she describes it later, during her experiences of prostitution: 
‘my body withdrew, turned in on itself away from me, like some passive, 
lifeless thing, refusing to surrender, undefeated’ (102). The possibility of pas-
sivity and dissociation as modes of resistance (both bodily and narrative in 
nature) recalls Roynon’s discussion elsewhere in this volume (see Chapter 3) 
of the way in which Toni Morrison ‘sabotag[es] the language of pride’ in her 
novels. Roynon suggests that the refusal to convey rape in terms of women’s 
graphic victimization may serve to undercut the ‘victory’ achieved by what is 
classically portrayed as a powerful, even heroic rapist in Western discourse. 
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El Saadawi arguably employs a similar strategy, denying what might be seen 
as any textual gratifi cation for the sexual abuser. Instead, both he and his acts 
are excised from discourse and his ‘victim’ usurps the lexis of victory. Yet El 
Saadawi’s language is far from inexpressive. Her literal objectifi cation of the 
female subject through the terms ‘dead wood’ (a term that assumes pertinent 
inferences of impotence in translation), ‘neglected furniture’ and ‘pair of 
shoes’ calls attention to the status of women within the patriarchal structures 
of her family, in which her body operates as an item of exchange within the 
economic relations between men. As her uncle advises her following her fi rst 
experience of marital rape, female agency does not enter into this bargain: ‘a 
virtuous woman was not supposed to complain about her husband. Her duty 
was perfect obedience’ (47), she is told. In this fi rst sanctioned experience of 
sexual violence, El Saadawi establishes a link between sexuality, abuse and 
pain that endures throughout Firdaus’s life. Indeed, it seems to lead her to a 
fi nal masochistic pleasure in her own destruction, as she awaits an execution 
that she also perceives as a victory: an ultimate rejection of the constructs of 
morality, criminality and victimization that have defi ned her existence.

Firdaus’s self-abnegation, which can be read as an internalization of her 
own sexual status as ‘awra, is not the only way in which surface appearance 
and identity prove to be unreliable within the text. Following her abusive 
marriage, Firdaus escapes with nothing but a High School Certifi cate to 
her name and fi nds herself vulnerable to a series of fi gures who seem to 
promise salvation, but instead deliver further forms of sexual exploitation 
and violence. The fi rst of these is a local waiter, Bayoumi, who takes Firdaus 
under his wing when he fi nds her begging for a glass of water at his restau-
rant and initially allows her to live with him as his partner. Bayoumi appears 
unthreatening to Firdaus: ‘His hands . . . did not impress me as the hands 
of someone who could be violent or cruel’, she tells the psychiatrist, though 
she adds the ominous observation that ‘his nose resembled that of my father’ 
(49). His distinction from the male relatives who have abused Firdaus is poi-
gnantly represented when he offers to buy her some fruit and asks whether 
she prefers oranges or tangerines, prompting Firdaus to realize that never 
before has she been asked for her preference, nor has anyone attempted to 
cater to her needs. Despite this promise of independence, though, Bayoumi’s 
personality undergoes a disturbing shift when Firdaus suggests that their liv-
ing situation is inappropriate and that she would like to try to fi nd a job for 
herself. In response to Firdaus’s assertion of newfound agency, Bayoumi hits 
and verbally abuses her, and Firdaus witnesses his perspective shift to that 
of the male gaze. She describes how his eyes ‘dropped downwards gradually 
over my breast, and my belly, to settle somewhere just below it, between my 
thighs’ (53), refocusing on the sexual physicality of her body as a means to 
subjugate her. From this point onwards, Bayoumi takes to locking Firdaus 
in the house and begins to exploit her sexually, rendering her status ‘awra: 
hidden, private and shameful. Firdaus’s extreme physical and psychological 
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trauma emerges through her confusion surrounding the identity of her rapist 
or rapists. She describes how one night the person bearing down on her does 
not appear to be Bayoumi, and when she asks them who they are, is told, 
‘what difference does it make? Bayoumi and I are one’ (53). Whether Firdaus 
is subjected to multiple rapes or here projects the duplicitous nature of Bay-
oumi’s personality, it remains clear that appearances are subject to slippage 
and uncertainty in El Saadawi’s text. Just as Firdaus’s status as free woman 
plummets to that of a sex slave in this encounter, so does the heroism that 
initially distinguishes Bayoumi fi nally dissolve into interchangeability with 
all of Firdaus’s other male abusers.

This generic male tendency towards abuse is articulated by the next fi g-
ure that takes hold of Firdaus: Sharifa Salah el Dine, the madam of the local 
brothel. ‘I know them all,’ she tells Firdaus; ‘which one of them started it? 
Your father, your brother . . . one of your uncles?’ (56). Through this compre-
hension of Firdaus’s situation, Madam Salah el Dine draws Firdaus into the 
role of fully fl edged sex worker, and so denies her any possibility of existing 
within mainstream society. In another way, though, she is also Firdaus’s sav-
ior, offering her the opportunity to take ownership of her body as she is able 
to choose her customers, and to receive payment for the economic status that 
it has always assumed, while realizing that she has worth—even if this is, in 
deeply problematic terms, primarily sexual. Upon entering Sharifa’s apart-
ment, Firdaus experiences a reconnection to her body: ‘When I opened my 
eyes and looked into the mirror I realized that now I was being born again 
with a new body, smooth and tender as a rose petal’ (57).

Certainly, Firdaus’s rebirth as a prostitute is troubling, and the illusion of 
agency is to an extent false. Even Madam Salah el Dine is shown to be in 
thrall to her own pimp, who also attacks her sexually. This episode is por-
trayed through Firdaus’s recollection of the fragmented utterances she hears 
of the attack through the wall. Interestingly, though, Firdaus fails to intervene 
and her response is to leave Madam Salah el Dine’s establishment altogether, 
perhaps recognizing the madam as an indirect actant of the same patriarchal 
oppression and abuse in which she is also entrapped. Neither the madam nor 
Firdaus retain any real agency within such a system. Firdaus’s next move is 
to try to leave the sexual economy by fi nding herself a ‘respectable’ job as 
a secretary; yet she soon discovers that the same rules govern her progress 
in the workplace as in the brothel. While sex is expected of her for ‘a mere 
rise in salary, an invitation to dinner, a drive along the Nile’ (82) at work, 
she realizes that she can make more money and establish a greater level of 
independence working as a prostitute, and all that distinguishes her from a 
respectable, upper class woman in appearance are her ‘fi rm, confi dent steps 
on the pavement prov[ing] that I was nobody’s wife’ (105). So strong is her 
desire to defend her economic and sexual agency that she feels she has no 
choice but to kill the man who fi nally threatens to take this away from her 
by trying to act as her pimp. El Saadawi therefore constructs Firdaus’s turn 
to prostitution as a damning critique of the sexual economy which values 
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women’s bodies only as property, an ideology that underpins the way that 
rape is represented as an act of property violation, ightisab, before the law.

What might therefore appear to be Firdaus’s oddly practical obsession 
with property from an early age in fact assumes a much more poignant sig-
nifi cance. One of her earliest childhood memories is of the glee with which 
she earns a single piastre (the local currency) from her father for cleaning 
the animals during Eid, a time when the other children around her are given 
money for sweets. For Firdaus, though, this is a wonderful reclamation of 
bodily and psychological agency: ‘[The piastre] was not my father’s, nor my 
mother’s, but mine; mine to do with it what I wanted, to buy what I wanted, 
to eat with it whatever I desired’ (70). This moment is in sharp contrast to 
the list of tasks which are usually enacted by Firdaus and her mother for 
no payment: ‘I worked in the fi elds, and worked in the house, and together 
with my mother ate the scraps of food left over from my father’ (69). While 
it is clear that economic and social agency reside with men in patriarchal 
society, Firdaus realizes that this power is, in one sense, purely material. 
This realization endures in her adulthood, and she describes how the acquisi-
tion of economic agency through prostitution offers the same liberation she 
experienced as a child when given a piastre by her father: ‘How many were 
the years of my life that went by before my body, and my self became really 
mine, to do with them as I wished? . . . Now I could decide . . . [to] refuse 
the man for whom I felt an aversion no matter what reason, and choose the 
man I wished to have, even if it was only because he was clean and well 
manicured’ (74). The effect of this utterance is complex, however. On the 
one hand, Firdaus assumes economic, sexual and personal agency by gain-
ing access to the largely male realm of property ownership. In this way, she 
debunks the ‘myth’ of patriarchy by exposing it as no more than a discourse 
driven by greed and sanctioned by the economy. On the other, though, her 
turn to prostitution affi rms her primarily sexual value, and the disturbing 
echoes between the moments of economic agency she fi nds in her childhood 
and adulthood again point towards the sexual abuse to which she has been 
subjected since an early age. Firdaus’s recognition of her entrapment in the 
sexual economy simultaneously functions as a violent expression of her trau-
mas. She describes how she takes the money from a client and,

. . . with a redoubled fury tore the remaining bank notes into shreds. It 
was as though I was destroying all the money I had ever held, my father’s 
piastre, my uncle’s piastre, all the piastres I had ever known, and at the 
same time destroying all the men I had ever known [ . . . ] removing 
every trace their piastres had left on my fi ngers, tearing away the very 
fl esh of my fi ngers to leave nothing but bone, ensuring that not a single 
vestige of these men would remain at all. (108)

The extent to which Firdaus’s destruction of economic property also becomes 
self-destructive suggests the deeply rooted economization of the female body 
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as social and sexual property. While the act of tearing piastres is symbolic 
as a rejection of that economy, Firdaus remains so conditioned by it that she 
can articulate her physical and emotional trauma only through the language 
of monetary value that has been used to defi ne her throughout her life. Fir-
daus’s substitution of discourses therefore indicates the representational cri-
sis that endures in the articulation of sexual violence.

Despite the strength that is so evident in Firdaus’s narrative, it is clear that 
there remain traumas that exceed the boundaries of articulation. Extending 
the text’s emphasis on the deceptive nature of appearance and the limitations 
of sight, Firdaus’s trauma also manifests itself in recurrent hallucinations 
of circles of black and white that appear before her eyes, and sometimes 
around those of others, when she recalls moments of emotional intensity. 
Whereas her recollections of the predatory, sexualized male gaze evoke the 
straightforward image of two black eyes, the eyes of both her mother and her 
beloved schoolteacher, Miss Iqbal, are both described as ‘two rings of pure 
white surrounding two circles of intense black’, ready to ‘hold [her] up’ (17). 
In their integration of binary opposites, light and dark, these female eyes 
appear to offer a recognition of Firdaus’s complexity and, by implication, to 
promise the possibility of kindness as well as the forms of betrayal and abuse 
that emanate from the sexualized male gaze. This potential for non-sexual 
love is so unfamiliar to Firdaus that when Miss Iqbal offers her support at 
school, she can analyse it only in near-erotic terms:

It was a feeling that made my body tremble with a deep distant pleasure 
. . . I could feel it somewhere, like a part of my being what I had once 
known . . . A cloudy awareness of something that could have been, and 
yet was never lived. (30)

This pleasure is not only, or even necessarily, sexual. It is also the redemp-
tive and, for Firdaus, thrilling experience of compassion. Interestingly, this 
remains a specifi cally feminocentric capacity throughout the text. Later, Fir-
daus falls in love with man named Ibrahim, with whom she shares her child-
hood memories and appears to connect at an equal level. She is devastated 
when she learns that he has become engaged to the daughter of the chair-
man for whom he works at the cost of his and Firdaus’s own relationship. 
This episode suggests that economics—whether monetary or sexual—remain 
deeply implicated in male-female relationships for El Saadawi, and that true 
equality and compassion can perhaps be established only between women 
as fi gures who are able to look beyond the immediate economic value of 
others (possibly because, within the world of El Saadawi’s text, they have 
little to gain from one another in monetary terms). This alternative value 
of feminocentric experience emerges between Firdaus and the unnamed 
prison psychiatrist who interviews her. Firdaus’s shared narrative conjures 
a deep empathy between herself and the psychiatrist. As she drives away 
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from the prison, the psychiatrist experiences her narrative as a revelation 
that ‘shak[es] everything’, making her feel a sense of shame at the social 
hypocrisy to which she has so far been blind, due in part to her own rela-
tively elevated social status as an educated professional (114). Feminocentric 
relations, therefore, serve to transgress the notions of communal ownership 
that are ascribed to the female body and to replace them with an implicitly 
feminist notion of community, which is established in part through narra-
tive. It is also through the psychiatrist’s response that El Saadawi takes a 
gentle swipe at established psychiatric, legal and social discourses that claim 
authority in their interpretations of the criminalized and sexualized female 
body. Firdaus’s narrative may be fl awed and crisis-ridden in its strategies of 
representation, but it nevertheless achieves a profound shift in the listener’s 
consciousness by lifting the burden of shame from women as the possessors 
of sexual allure and placing it fi rmly back on those who abuse it, or others 
who remain inattentive to such injustices. El Saadawi reveals the radical 
discontents of ‘awra as a hidden and shameful truth guarded not by women, 
but by a pervasively abusive and unjust patriarchal society.

El Saadawi’s text presents an unfl inchingly polemical vision of sexual 
violence in twentieth-century Egyptian society. As a female Arab author, El 
Saadawi remains distinct among her peers in her decision to broach these 
explicit and controversial topics. Representations of sexual violence by Arab 
female authors, while not unheard of, remain rare, largely due to the trou-
bling prosecution record of female authors according to obscenity laws in 
various Arab nations.4 This, alongside often stringent censorship and the 
overriding sense that to be able to write at all remains a hard-won privilege, 
has led to a tendency towards what Evelyne Accad terms ‘autocensorship’ 
(the automatic self-censorship of one’s own views and work) among Arab 
women writers (Accad 2000: 40). El Saadawi’s literary feminism certainly 
counters this tendency. Yet as a feminist activist, El Saadawi’s exploration of 
sexual violence proves less isolated; for while El Saadawi is a prominent femi-
nist voice in the Arab world, hers is not solely representative of what have 
proved to be a multiplicity of vibrant and active Arab, Islamic and Middle 
Eastern feminisms (see Cooke 1999: 93–94). Indeed, El Saadawi’s approach 
to female sexuality, including its defi nition as ‘awra, has been subject to 
criticism by some feminists within the Arab world, who view it as a poorly 
nuanced application of second-wave Western feminist discourse to female 
bodies inscribed and experienced in ways specifi c to the Arab world (Ahmed 
2000). Such a view iterates the intrinsic heterogeneity of feminism within the 
Arab world, within which El Saadawi occupies what might be described 
as a secular humanist position. Yet others have gone further by suggesting 
that El Saadawi recognizes only ‘punitive’ and oppressive manifestations of 
female sexuality and ignores the long history of sensual, erotic and positive 
portrayals also present in literary and religious discourse, which have also 
been of interest to many Islamic feminists keen to expose the social rather 
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than religious underpinnings of patriarchal oppression in the Arab world 
(Ahmed 2000: 54; Barlas 2002). While Woman at Point Zero certainly focuses 
on the abuse of female sexuality rather than its celebration, it seems that El 
Saadawi nevertheless acknowledges this potential for, and right to female 
pleasure in Firdaus’s insistence that her abuse has stolen from her something 
‘deeper than . . . consciousness . . . somewhere in my being’ (85). While this 
capacity is denied her, its possibility remains a source of hope within the text. 
It is also important to note that alternative responses to El Saadawi’s secular 
feminist conceptualization of sexual violence have emerged through a num-
ber of differently allied organizations. Among groups such as Women Living 
Under Muslim Law, Muslim Women Lawyers for Human Rights and Sisters 
in Islam, for example, calls for reform to laws on sexual violence have been 
made on the grounds that they do not refl ect the Quran’s original commit-
ments to equality between the sexes, nor to its conceptualizations of justice, 
freedom and dignity (Alwazir 2004: 9). Elsewhere, organizations such as 
Karamah, the Egyptian Centre for Women’s Rights and the International 
Women’s Health Coalition have addressed the issue of sexual violence from 
a human rights-based rather than feminist perspective. While it seems that 
these contrasting approaches are yet to be placed in dialogue, the variety of 
ways in which dominant social discourses are being challenged in relation to 
gender equality promises a potentially thorough reassessment of the ways in 
which sexual violence is recognized and addressed within the Arab world.

El Saadawi’s novel does not draw this variety of views into her text; yet 
nor does she present her or Firdaus’s perspective as complete or unambigu-
ous. Rather, Woman at Point Zero remains conscious of the crises surround-
ing the representation of sexual violence throughout. These crises emanate 
from the problematic ambiguity of legal and social conceptions of sexual 
violence, but they are underpinned by a broader representational crisis that 
stems from the masking of female sexuality and its abuse behind a discourse 
of shamefulness, or ‘awra. Through Firdaus’s account of sexual violence, El 
Saadawi does not so much reveal a pervasive ‘truth’ regarding the abuse of 
women within patriarchal Egyptian society as draw attention to the traumatic 
absence of a fully formed discourse through which such experiences can be 
articulated. Placing El Saadawi’s text within its broader feminist context, it 
is clear that such a discourse has begun to emerge in a variety of fi elds, but 
its discussion has yet to permeate literary representation. While it is deeply 
problematic to assume that women writers within the Arab world have a duty 
or even a desire to write about such experiences, the space should neverthe-
less exist for such perspectives to emerge without stigma or fear. El Saadawi’s 
work arguably facilitates such a space by sanctioning partiality, polemics 
and complexity as legitimate and indeed unavoidable elements in the task 
of representing sexual violence. While the ‘point zero’ of the novel’s title 
signifi es Firdaus’s despair, destruction and negation, it might also be taken to 
suggest a crisis point, or even starting point, from which a fresh Arab literary 
feminist discourse on sexual violence might be generated.
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Notes

1. Following the initial ban on its publication in Cairo, the fi rst Arabic edition 
(Imra’a ind Nuqtat al-Sifr) was released in Beirut in 1973 and was later translated 
into English in 1983. As this article is authored from the position of a trans-
cultural feminist discussion of sexual violence, it makes use of the text in its 
English translation, though it is attentive to secondary sources that discuss El 
Saadawi’s use of imagery and Arabic terminology. The author also wishes to 
thank Zoë Brigley Thompson for her invaluable comments and observations 
during the writing of this chapter.

2. It is important to note that cultural conceptions of what would be termed ‘rape’ 
in Western liberal discourse must be understood within the broader social codes 
governing sexual behaviour (discussed later in the chapter). My use of the term 
‘rape’ is intended here in its most basic and universal sense: as a reference to 
acts of forced sexual intercourse.

3. In Malaki legal doctrine rape was defi ned sometimes with the verbs istakraha 
(to force, compel, coerce) and ghasaba or ightasaba (to take away by force, to vio-
late, to rape). See Serrano (2007: 167), and for a more modern discussion of the 
evolution of the terms in Sharia discourse, see Welchman (2007). See Norman 
(2005) for a more extensive discussion of rape laws in the Arab world.

4. Notable examples of portrayals of sexual violence in Arab women’s writing 
include the Egyptian author Alifa Rif’at’s In the Long Winter Night, which 
addresses marital rape, and the Kuwaiti author Layla al-Uthman’s work, which 
is notable for its use of explicit vocabulary (Rahmer 1995: 183). Examples of 
Arab women writers prosecuted according to obscenity laws include the writer 
Zabya Khamis, imprisoned in the UAE, and the Jordanian writer Suhair el-Tal 
(Faqir 1998: 12–13).
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6 Writing Rape
The Politics of Resistance 
in Yvonne Vera’s Novels

Fiona McCann

Yvonne Vera, who had published fi ve novels and one collection of short 
stories before passing away in April 2005, is widely recognized as one of 
the most original and signifi cant voices in contemporary African literature. 
Born and brought up in Zimbabwe (previously Southern Rhodesia) during 
the bloody years of the liberation struggle, in which the indigenous popula-
tion fought against Ian Smith’s minority-rule regime, Vera later moved to 
Toronto, Canada, where she wrote and published her fi rst work, the collec-
tion of short stories Why Don’t You Carve Other Animals (1992). Upon moving 
back to Zimbabwe in 1995, having already written and published Nehanda 
(1994) and Without a Name (1996), which was awarded the Commonwealth 
Writers’ Prize for Africa, she subsequently completed three more novels, her 
fi nal novel, Obedience, remaining unfi nished. Vera’s fi ction stands out from 
her contemporaries’ primarily because of its highly lyrical nature. In her 
novels, barbaric acts and movements are gracefully depicted and the inten-
sity of her prose succeeds in ‘bring[ing] a reader as close as possible to [the] 
experience’ (Vera 2002a: 222).

Ranka Primorac suggests that ‘[t]he designations “lyrical” and “poetic”, 
often bestowed on Vera’s texts, sometimes function as a euphemism for stylis-
tic and compositional opacity’ (2006: 146). It is therefore necessary to point 
out here that my use of the adjective ‘lyrical’ is to be understood as relating to 
the effusive enthusiasm of Vera’s writing, as well as its musical quality. Vera’s 
choice to represent rape and other violations in such a stylistically original 
manner contributes to the groundbreaking nature of her fi ction, in which a 
poetics of violence is inextricably linked to the beauty of the prose through 
which it is expressed, thus creating disconcerting associations.1

Vera’s works of fi ction ‘give voice to previously suppressed narratives’ in 
which ‘signs and taboos provide an unspoken discourse’ (Muponde and Tar-
uvinga 2002: 1). One of the most striking and perhaps destabilizing aspects 
of this fi ction is the way in which the female body is frequently presented 
as the site of horrifi c forms of violence. Indeed, violence against women 
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emerges as a central preoccupation in three of Vera’s novels in particular: 
Without a Name (1994), Under the Tongue (1996) and The Stone Virgins (2002). 
Vera is not prepared to shy away from the realities of life for women in both 
the private and public spheres in the period preceding and following inde-
pendence in Zimbabwe.

A liberation struggle spanning 14 years took place before Zimbabwe fi nally 
obtained independence in 1980, with Robert Mugabe becoming fi rst Prime 
Minister and then President. It is important to note that the two nationalist 
guerrilla groups who fought for independence (ZANLA and ZIPRA) were 
dominated by two different ethnic groups: ZANLA (Zimbabwe African 
National Liberation Army) was essentially Shona, whereas ZIPRA (Zimba-
bwe People’s Revolutionary Army) was essentially Ndebele. ZANLA was 
the military wing of ZANU-PF, Mugabe’s party, and ZIPRA was the military 
wing of the opposition party ZAPU. The confrontations which took place 
in the fi ve years following on from independence were fuelled not only by 
political disagreements, but also by inter-ethnic disputes. These latter were 
exacerbated by the mainly Shona government’s attempts to forge a national 
identity which acknowledged little or nothing of the ethnic diversity of the 
country. The government’s response to a rebellion in Matebeleland in the 
early 1980s was a brutal repression which cost the lives of thousands, includ-
ing many civilians (Bull-Christiansen 2004: 54–58). The events of The Stone 
Virgins take place during this period. Vera’s choice to engage with recent 
Zimbabwean history is revealing of a desire to emphasize the forgotten voices 
of this period, particularly those of women, and to offer a new perspective 
which diverges from the dominant national discourse.

The acts of violence perpetrated against women take two forms: physi-
cal violence in the form of torture and mutilation, and sexual violence in 
the form of rape. The representation of rape is particularly interesting in 
these novels as it oscillates between ellipsis and excess of detail, between 
the said and the unsaid, between metaphor and realistic detail, always 
resisting sensationalism and constantly emphasizing the multiple forms 
of resistance deployed by the female characters who are the victims of 
this sexual violence. By concentrating on rape both within the family and 
within the context of the War of Independence, the taboos surrounding the 
act of rape are broken, and the stories of rape which are only now begin-
ning to emerge in Zimbabwe, more than 25 years after independence, are 
given voice.2

In these novels, rape is not only an allegory for a violated land, but rather 
also a means of representing and criticizing both colonial and patriarchal 
violence. Vera very overtly calls into question the myths associated with 
the liberation struggle, the myths that are glorifi ed in contemporary histori-
cal accounts of the period 1965–80. For Vera, fi ction becomes a privileged 
space that draws attention to these forgotten or unacknowledged stories of 
rape. This space also reveals the extent to which women living in what Meg 
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Samuelson, quoting the anthropologist Peggy Reeves Sandy, calls ‘rape-prone 
societies’ (Samuelson 2002: 97), are subjected to rape as ‘one of many rou-
tine military acts’ ( Julien 1991: 175). By also confronting rape in the private 
sphere, Vera represents rape and incest as ‘an exploitation of women’s pow-
erlessness within a world constructed around their silence’ and ‘on another 
level [as] a negative symptom of a construction of masculinity embedded in 
the community and particularly heightened during the war’ (Wilson-Tagoe 
2002: 174). This chapter focuses on showing how Vera tackles the subject 
of rape and torture with a view to pinpointing the impact of colonial and 
patriarchal structures on women’s lives. The elision of the word ‘rape’, the 
destabilizing narrative techniques deployed and the feelings of dissolution 
and dismemberment by the female characters concerned all contribute to 
the creation of a new and stylistically innovative narrative of rape, which 
offers women resistance instead of submission.

Mazvita in Without a Name, Zhizha in Under the Tongue and Nonceba in 
The Stone Virgins are all victims of rape. Mazvita and Nonceba are both 
raped by dissident soldiers, the former during the chimurenga3 and the lat-
ter in the early 1980s after independence and during the bloody confl ict in 
Matabeleland. Zhizha, the 10-year-old protagonist of Under the Tongue, is 
raped by her father, who has himself been scarred by his own experiences 
during the chimurenga. Despite, or perhaps because the narrative techniques 
employed in these novels range from fi rst person narratives (in the case of 
Zhizha and sometimes Nonceba) to internal focalization of the victims (in 
the case of Mazvita and sometimes Nonceba), it is interesting to note that the 
word ‘rape’ is never used in these novels and the descriptions of the rapes are 
sometimes highly metaphorical.

In Under the Tongue, the rape of Zhizha, narrated obliquely in the opening 
chapter and more overtly in the penultimate chapter by the victim herself, 
is displaced onto the symbols of lightning and the moon, both highly signifi -
cant in Shona culture. As David Lan has pointed out, the term kupenya refers 
simultaneously to the moon and to lightning: ‘The essence of the idea of 
kupenya is the appearance of light surrounded by darkness, such as lightning 
or the moon. To glow like the moon in the sky, to fl ash like lightning is to be 
alive’ (Lan 1999: 96). He also explains that the symbol of the transition from 
life to death and from death to life is the moon (Lan 1999: 97). Blood, par-
ticularly menstrual blood, however, is considered as dangerous by the ances-
tors and the mediums through whom they appear. The moon is inextricably 
linked to the female cycle, as the expressions in Shona for menstruation and 
amenorrhoea make clear (Lan 1999: 98), but the ultimate source of fertility 
comes from the rain. Since it is only the ancestors who have the power to 
give or withhold rain, the moon ultimately becomes the symbol of masculine 
fertility: ‘It is no coincidence that precisely the same symbol is central to the 
expression of male, ancestral fertility. It is as if the symbolism of biological 
reproduction, in reality the most signifi cant source of fertility and creativity, 
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has been stolen by men’ (Lan 1999: 98). Zhizha’s rape, as she narrates it, 
takes on a double signifi cance in the light of these distinctions:

Father whispers an embrace of lightning. I bite hard on my tongue, hold 
my breath deep in my chest. My voice is sinking down into my stomach. 
My voice is crumbling and falling apart and spreading through his fi n-
gers. My voice hides beneath rock. My voice burns beneath my chest. 
Lightning fi nds me, embraces the moon, fi nds me fallen from the sky. 
(Vera 1996: 123)

The explicit violence of the rape is indirectly apparent in the opening chapter 
of the novel. However, it is in the penultimate chapter that violent details 
emerge. In the above passage, the father’s violence is presented as being pri-
marily verbal and insidious (‘Father whispers’). The metaphor of the lightning 
here, as Meg Samuelson has pointed out (Samuelson 2002: 98), links Zhizha’s 
rape to the more general theft of the symbol of the moon that David Lan attri-
butes to Shona men. The conceit in the fi nal sentence is particularly revealing 
of the insidious nature of this usurpation, and it is striking that ‘lightning’ 
should be associated with the verb ‘embrace’, as this seems to reinforce the 
clash between the father-daughter and the rapist-victim relationships.

Moreover, the elliptical manner in which this rape is initially presented 
to us blurs our fi rst impressions, as it is not yet obvious that the novel is deal-
ing with incest. It is only the cumulative effect of parataxis and the lexical 
fi eld of violence (‘bite’, ‘burns’, ‘fallen’) or disintegration (‘crumbling’, ‘fall-
ing apart’) that gradually reveal Zhizha’s perception. This disintegration is 
emphasized by the use of the progressive form (‘crumbling’, ‘falling apart’, 
‘spreading’) and the triple repetition of ‘my voice’, the anaphoric quality of 
which also announces the importance of voice and silence in this novel. The 
shift from the progressive form to the simple form in the verbs towards the 
end of this passage signals the burying of Zhizha’s voice and corresponds 
to the symbolic theft of the moon, as the link in the fi nal sentence between 
Zhizha and the moon on the one hand and her father and lightning on the 
other hand is clearly established through the use of metaphor. Furthermore, 
several mythologies associate lightning with ejaculation, which in turn sug-
gests a link here between the symbolic Shona image of lightning with the act 
of sexual intercourse. When associated with ejaculation, however, lightning 
usually symbolizes life and fertility, whereas in this context, it is the catalyst 
for the silencing of Zhizha’s voice.4

The rapes of which Mazvita (Without a Name) and Nonceba (The Stone 
Virgins) are the victims are also initially displaced onto a verbal realm: ‘Maz-
vita gathered the whispering he had spread between her legs, over her arms, 
over her face’ (Vera 1994: 34); ‘He offers words that could heal. He closes his 
eyes and moves his lips against her neck. His words fl ood her earlobe, slip 
between her legs, where her blood falls like burnt water’ (Vera 2002b: 71). 
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Unlike that of Zhizha (Under the Tongue), the rapes of Mazvita and Nonceba 
are narrated by a third person narrator, although the use of free indirect dis-
course in both cases allows access to their thought processes. Occasionally, 
however, Nonceba’s fi rst person narrative emerges, further destabilizing both 
the reader and the narrative boundaries of the novel. While the displacement 
of the violent act of rape onto the verbal domain could perhaps be indica-
tive of a refusal to acknowledge the violation by the victims, it is more likely 
to be a means of reinforcing the simultaneously physical and psychological 
repercussions of this particular form of violence. In the case of Mazvita, the 
multiple references to her struggle to ignore the voice and the whispering of 
her attacker are revealing of her desire to forget the encounter. The 19 occur-
rences of the word ‘silence’ in the chapter relating this rape are indicative of 
her attempt to resist the memory of this violent physical attack by refusing to 
acknowledge that it took place: ‘He had never been inside her’ (Vera 1994: 
36). Ultimately, however, this strategy of resistance leads to another act of 
violence, this time perpetrated by Mazvita herself, when she commits infan-
ticide. It is not clear whether the baby is the fruit of the rape of which she 
is a victim, or of her relationships with either of her two subsequent lovers, 
Nyenyedzi or Joel. Regardless, the act of killing her child is clearly portrayed 
as an attempt to regain control of her life and to become agent of her destiny. 
This obsession stems directly from her experience of rape which pushes her 
to leave her native village in search of an elusive freedom.

The lengthy portrayal of the rape and mutilation of Nonceba and the 
beheading of her sister Thenjiwe in The Stone Virgins also elides any reference 
to the word ‘rape’, despite the great detail in which this scene is described. 
Just as the description of Zhizha’s rape focuses on both a physical and a 
metaphorical level, so the depiction of the rape in this novel also exists on 
two levels. Sibaso’s rape of Nonceba also comes to represent a more general 
violation of memory in the new Zimbabwe. This novel is divided into two 
parts, the fi rst dealing with the period 1950–80 and the second, the period 
1980–86. The opening chapter of the second part begins by briefl y focusing 
on the arrival of independence and the positive changes which emerge as a 
result of it, before quickly concentrating on the outbreak of violent unrest:

It begins in the streets, the burying of memory. The bones rising. Ris-
ing. Every road out of Bulawayo is covered with soldiers and police, 
teeming like ants. Roadblocks. Bombs. Land mines. Hand grenades. 
Memory is lost. Independence ends. Guns rise. Rising anew. In 1981. 
(Vera 200b2: 65)

The short staccato sentences and syntagm-sentences punctuated by full stops 
immediately draw attention to the lack of continuity and the outbreak of 
chaos. The isolation of words such as ‘bombs’ or ‘hand grenades’ points 
towards the violent context we are now entering and announces the violence 
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which is to follow. This outbreak is associated by the narrator with ‘the bury-
ing of memory’, and this loss of memory will coincide with the literal dismem-
berment of Thenjiwe and the psychological dismemberment of her sister who 
survives the attack, but who is far from unscathed. The only way for Nonceba 
to overcome her ordeal is to envisage the possibility of re-membering the 
past, both her sister and the violation. It is no coincidence that the rape and 
mutilation scene occurs in the following chapter. It is clear that the violent 
clashes between Robert Mugabe’s soldiers and dissident guerrillas directly 
lead to the barbaric acts committed by the attacker, Sibaso. Women are 
caught in the crossfi re, as is the case in Vera’s other novels, particularly With-
out a Name and Under the Tongue, in which colonialism and patriarchy are 
seen to have a negative and violent impact on women’s lives.

This is not to suggest that women remained passive during the liberation 
struggle or during the violent confrontations in Matabeleland in the early 
1980s. Tanya Lyons has devoted a whole book to exposing the very active 
role women played during the chimurenga, not just as freedom fi ghters but 
also within the wider community, helping to hide and aid those fi ghting for 
independence, thereby risking their own lives. Vera herself has included a 
brief description of female freedom fi ghters in The Stone Virgins (56–62), but it 
is worth pointing out that the female protagonists of all her novels are women 
whose everyday existence is violently disrupted by the sudden impact of war. 
Vera manifestly intends to highlight how the ordinary suddenly becomes 
extraordinary for these women who, unlike the freedom fi ghters, do not 
choose to become actively involved in war, yet who nevertheless become 
victims of violent confl ict.

When Sibaso is raping Nonceba, we read, ‘He enters her body like a 
vacuum’ (68). This sentence obliquely, yet powerfully, points towards the 
severing of her links with the past and with her self, but is more destabilizing 
as it presents the rape not as a foreign presence within her body, but as an 
absence. This is reinforced later when we learn ‘[h]e holds her dark bone’ 
(70). Bones are in this novel a powerful mnemonic signifi er—by raping her, 
he supplants her own memory and becomes the only thing she can remem-
ber. This link between bone and memory is rendered even more explicit 
when, in hospital, Nonceba muses that ‘bandages and stitches cannot restore 
a human being with a memory intact and true inside the bone. Only the skin 
heals’ (95). Although Sibaso’s attack on her has left obvious visible traces, it 
is the psychological traces which are the most extensive. He may have liter-
ally dismembered her sister and disfi gured her, but ultimately, it is his having 
usurped her being with which she must come to terms. ‘I am trapped in my 
bones. He is here. Sibaso. In my bones’ (109).

The force with which this rape is described and its length are disconcert-
ing for the reader, while the elliptical, lyrical manner in which the attack is 
related serves to further destabilize us. This chapter relating the rape and 
mutilation of Nonceba and the decapitation of her sister spans 12 pages, and 
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given that Noceba’s point of view is privileged throughout this chapter, it is 
signifi cant that the fi nal word should be ‘wordless’ (79), as this is in tension 
with the length of the chapter. Although the chapter is long and detailed, 
the emphasis is not so much on the act of rape as the range of emotions felt 
by Nonceba. Unlike other chapters in the novel, here we have no access to 
Sibaso’s thoughts—we do have access however to what Nonceba thinks he 
is thinking, or rather, the way in which she interprets his behaviour, and 
how she subsequently adapts her own in order to survive. This silencing 
of Sibaso’s thoughts and motivations is signifi cant. Although he effectively 
silences Nonceba by cutting off her lips, leaving her ‘wordless’, Vera ensures 
that her voice is audible by switching suddenly in the penultimate paragraph 
to a fi rst person narrative by Nonceba. Moreover, unlike other parts of the 
novel, no empathy is created here for Sibaso, whose barbaric acts are seen as 
just that, with no mitigating circumstances.

Sibaso’s actions contain traces of ambiguity that are quite striking and 
somewhat problematic. For instance, despite being the attacker, his gestures 
sometimes evoke a caring attitude. After ordering Nonceba to sit on his 
knee and momentarily removing his hand from her, we learn ‘[h]e returns 
his touch as though it were something he has taken away without permis-
sion, guiltily, yet like a kind act’ (68). The incongruity of this description 
creates a discrepancy between the rape he is perpetrating and the interpre-
tation of his actions. The question of narrative voice emerges once again 
as we wonder whether this is the narrator’s simile, or Nonceba’s, or, in an 
example of Bakhtinian heteroglossia, both. Similarly, when, after the rape, 
‘[h]e cradles her like a wounded child’, leading Nonceba to ‘believe him, 
believe in him’ and ‘almost remove his lullaby from this scene, almost’ (71), 
the incongruity of the comparison, which evokes a father-daughter relation-
ship, is indicative of the fundamental ambivalence of Sibaso’s reasoning. 
Ironically, she is ‘like a wounded child’, but his violence and the absence of 
Sibaso’s point of view render this diffi cult to read. This action of cradling 
her and offering her ‘words that could heal’ (71) reminds us of the ambiva-
lence of the rapist-father’s behaviour in the penultimate chapter of Under the 
Tongue, when the rape of Zhizha is described in a similarly elliptical manner: 
‘A tearing screaming then he sings to me a lullaby about tiny fi shes moving 
between reeds’ (Vera 1996: 228). The juxtaposition of ‘tearing screaming’ 
which is indicative of the extreme violence the father is causing his daugh-
ter, and the lullaby he sings, which is associated with reassurance, is reveal-
ing of both Zhizha’s and the father’s, Muroyiwa’s, confusion. This lullaby is 
all the more horrifying as it reinforces the act of rape itself, and the father’s 
sperm after ejaculation. This same sense of horror is revealed in Sibaso’s 
‘words that could heal’ which he whispers to Nonceba as he is cradling 
her: ‘His words fl ood her earlobe, slip between her legs, where her blood 
falls like burnt water. She feels it’ (Vera 2002b: 71). The words that Sibaso 
whispers are felt by Nonceba as a further rape: they insidiously invade her 
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being, and the alliterative plosive in ‘blood’ and ‘burnt’ creates a battering 
effect which renders these words as violent as the physical abuse itself. The 
discrepancy between his acts of rape, mutilation and murder and his cra-
dling of Nonceba is indicative of his confusion, but his ambivalence further 
disorientates his victim.

Nonceba’s gradual psychological dismemberment echoes the physical dis-
memberment of her sister. At the beginning of this scene, there are numerous 
references to the physical proximity of Sibaso and the words ‘he is close’ are 
repeated several times, but as the rape continues, he gradually supplants 
her being: ‘She feels him inside her body. Near. He is as close as her own 
tongue, as close as her arms are to her body, her hair on her skin, close like 
her heartbeat’ (70). The multiple repetitions of ‘as close as’ or ‘close like’ 
reinforce the absence of distance between them and his total invasion of her 
being. Furthermore, when he asks her if she is afraid to look at him, he ‘cups 
her chin as though parts of her are crumbling, falling, blowing off with the 
wind’ (70). This image is not only indicative of how fi rmly he is holding her, 
but also suggests the beginning of her disintegration. When he pulls her face 
to look at him, however, we learn ‘she is solid’, which undermines the sugges-
tion that she is falling apart and points more towards her strength.

In fact, Nonceba shows a great deal of resistance in this scene. Not only 
does her body refuse to comply when Sibaso moves her—‘She moves on her 
toes, backward, with no weight on them, with all her weight in his arms’ 
(69)—but she also refuses to look at him. She uses her mind to survive, by 
imagining she ‘is a caterpillar—she can hide inward, recoil, fold her knees 
and her elbows, and all the parts of her body that can bend, that are pliable 
in her mind’ (68). Her ultimate resistance resides in her mind, but even this 
form of resistance is muted since it has already been made clear that she feels 
that Sibaso has also managed to damage her inner self.

In spite of this rather muted resistance, it is clear that Vera, by excluding 
Sibaso’s point of view from this chapter, at least offers the female protagonist 
the possibility of voicing her pain, which is why the occasional emergence 
of Nonceba’s fi rst person narrative in the midst of a third person narrative 
is so powerful. By allowing the narrator to include Nonceba’s words and to 
disallow Sibaso’s, Vera captures the horror of sexual violence, but also offers 
the possibility of catharsis through the act of expression. The dissolution 
of narrative boundaries echoes Nonceba’s own physical dissolution and her 
physical and psychological dismemberment, but the ultimate unity of the 
narrative, despite these fl uctuating borders, seems to point towards the pos-
sibility of Nonceba’s ultimate healing.

Vera adopts a similar narrative approach in Under the Tongue. In this novel, 
the chapters are narrated alternatively by Zhizha and her father, Muroyiwa, 
and only the fi nal chapter is narrated by an unidentifi ed external narrator. 
This strategy forces the reader to read Zhizha’s rape in the light of her father’s 
wartime experiences and to break out of the binary oppositions of attacker 
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and victim, as Muroyiwa too, like Sibaso in The Stone Virgins, is portrayed as 
a victim. Although the chapters narrated by Muroyiwa enable us to perhaps 
better understand his actions, there is no overlap or dialogue between the 
alternative chapters. Indeed, it would almost be possible, as Ranka Primo-
rac (2001: 84) has suggested, to read each set of chapters independently, 
beginning with the odd chapters narrated by Zhizha and then reading the 
even chapters narrated by Muroyiwa. As with Sibaso, it is signifi cant that 
Muroyiwa is denied the possibility of expressing himself on the matter of the 
rape of his daughter, and Vera is obviously ensuring that the victims’ voices 
are heard and remain uncontaminated by the voices of their attackers, thus 
giving them the force they deserve.

While the strategies of resistance that Vera offers for these three female 
characters, Mazvita, Zhizha and Nonceba, may seem rather muted, they are 
to be read in a given context. Mazvita goes on to commit an infanticide. It is 
precisely this action, however, which gives her the strength to return to her 
native village at the end of the novel and confront her past, leaving open a 
possibility of catharsis which is embodied in the description of a fl ower which 
‘rests in a bare tortured tree, surviving’ (1994: 114) and in Mazvita’s fi nal act 
of ‘walk[ing] in gentle footsteps that lead her to the place of her beginning’ 
and ‘bend[ing] forward and releas[ing] the baby from her back, into her 
arms’ (1994: 116). Zhizha’s silencing reveals itself to be only temporary, and 
her recovery of her voice is in part due to her reconciliation with her mother 
and the affi rmation of their closeness: ‘I remember all my letters. I tell my 
mother and she repeats after me and I laugh then I repeat after mother who 
repeats after me and I after her . . . I have turned into mother and she laughs, 
because she has become me. The letters fl ow from me to mother’ (1996: 203; 
ellipsis in original). The lack of punctuation and the repetitions in the fi rst 
sentence clearly reinforce the symbiosis and the importance of reciprocity 
between mother and daughter. The fact that the detailed description of the 
rape by Zhizha is placed after this chapter, in which her rediscovery of her 
voice has been celebrated, clearly signals the ultimate force of resistance that 
must be kept in mind when reading Chapter 23. The violence of the rape is 
in no way undermined by our knowledge that Zhizha has regained her voice, 
but her resistance to it is reaffi rmed and our reading of the penultimate sen-
tence of this chapter is therefore optimistic: ‘My voice grows from inside of 
me, broken and dry, lies still, waits to be remembered, rises soft like smoke, 
creeps out of the room, calls for mother, wakes’ (231). The personifi cation of 
Zhizha’s voice here reminds us that Zhizha must re-member in order to break 
out of her silence and that this re-membering will successfully take place only 
through the help of the wider community of women.

Finally, Nonceba’s resistance to Sibaso’s usurpation of her self will ulti-
mately require her allowing herself to become involved with Cephas Dube, 
a former lover of her sister, a historian whose current project is to ‘restore 
the past’ by piecing together ‘ancient kingdoms’ (2006: 184). In order to go 
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beyond the ‘sense of betrayal’ (173) that the very fact of being alive evokes 
for Nonceba, she must learn to trust Cephas and they both must put ‘the full 
weight of the past’ (172) behind them. Only this will bring about the ‘deliver-
ance’ (184) both crave. It is signifi cant that this is the fi nal word of the novel, 
and of Vera’s fi ctional oeuvre, and that it is separated typographically by a 
dash. The narratives of rape which Vera offers are ultimately narratives of 
trauma which lead to recovery and varying forms of catharsis. Her portrayals 
of rape, while sometimes detailed, focus more on the perceptions and feel-
ings of the victims than on the act of violation itself. By avoiding sensational-
ist descriptions and by emphasizing diverse forms of resistance, spanning 
denial, physical and psychological repercussions, and catharsis, Vera offers 
us unusual and thought-provoking narratives of rape, which are uncomfort-
able and disconcerting and yet also full of hope, always offering the possibil-
ity of ‘deliverance’.

Notes

1. For further discussion on this particular aspect, see Fiona McCann (2007: 
331–41).

2. Tanya Lyons has commented on the routine practice of rape during the libera-
tion struggle and has pointed out that most female militants are reluctant to 
speak of their experiences of rape during this time. Some women have begun 
to speak of their experiences, revealing that rape was a daily occurrence, but 
that censorship is preventing this information from circulating (Lyons 2004: 
260–8).

3. Chimurenga, the Shona word for struggle, is frequently used to designate specifi c 
periods of resistance to colonial rule in what was previously Southern Rhodesia. 
What is commonly referred to as the fi rst chimurenga took place in 1896–7 when 
the medium Mbuya Nehanda encouraged the indigenous population to combat 
British colonial rule, and the second chimurenga, which ultimately resulted in 
independence, took place between 1965 and 1980. Vera’s fi rst novel, Nehanda, 
is set during the fi rst chimurenga, while Without a Name and Under the Tongue are 
set during the second chimurenga.

4. For further information on the symbolism of lightning, see The Penguin Diction-
ary of Symbols, pp. 606–7.
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7 Il/legitimacy
Sexual Violence, Mental Health and 
Resisting Abjection in Camilla Gibb’s 
Mouthing the Words and Elizabeth 
Ruth’s Ten Good Seconds of Silence1

Susan Billingham

The trouble with normal is it always gets worse.

—Bruce Cockburn (1983)

Beneath its benign appearance the word ‘normal’—synonymous with the sta-
tus quo, regular, customary, typical, healthy—has a more sinister connota-
tion. The addition of the suffi x -ize transforms the word with undertones 
of compulsion and processes of legitimation, raising questions about the 
relationship between power, normalcy and social occlusions. This chapter 
compares representations of sexual violence and mental health in two mov-
ing debut novels by contemporary lesbian Canadian writers: Camilla Gibb’s 
Mouthing the Words (1999) and Elizabeth Ruth’s Ten Good Seconds of Silence 
(2001), and in doing so, questions the categorization of the ‘norm’. These 
fi ctions help identify systemic blind spots in the healing professions and theo-
retical blind spots in certain models of subject formation. In Ten Good Seconds 
of Silence, Ruth disrupts notions of labelling and illegitimacy through her 
defi ant protagonist Lilith Boot, concluding ‘Normal’s just a fi gment of group 
imagination. Normal’s what happens when you stop thinking for yourself ’ (2001: 
393, italics in original). Approaching similar concerns from a different direc-
tion, in Mouthing the Words incest survivor Thelma Barley refl ects, ‘We trust 
that what we know to be normal is normal simply because it is known to us’ 
(1999: 6). In both novels, the medical and psychiatric professions sometimes 
constitute part of this problem. Mouthing the Words is more ambiguous on this 
point, since in spite of a string of less helpful therapists in various medical, 
social work and psychiatric contexts, Thelma’s eventual breakthrough comes 
with the help of the character, Dr Ruth Novak. Both Gibb and Ruth have an 
understanding of the context of medical and psychiatric professions. Gibb 
has a D.Phil. in anthropology from Oxford, but she is interested in children’s 
voices and psychoanalysis. Ruth has an M.A. in Counselling Psychology 
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from the University of Toronto, and worked for several years in community-
based mental health. Through their fi ctions, Gibb and Ruth demonstrate 
how destructive pathologizing diagnoses of ‘aberrant’ behaviours can be. 
That there are hazards in relying too exclusively on psychiatric and medical 
solutions when dealing with victims of sexual assault is a lesson learned from 
the history of treating queer sexual orientation or gender presentation2 as 
mental illness. Labelling a condition or a person as pathological frequently 
disguises the extent of a social problem—such as child abuse or rape—and 
tends to treat the individual rather than the social conditions as diseased.

Both novels discussed here are informed by a queer feminist sensibility 
that contests the masculine gender bias and circular logic that continue to 
haunt key institutional discourses.3 A point of departure here is the work 
of Ann Cvetkovich in An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian 
Public Cultures (2003). Cvetkovich seeks ‘ways of thinking about trauma that 
do not pathologize it, that seize control over it from the medical experts, and 
that forge creative responses to it that far outstrip even the most utopian of 
therapeutic and political solutions’ (2003: 3). This is a controversial state-
ment, but it is not my intention to vilify the medical professions, to deny the 
contributions of feminist practitioners for change from within, or the mate-
rial benefi ts to the recovery of many patients, but rather to suggest that the 
experience of therapy can, in some cases, be better directed by the patients’ 
creative processes, as exemplifi ed by the relationship between Thelma and 
Dr Novak in Mouthing the Words. Cvetkovich treats trauma not as a list of 
symptoms, but ‘as a social and cultural discourse that emerges in response to 
the demands of grappling with the psychic consequences of historical events’ 
(2003: 18). She also addresses the relative invisibility of sexual assault and 
incest in comparison with more prominent public or national sites of trauma, 
such as war (notably the Holocaust); she ‘question[s] the relegation of the 
sexual to the domain of the private sphere, looking instead for the public 
dimensions of sexual trauma’ (2003: 32). In other words, Cvetkovich defi nes 
trauma in relation to culture and not just clinically, emphasizing the need 
for collective rather than individual solutions. She draws inspiration from 
lesbian subcultures, especially those with roots in a working class butch/
femme tradition, recovering voices that are ‘raw, confrontational, and even 
sexy’ (2003: 4). Collectively, creative fi ction and contemporary theory form a 
critical nexus that helps untangle the relations between mental illness, abuse 
and psycho-medical discourses. To read Gibb’s extraordinary imagery in 
terms of notions like the abject, for example, is to perpetuate the kind of 
institutional discourse that helps produce Thelma’s ‘illness’ in the fi rst place. 
In this respect, the texts by Ruth and Gibb demonstrate the enabling capac-
ity of narrative to transform even the most traumatic situations.

Both novels explore the impact of trauma on children and adolescents; 
Gibb focuses on the early stages of recovery, while Ruth portrays a woman 
who has moved forward to make a successful life on her own terms. In 
comparison with the Barleys in Mouthing the Words, the Boot family appears 
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somewhat less dysfunctional. Ten Good Seconds of Silence tells the story of Lilith 
Boot and her daughter Lemon. The text opens in October 1986 with a pro-
logue focusing on Lilith, and concludes with a letter dated 1 November 1986 
written by 18-year-old Lemon; the narrative alternates between fl ashbacks to 
Lilith’s childhood told in the fi rst person and culminating with Lemon’s birth 
in 1968 (when Lilith herself is 18), and contemporary sections written in the 
third person, interspersed with Lemon’s letters addressed ‘Dear Mr. ___.’ (to 
her unknown father). The plot turns upon how Lemon came to be conceived 
and how these events continue to resonate in their lives. On the surface the 
Boot family is not particularly atypical for 1960s North America. Lilith’s 
father drinks too much and his business is declining. Her mother Constance 
is angry, emotionally distant and conservative in faith and social values. The 
real problem is that neither knows quite what to do with their clairvoyant 
daughter. Lilith experiences visions she cannot communicate to the adults 
around her; she foresees events before they happen and hears voices and 
music emanating from fl owers in the garden. Constance declares, ‘I didn’t 
raise a girl to be so full of imagination.[ . . . ] With a strong enough incentive 
you can change.[ . . . ] You’ll learn eventually; the world does not take kindly 
to wilful young women and neither do I!’ (2001: 27, 29, emphasis added). 
Frustrated, Lilith substitutes physical pain for the emotional and psycho-
logical pain of being disbelieved or disregarded by her parents—pulling her 
hair, scratching herself, thumping her head. Her unusual behaviour results 
in her confi nement to a psychiatric hospital, Bridgewater, shortly before her 
sixteenth birthday. While Lilith is incarcerated in this facility Lemon is con-
ceived, as the result of an ambiguously-framed sexual encounter with one 
of the male orderlies. Through the community of patients at Bridgewater, 
Ruth examines the gendering of pathological discourses concerning women, 
illness and crime. One of Lilith’s roommates, Randy, emerges as a particu-
larly signifi cant character, since having killed her abusive husband and being 
transferred to Bridgewater from prison, she is one of the few characters who 
recognizes Lilith. Randy is also signifi cantly coded as lesbian, a point that 
will be discussed further below. Despite Randy’s recognition, in Ten Good 
Seconds of Silence—in the psychiatric facility and at home—Lilith is judged and 
found wanting by parents, teachers and the women in her mother’s church 
group (118). The label Lilith has most trouble ungluing is hysteria. Ruth 
works into the novel the traces of past explanations for madness in women 
that still linger into 1960s attitudes. Lilith’s body and behaviour are read as 
hysterical despite her objections. As a child, Lilith does not have the lan-
guage or the confi dence to resist the defi nitions of others; she must acquire 
protective strategies through friendship and eventual belief in her own point 
of view, despite the scepticism of the world around her.

Gibb’s protagonist Thelma Barley in Mouthing the Words is even less able 
to articulate her trauma than Lilith. As a victim of sexual abuse at the hands 
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of her father Douglas from a very young age, Thelma is pressured to remain 
silent. The precise beginnings of the abuse remain unclear, since the early 
stages of the novel focus on the vulnerable child’s point of view, though the 
father has certainly initiated his games of ‘naughty secretary’ by the age of 4, 
if not even earlier. When Thelma reveals something of what is happening to 
her aunt Esmerelda (who clearly tells the mother Corinna), family confronta-
tion leads to the father’s departure from England for Canada. Thelma fails to 
recognize him when they are reunited, as more than a year has passed, a fi fth 
of her life (28). As a fi rst-person narrative, much of the novel contemplates 
Thelma’s interior consciousness. Only in the closing paragraphs, following 
her breakthrough memory, is Thelma able to recuperate the mouth as a site 
of resistance through the image of her strong, biting teeth and independent 
speech. The title Mouthing the Words signals her inability to voice her pain; 
the image of lip-synching with no sound coming out suggests a puppet or 
ventriloquist’s dummy—what words she emits are not her own. There are, 
in fact, a couple of outbursts by Thelma when she is quite small, making it 
all the more incomprehensible that her torture continues for so long when 
so many people seemingly know what is going on, including her mother. 
This in itself is a commentary on an unwillingness to disrupt the status quo 
by acknowledging the extent of domestic violence, and the inability of well-
intentioned schoolteachers, social workers, medical professionals or other 
representatives of social institutions to intervene effectively in the ‘private’ 
space of the family. Both parents collude in attempting to present a respect-
able front to the public.

One source of scrutiny in Mouthing the Words is Thelma’s teacher Mrs 
Kelly, a sympathetic fi gure who, disturbed by the images of death and blood 
in Thelma’s writing assignments, involves the social worker. Thelma mis-
interprets Mrs Kelly’s concern as a desire to adopt her. Adoption is one of 
several recurrent motifs that can be read as coping strategy and signifi cantly, 
all but one of Thelma’s adoption fantasies revolve around women rather 
than men (see for example 43–47, 79–82, 97). The importance of family in 
psycho-sexual development can be inferred from Thelma’s observation that 
‘in my world I wanted to be married to all the grown-ups who had ever made 
me feel mushy, a category to which my parents never belonged’ (80). When 
Thelma experiences transference with Dr Ruth Novak, it is the nurturing 
mother-daughter relation that she needs to recover. The complicity of the 
mother in the patriarchal family dynamic that perpetuates father-daughter 
incest is one of the most traumatic aspects of abuse for many survivors (cf. 
Mootoo 1996; Allison 1988, 1993, 1996). The adoption fantasy comes to light 
when Thelma takes a suitcase to school and loiters expectantly after classes. 
Mrs Kelly drives the distraught child home, and observes Thelma’s frantic 
refusal to re-enter the house. Faced with imminent exposure before this rep-
resentative of public authorities, Douglas mounts the following defence:



100 Susan Billingham

‘She has an extremely fertile imagination. She has these imaginary 
friends, in fact sometimes she speaks to us in their voices and we think 
she might be schizophrenic’, he rushed, pink and breaking out into a 
sweat. ‘She acts quite deranged sometimes—lying down on the sidewalk 
for no apparent reason and pretending to be a cat that has been run over 
by a truck. It has occurred to us that she might be mentally disturbed’. 
(1999: 48–49)

One of the few times Thelma’s mother Corinna confronts Douglas and 
accuses him of being ‘sick’, he turns the accusation back on her, calling her 
neurotic and blaming her for Thelma’s imaginary friends that persist well 
into adulthood (22–23). This indicates a wider cultural tendency to defl ect 
responsibility for male violence and misogyny by pathologizing the mother 
and blaming the victim. Although Thelma’s father perpetrates the sexual 
abuse, her mother is complicit through silence and wilful blindness. Corin-
na’s reaction to the threatened intervention of social services is remarkably 
similar to Douglas’s. Accusing Thelma of ‘ruin[ing] everything with [her] 
hyperbolic imagination’, Corinna shouts at the social worker, displacing 
blame to ‘the language she picks up from those hippies next door—always 
exploring their bodies together as if it was a perfectly natural thing to do! No 
wonder she has trouble with reality’ (50). Corinna sacrifi ces the well-being of 
her child for the sake of security and her version of the world. The constitu-
tion of reality is very much at issue throughout the novel. When Mrs Allen, 
the social worker, remarks most girls tell stories about their mothers, pets, 
friends or fairies rather than blood and body parts, Thelma objects, ‘But fair-
ies aren’t real!’ (43); clearly, the images in Thelma’s head are real to her. The 
reader is prompted to speculate where the line between normal and abnor-
mal childhood imagination lies by the ‘hippie’ girls next door, who pretend 
to be horses, mermaids and pirates by turns, and stage performances on a 
stage built by their father (30–33). After all, most ‘healthy’ children invent 
imaginary friends—at what point do Thelma’s alter egos become pathologi-
cal symptoms? The reference to the ‘hippies next door’ also reminds readers 
that social mores were in rapid fl ux in the 1970s. The sense of dislocation is 
intensifi ed for the Barleys as recent immigrants to Canada. Gibb plays with 
stereotypes of the buttoned-up, repressed English versus the laid-back, free-
love Americans in Corinna’s distaste for the ‘touchy-feely’ (41). Meanwhile, 
Corinna disavows her husband’s deeper crimes, blaming him instead for 
failing to pack the child a decent lunch or to iron her shirt properly—in other 
words, making her appear presentable (41).4 Corinna’s consistent refusal to 
hold Douglas accountable leaves Thelma to bear the burden of guilt and 
shame alone. This episode represents a failed opportunity to protect the 
child, for although Douglas is forced to leave the family home temporarily, 
the arrangement appears to be a compromise with social services rather than 
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a legal sanction. The children5 continue to visit their father unsupervised, 
and Douglas returns to live with them when Thelma is in her teens.

To indicate what cannot be spoken by the child, Gibb focuses on patterns 
of non-verbal imagery, particularly in Thelma’s dreams, nightmares and her 
three imaginary friends. The most prominent recurrent motifs include a stick 
insect or twig, a rock in a cave and nightmares featuring a mouth (sometimes 
stitched shut) trying to inhale the world. Such images connote the desire to 
shrink for invisibility and safety, and the desire to attain hardness or lack of 
feeling. The insects cling to the wall above the bed, or to the underside of a 
cloud; the elevation suggests the core self’s desire fi guratively to rise above 
and distance itself from the damage being infl icted on the body below. This 
type of dissociation fi gures frequently in narratives of abuse. Towards the 
end of the text, however, variations in this imagery mark progress towards 
healing. These changes emerge through interaction with her friend Molly 
and Molly’s daughter Sadie. Thelma, who is afraid of swimming because it 
recalls images of blood and dismemberment, agrees to accompany Sadie in 
the shallow end. When Sadie states she is not very good at fl oating, Thelma 
recommends pretending to be ‘[a] fl oating twig. Or maybe a dead body’. 
When Sadie, unfazed, proposes a fi sh as an alternative, Thelma realizes ‘[a] 
fi sh girl can swim away’ (206–7). Similarly, when Molly declares Thelma has 
been ‘a rock’ for her, this symbol acquires new resonances:

I am a solid stone hard lump propping open somebody’s porch door or held in 
the hand of a child who has no other weapon. I am not a rock in a desert, I 
am a rock in a cave of the world, and there are voices everywhere bounc-
ing off walls and lifting me into action. (212, emphasis added)

This rock imagery is more positive—no longer hard, unfeeling, isolated, but 
something solid, dependable and practical, poised for action. The child’s 
defensive imagery does not remain static, but adapts, refl ecting the dynamic 
nature of incest survival.

One central metaphor not repeated is the icicle, which in Mouthing the 
Words is elaborated as counterpoint to epithets such as dog and slut. These 
insults are wielded by Thelma’s father, when she is 14 and he has returned 
once again to abuse her:

He’s telling me I’m dirty and he thinks I might be contagious. ‘Your 
hair’s starting to fall out’, he sneers. ‘You’re disgusting’. He knows noth-
ing. I am growing, transforming, becoming hard as ice, and as shiny and 
beautiful and clear as pure water. Admired and untouchable. Brilliant 
and clean. Crystal perfect and loved. I am singing soundless. I am safe in 
isolation and distance. Nothing is here. Nothing is between me and the 
sky. Everything is below. Everything is dying below. (90)
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It is easy to envisage a critic reading Gibb’s imagery in terms of abjection. 
According to Julia Kristeva,

There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts from be-
ing, directed against a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant 
outside or inside, ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable, 
the thinkable.[ . . . ] what is abject [ . . . ], the jettisoned object, is radi-
cally excluded and draws me toward the place where meaning collapses. 
(1982: 1–2, emphasis in original)

Thelma spends much of the text in a liminal state of living death. Her situ-
ation corresponds with the ‘domain of abject beings’ proposed by Judith 
Butler in Bodies That Matter, ‘those who are not yet “subjects”, but who form 
the constitutive outside to the domain of the subject’ (1993: 3). Thus ‘the 
notion of abjection designates a degraded or cast out status within the terms 
of sociality’, and that which has been ‘foreclosed’, disavowed or repudiated 
cannot ‘reenter the fi eld of the social without threatening psychosis, that is, 
the dissolution of the subject itself’ (1993: 243, emphasis in original). There is 
a slippage here between Kristeva’s and Butler’s understandings of abjection. 
It is one thing to argue the abject plays a central role in all subject formation, 
and quite another to conceive entire segments of the population as ‘abjects’. 
What can be gained politically by interpreting the novel in these terms? The 
label ‘abject’ fi ts only insofar as we understand the abject as a pathologi-
cal category that serves as yet another tool to manipulate the subject(ed). 
It is the abuser and the patriarchal institutions protecting him that work 
to construct Thelma as abject (dirty, contagious, disgusting). Granted, this 
is a powerful discourse, and one that Thelma internalizes to some extent. 
There is a link, for example, between the icicle fantasy and Thelma’s reluc-
tance to become a woman. In adjacent passages, she expresses the wish 
never to menstruate, grow breasts or conform to any of the usual rituals of 
femininity regarding make-up, hair, clothing (and boyfriends). It becomes 
clear that she seeks to slow the maturation of her body through anorexic 
eating habits. These strategies eventually become self-destructive when car-
ried to extremes or enacted for prolonged periods, but does that mitigate 
against their short-term usefulness for the otherwise defenceless girl? The 
icicle is Thelma’s creative resistance to messages of abjection—as witnessed 
by her use of words like ‘transforming’, ‘shiny’, ‘beautiful’, ‘clear’, ‘pure’, 
‘clean’ and ‘crystal perfect’. The powers of imagination, intelligence and 
sense of humour are her only tools for survival against the powers of horror. 
Thelma struggles to hold on to some positive self-image in the face of what 
Laura Brown terms ‘insidious’ or everyday trauma—forms of oppression that 
are so persistent they become normalized, as opposed to the more general 
understanding of trauma as an extraordinary or ‘punctual’ event falling 
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outside the normal range of human experience (Cvetkovich 2003: 32). As 
Janice Haaken points out, ‘[T]he search for the “good objects”, or positive 
relational experiences of childhood, is a more diffi cult and therapeutically 
necessary task than is the recovery of “bad objects”, which are often all too 
accessible’ (Haaken 1996: 1090). A pitfall with theories of the abject is that 
they often seem to deny any real agency to the abjected. Even Butler, in her 
formulation of ‘those “unlivable” and “uninhabitable” zones of social life 
[ . . . ] populated by those who do not enjoy the status of the subject’, states 
that abjection ‘presupposes and produces a domain of agency from which it is 
differentiated’ (1993: 3, 243, emphasis added). To draw upon a paradigm of 
subject formation premised on insuffi ciency and lack and to emphasize reac-
tions of disgust and rejection in encounters with the other elides the poten-
tial for more positive or creative reactions and may prove counterproductive 
for feminist and queer activists. To read Thelma as abject merely repro-
duces her abuser’s terms and does not get us any further forward. Abjection 
describes the mechanism that disempowers Thelma, but does little to help 
her escape this condition.

Interestingly, both texts depict teenage girls with eating disorders. The 
crucial question is whether we read such behaviours as symptoms (i.e. patho-
logical), or as signifi ers of the body’s mute rebellion and resistance (some-
thing more creative). Is there a degree of agency exercised by the character 
with an eating disorder? (A gap in expertise means that here I refer solely 
to questions posed through these two fi ctional representations.) In Ten Good 
Seconds, Lilith’s daughter Lemon exhibits bingeing and purging behaviour 
comparable to bulimia. This stems from her anxiety around the complete 
absence of a father from her life and her fear of turning into her mother—who 
views physical bulk as a positive asset to her clairvoyant vocation. Early in 
the text it is noted that Lilith keeps her weight at about 250 pounds, her fl esh 
an anchor confi rming her sense of substance (11). Lilith’s insistence on her 
rotund size is potentially a reinforcement of her physical and by extension 
her psychic existence that rebukes her parents’ refusal to recognize a core 
aspect of her emotional and psychological being as a child. Lilith and Lemon 
thus represent obverse sides of the coin.

Lemon though would deny such a connection, fearing that she is (socially) 
contaminated by her mother’s unconventionality. Like many teenagers, she 
longs simply to be ‘normal’, and she thinks being thin will permit her to 
‘fi t in’ (2001: 144). Lemon’s condition matches some clinical explanations 
for eating disorders—although as with all other diagnoses affecting women, 
interpretations have fl uctuated considerably across time and tend to tell us 
as much about current attitudes to femininity as they do about the patient 
(cf. Bemporad 1997; Showalter 1998: 20–22). If the subject feels helpless or 
lacks control in other areas of her life, she may believe the only thing she 
can control is her own body, or more specifi cally what she chooses (not) to 
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ingest. At the same time, Ruth offers a hilarious parody of contemporary 
feminist rhetoric about body image and low self-esteem: Lemon imagines a 
radio interview (on International Women’s Day!) in which Lilith refuses to 
follow the politically-correct script, insists on calling herself fat and explains 
how her size helps her to see into the fourth dimension (146–49). In both 
novels, humour tends to defl ate received orthodoxies and signal a degree 
of self-awareness that anticipates recovery. In Mouthing the Words, Thelma’s 
anorexic behaviour has at least two sources, one more involuntary than the 
other. In retrospect, she remarks to Molly, ‘I had a real problem putting 
things in my mouth’ (195)—an obvious allusion to her (unconscious) associa-
tion between food and oral rape. Not eating is also a deliberate strategy to 
prevent maturation into womanhood:

I have decided never to be a woman. Decided that I will be thin and 
little and rigid as a twig [. . . . ] As for my breasts, I am successfully 
suppressing all evidence of them and doing everything in my power to 
prevent a period from ever staining my life. (86, 98)

This version, stated very much in active voice, is not so much about the 
evasion of responsibility (i.e. regression or infantilism), but about hiding for 
protection, invisibility, a refusal to become an object of the male gaze and 
desire—not unreasonable under the circumstances. ‘Illness’ in Mouthing the 
Words, even more so than in Ruth’s Ten Good Seconds of Silence, can be read 
as a somatic form of expression for a young woman who cannot articulate 
aloud what is happening to her. Thelma’s situation becomes all the more 
poignant because the doctor who treats her while she is hospitalized at 17 for 
her anorexia fails to interpret the meaning of this ‘disorder’ correctly.

Both protagonists experience close encounters with the medical estab-
lishment, and Ruth and Gibb illustrate how medical and psychiatric dis-
courses have functioned to discipline women, particularly in the 1960s–80s 
in Canada. To the extent that medical professionals participate in generat-
ing and reproducing the norms that defi ne health and sanity, they become 
instruments of what Michel Foucault calls ‘bio-power’, overseeing one sector 
of the ‘series of interventions and regulatory controls’ that contain bodies and 
populations (1980: 139–40, original italics). Women were denied access to 
higher education and formal medical training until relatively recently, and 
so these discourses remain infl ected by a masculine, as well as heteronorma-
tive, bias that feminist practitioners are now beginning to challenge. Gibb’s 
and Ruth’s texts, set during the key historical period that saw the rise of 
feminist and gay liberationist movements, explore the struggles to participate 
in these technologies of bio-power. Both Lilith and Thelma are confronted 
by doctors who attempt to affi x a succession of diagnostic labels. In Ten Good 
Seconds of Silence, these include ‘borderline psychotic’, ‘paranoid and delu-
sional’ and ‘unspecifi ed mental illness’ for Lilith (Ruth 2001: 126), and in 
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Mouthing the Words ‘anorexia’, ‘manic depression’ and ‘borderline personality 
disorder’ catalogue Thelma’s case (Gibb 1999: 169–70). The number and 
variety of labels is telling. The scientifi c method typically strives to achieve 
order and control through observation, fi xing the subject into rigid catego-
ries. Indeed, the explicitly-stated goal of Lilith’s doctor is to make her behave 
like everyone else: ‘we can assist you in accepting your condition—managing it 
that is—and perhaps reassimilating’ (117, my emphasis). Randy reframes this 
perception from an oppositional point of view when she tells Lilith,

Don’t you get it yet? We’re added to and subtracted from with names 
of diseases we can’t even pronounce, but nothing will ever spell nor-
mal![ . . . ] Being insane is nothing but a big fancy word for shut up. Be 
good. Do what you’re told or you’ll regret it. (243)

The doctor’s effort to diagnose Lilith ultimately fails because her condition 
is neither rational nor medical; she eventually intuits that she is ‘psychic not 
psychotic’ (260, original italics). Indeed, what trauma she sustains is produced 
by being labelled mentally ill, locked up, heavily medicated and exposed 
to the sexual violence of the orderly Solomon. By persuading the reader to 
identify with an overweight, unconventional clairvoyant, Ruth plays on the 
paranormal to persuade us to reconsider our assumptions about the normal, 
particularly surrounding the binaries health/illness and sanity/insanity. Simi-
larly, in Mouthing the Words Thelma suspects her analysts use (sexist) labels to 
contain or discard her. When one psychiatrist detects borderline personality 
disorder, Thelma knows he sees her as ‘manipulative incurable [ . . . ] trash 
for the psychiatric waste bin’:

He tells me that my anger is transference and I want to tell him to fuck 
the hell off. I’ll be the fi rst to admit I have a problem with men, but this 
guy is an authentic sexist bastard in his own right. Fuck transference. 
(1999: 168)

The doctors treat her superfi cial symptoms without considering the possible 
underlying causes—signs which perhaps should not be read as symptoms at 
all. In other words, the reader might conclude Thelma is no more ill than 
Lilith, though deeply damaged by years of abuse. Thelma has been discred-
ited by her parents’ characterizations of her as untruthful, over-imaginative, 
even schizophrenic, rather than abuse victim. So imagination itself can be 
pathologized and needs to be rehabilitated not as false memory or lie, but as 
creative means for coping (cf. Lundgren 1998: 235).

In Ten Good Seconds of Silence, faith in arational powers of the imagination 
is crucial to Lilith’s escape from the mental institution into a life that is suc-
cessful and satisfying on her own terms. The agency gained by (re)claiming 
one’s own story and resisting the role of victim is enacted most forcibly in 
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Ruth’s treatment of the sexual assaults on female patients at Bridgewater. 
Typically, the text recounts Solomon’s attacks from multiple points of view. 
Solomon, a man in his forties, is attracted to Lilith’s youth and helplessness. 
He has created a variation on the old virgin/whore dichotomy: if he takes 
Lilith, she will fall from her pedestal, become just like all the others in the 
ward, so he preserves the ideal image of Lilith by raping Randy instead. 
The choice of Randy as substitute victim is hardly coincidental. Earlier in 
the text, Solomon describes Randy as ‘[b]utt ugly. Looks tough, manly’, and 
starts to tell Lilith that what Randy really needs is a good fuck, which he 
hastily changes, in light of Lilith’s obvious innocence, to friend (97). Ruth 
implies Randy is lesbian and then plays with common homophobic clichés: 
that women become lesbians because they cannot attract a man; that they 
might be cured or converted if the right man came along, and so on. The 
text also rehearses a series of rationalizations for Solomon’s behaviour after 
the assault:

Besides he’d only touched Randy with cold fi ngers and once didn’t qual-
ify as . . . rape. Once could just be sex, or a mistake, or even a fi gment 
of some girl’s overactive imagination! Most of all, Solomon told himself, 
you need a victim. A woman. And well, Randy was about as feminine 
as a football fi eld.[ . . . ] Randy was practically begging for it, he told 
himself . . . white trash cunt from the east side . . . all her fault . . . she 
wanted it . . . she started it . . . dirty . . . crazy . . . deserved what she got! 
(232–33, all ellipses but one in original)

Accordingly, woman and victim are practically interchangeable terms. 
Feminine women are victims-in-waiting; masculine women are abnormal 
(perverse, crazy) and therefore inviting punishment precisely for refusing 
to be women. One cannot win either way. This version of events is, how-
ever, not permitted to stand unchallenged. Signifi cantly, while most of this 
account occurs as free indirect discourse, with Lilith referring to Solomon in 
the third person and interpolating her own comments upon his behaviour 
and motives, Randy’s version is expressed through dialogue with Lilith—in 
effect, Randy is permitted to speak in her own voice whereas Solomon’s side 
of events is fi ltered through Lilith. These textual strategies encourage the 
reader to privilege the women’s stories over the man’s. Randy claims to have 
intervened actively in order to protect Lilith. Seeing Solomon hovering over 
her bed, Randy attracts his attention and offers herself instead. The assaults 
continue over a two-month period. Now that Solomon has requested perma-
nent night duty, Randy urges Lilith to fi nd a way to escape (237–40). Randy’s 
account minimizes the damage to herself: ‘I can’t feel a thing.[ . . . ] Don’t 
be looking at me all sad and sorry-eyed either [ . . . ]. I’ve opened myself to 
men before. For marriage and for money’ (239). Ruth refuses the image of 
woman as passive victim, emphasizing instead the moments of choice and 
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agency that occur even in situations where relatively powerless subjects expe-
rience trauma or violence: ‘Randy’s face wasn’t the normal face of a woman 
humiliated’ (230). The revelation of Randy’s sacrifi ce marks a turning point 
for Lilith. Randy’s loyalty and love help to nurture Lilith’s recovering faith 
in her own identity. She will now have the courage to imagine the world as 
she needs it to be (135).

The passages concerning Lilith’s escape route immediately follow this 
portrait of Solomon as rapist. While working in the greenhouse, Lilith 
suddenly understands a baby will be key to her future: a fl ash of insight 
described as ‘blue with the beauty of a cosmos fl ower: aggressive, perennial, 
and self-fertilizing’ (259, my emphasis).6 This is Lilith’s version of the myth of 
parthenogenesis. Signifi cantly, the moment in the greenhouse is depicted as 
the true conception of Lemon, rather than the sordid penetration-cum-rape 
that occurs subsequently in the storage cupboard. The imagery incorporates 
conception, pregnancy and childbirth all rolled into one. The notion of par-
thenogenesis is reinforced later as Lilith plans what to tell her father to secure 
her release: ‘Nobody did anything to me [ . . . ] I did this to myself. I cross-
pollinated. I am a self-fertilizing entity and I’m perennial. Every woman is, 
if only she realized’ (270). Of course this fantasy is much closer to actualiza-
tion with the advent of artifi cial insemination and in vitro fertilization, but 
symbolically the vision marks the return of Lilith’s full senses, faculties and 
selfhood after the deadening numbness of suppressing her voices:

[T]here was no place on my body fl at or free of sensation [ . . . ] [A] dam 
had fi nally burst. And that’s when I thought, psychic not psychotic. Maybe 
it’s what happens when you push past all the voices, through to the other side of 
life?[ . . . ] Then, there were ten good seconds of silence. No voices. No 
more ringing in my ears. No doubt. Insight had fully arrived[.] (259–60, 
original italics)

Insight, Ruth playfully informs us, is defi ned in the Concise Oxford Dictionary 
as ‘penetration’, not ‘a disease or a curse’ or even ‘the product of an overac-
tive imagination’ (261), but since the conception of children requires a more 
material form of penetration, Lilith foresees one further use for Solomon. 
While Solomon has previously been characterized as a rapist, at this point 
Lilith is clearly framed as the instigator of their intercourse. Although she 
is apprehensive and distinctly unenthusiastic about Solomon as prospective 
sexual partner, Lilith acts decisively: ‘I knew the act I had decided on required 
the opposite of instinct. My freedom demanded the willing suspension of 
disbelief. Belief [ . . . ] in the idea that something beautiful can come from 
something hideous’ (266–67, emphasis added). Ruth underscores Lilith’s 
agency, strength of will and creative capacity in the face of exploitation and 
oppression, resisting the tendency to defi ne the victim exclusively in terms 
of her trauma, the patient only in terms of her disease. The importance of 
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moving beyond such reactive, static thinking is powerfully expressed by 
Dorothy Allison:

Getting past the anger, getting to the release, I become someone else, and 
the story changes. I am no longer a grown-up outraged child but a woman 
letting go of her outrage[ . . . ]. My theory is that rape goes on happening 
all the time. My theory is that everything said about that act is assumed to 
say something about me, as if that thing I never wanted to happen and did 
not know how to stop is the only thing that can be said about my life. My 
theory is that talking about it makes a difference[.] (1996: 44)

Like Allison’s writing, Ruth’s novel insists on life after trauma.
These novels help to expose several fl aws in certain formulations of 

psychoanalysis and the therapeutic culture that has grown out of them. As 
numerous feminist critics have pointed out, psychoanalytic theories tend 
towards ahistorical explanations of subject formation according to arche-
typal categories that foreclose materially- or contextually-specifi c accounts 
of agency. For example, Lois McNay argues that post-Lacanian discourse 
generally conceives subjectifi cation

in the essentially passive terms of the introjection of phallocentric mean-
ing where the symbolic order is both unchanging and all-powerful. The 
essentially ahistorical understanding of the symbolic order precludes an 
account of agency in terms of the ability to behave in an autonomous or 
unexpected fashion because accommodation to the Law of the Father is 
seen as an inevitable cost of subjectifi cation. (2000: 20)

McNay calls for a movement from determinist to generative paradigms, 
where the unconscious might be conceptualized ‘not purely as lack, but as an 
originary capacity for fi guration’ (20). The emphasis on humour and imagi-
nation in Mouthing the Words and Ten Good Seconds of Silence taps into this 
more creative capacity. Psychoanalytic models of the subject also frequently 
follow Freud in privileging the (male) individual in relation to the nuclear 
family, overlooking the fact that gender identity is formed by extended as 
well as immediate intersubjective relations—that is, by impersonal symbolic 
and material structures which are historically and culturally specifi c.7 Fur-
ther, a therapeutic culture places emphasis on personal transformation and 
self-help, rather than social reformation. We need a paradigm that takes into 
account a series of interconnected regimes (McNay 2000: 13). By creating 
characters that resist medicalization and challenge the terms in which such 
discourses are framed, Gibb and Ruth gesture towards the need for broader 
institutional reform.

While these novels concentrate primarily on the experiences of one 
female character, both self-consciously situate their protagonists in relation 
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to a wider gynocentric community. The sections of Ten Good Seconds of Silence 
set in Bridgewater offer character sketches of three quite different women—
Lilith, Randy and Dori Moffat—designated as ‘ill’, but who might not be so. 
To what extent is women’s illness involuntary? Are pathology and health 
matters of diagnostic labelling and social pressures? Do women begin (con-
sciously or otherwise) to present the expected symptoms and behaviour back 
to the discourses that generate them? The answers to such questions are 
not always straightforward. Some patterns of behaviour are more durable 
than others, and gender identities in particular can ‘involve deep-rooted 
investments on the part of individuals and historically sedimented prac-
tices which severely limit their transferability and transformability’ (McNay 
2000: 18). Mrs Moffat makes an interesting case in point here. Apparently 
suffering from a combination of post-partum depression and the strain of 
living up to the North American post-war ‘cult of domesticity’—the para-
digm of (house)wife and mother as the highest ideal of womanhood—Dori 
Moffat is the most passive of the three friends. Turning the stereotypes to 
her advantage, she sees uselessness as a type of freedom (2001: 57). Char-
acterizing her seven stays at Bridgewater as ‘vacations’ rather than admis-
sions (43–44), Mrs Moffat has chosen Bridgewater ‘[f]or a title other than 
Mrs So-and-so’ (52), and also because she believes her son Benjamin will 
be better off without her (221–22). Lilith refl ects that resistance is irrelevant 
for Dori Moffat; ‘Resistance only comes when we can imagine alternatives’ 
and Lilith herself, the single-mother clairvoyant who fi nds missing children, 
represents one imagined alternative (106). This sense of a collective story is 
emphasized in parallels, for example between Lemon and her best friend 
Jan who experiences periodic physical abuse at the hands of her father. The 
female support network formed in both texts—Molly, Dr Novak, the women 
of Thelma’s law practice; Randy, Mrs Moffat, Lemon and Jan—moves these 
stories beyond any danger of dismissal as ‘just an isolated personal story’ and 
gestures towards the pervasive and diverse forms of violence towards girls 
and women in Western society.

Both novels are also infl ected by what might be called a queer sensibility 
and include lesbian subplots (such as Jan’s emergent lesbian sexuality). Nota-
bly, in both texts the close friend who acts as catalyst by rebellious example 
is lesbian. In Ten Good Seconds of Silence, Randy is perceived as the most dan-
gerous woman at Bridgewater, not because she murdered her husband, but 
because she is ‘too sick to admit she even had a problem’ (121). From Freud’s 
case study of Dora onwards, this has been the establishment’s most insidious 
weapon: like the penal system that awards a reduced sentence to the prisoner 
who admits the crime, while enforcing the maximum tariff for those who 
continue to protest their innocence, the psychoanalytic method declares the 
patient who refuses her diagnosis to be in denial or ‘disavowal’. No wonder 
Randy wants to be ‘either Bonnie or Clyde and go out in a glorious stream of 
consciousness[ . . . ]. Bullets fl ying in all directions’ (106). The description of 
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the treasured photograph of Randy with Cathy, the girlfriend of her youth, is 
coded according to the working class butch/femme conventions of an earlier 
era, featuring Randy in lumber-jacket, white undershirt and men’s work-
boots and sporting a duck’s ass haircut (137). Born in 1921, she represents a 
generation far more likely to hide queer desire than advertize it. There is a 
note of ambiguity about whether this intimate friendship had an overt sexual 
element, but the description ends by suggesting that the shyer Cathy might 
want to evade the camera lens by hiding in a closet (137). Furthermore, it is 
no coincidence that the fi rst turning point for Lilith occurs when Randy steals 
a page from a medical journal excerpted from the doctors’ ‘Bible’, the second 
edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 1968, which 
would have classed homosexuality as a pathological disorder. Subsequently, 
Lilith ceases to believe she has any kind of mental illness (127–31). Randy 
is Lilith’s role model for courage and loyalty, the ‘mental midwife’ presiding 
over Lemon’s birth (23), and Lemon’s queer parent according to the fantasy 
of parthenogenesis. The apparent transfer of affections from Cathy to Lilith 
makes the triangulation of desire between Randy, Lilith and Solomon all the 
more suggestive. As Solomon is leading Lilith down the hall to the storage 
cupboard, she remembers the plastic bouquet that Randy made and stole 
for her from the factory—‘Seems like now we’re practically hitched’, Randy 
remarked as she threw the bouquet to Lilith (266). All these details point to 
the queer subtext that constructs Randy as Lemon’s parent. Even the gender 
ambiguity of her name allows Lemon’s mistaken belief that Randy is a man’s 
name and that of her unknown father. Intriguingly, Mrs Moffat plants this 
idea when Lemon tracks her down in a group home. Mrs Moffat talks in dis-
torted nursery rhymes so Lemon has trouble following her, but when pressed, 
Mrs Moffat nominates Randy (344). The text accepts Randy as Lemon’s 
spiritual progenitor, rather than the rapist Solomon. Although Randy herself 
never escapes Bridgewater, she stands as the rebellious fi gure who inspires 
Lilith. Defi ant to the end, Randy is reported to have died ‘resisting’, the word 
‘no’ carved into her arm with a pen (374–75).

Molly plays a similar role for Thelma in Mouthing the Words. Like Lilith 
and Randy, the pair fi rst meet in hospital when they are teenage anorexics, 
and Thelma is drawn to Molly’s defi ant anger and mordant (almost morbid) 
sense of humour. Continuing her exposition of the (hetero)sexist male bias 
in medical discourses, Gibb represents Dr Walker as the patronizing rule-
maker and gatekeeper who holds the key to their release and the girls are 
united by their resentment of this authority-fi gure. When Thelma transforms 
their shared jokes about food and double-dating into her passport to free-
dom, Molly accuses her of being just like everybody else: ‘[Y]ou play by 
their rules. You’re so fucking straight’ (105). Thelma has fi guratively sucked 
Dr Walker’s cock, as Molly jibes—told the man what he wanted to hear and 
played to his doctor/patient curative scenario. (Signifi cantly, when Molly tries 
the same ploy, Dr Walker interprets her version as a lesbian fantasy, rather 
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than a fantasy about food; here Gibb gestures towards the way the thera-
pist’s preconceptions may inadvertently contribute to the diagnosis.) Later in 
the text, when the two women meet again as adults, friendship with Molly 
gives Thelma the strength to recover the memory of her abuse and reach a 
point where it might be possible to move on. Thelma’s own sexuality though 
remains rather ambivalent. She has had a relationship with an older man, 
Patrick, during her time as a student in England, that seemingly triggers her 
drug overdose and second hospitalization. Thelma clearly loves Molly as an 
intimate friend, and is physically attracted to one of Molly’s brothers, who 
closely resembles her. On balance, however, Thelma seems to lean towards 
heterosexuality as she heals. In comparison with Ten Good Seconds of Silence, 
it is worth noting that apart from the episode with Solomon in the broom 
cupboard, Lilith appears to be more or less asexual; there is no hint of any 
sexual partner in the years she is raising Lemon. So, although neither nov-
elist has chosen to place a lesbian at the centre of the text, a kind of queer 
sensibility informs their narratives. The pathologizing of sexual ‘perversity’ 
can alert us to the parallel dangers of (over)pathologizing trauma theory.

The fi ctional characters in Mouthing the Words and Ten Good Seconds of 
Silence demonstrate that certain types of trauma are all too common occur-
rences. Recalling Ann Cvetkovich, these shared experiences intimate that it 
is more useful to defi ne trauma in relation to culture and not just clinically, 
to explore how the effects produced might be tapped as the foundation for 
creating counter-public spheres. Such widespread experiences call for col-
lective and social forms of recovery. The creative/cultural responses of the 
characters within the texts, and the writers as agents participating in public 
discourses, counteract narrowly clinical discourses. The establishment legiti-
mates and perpetuates itself through processes of abjection, labelling others 
as (mentally) ill, a process that can contain those who threaten the status 
quo. Lilith discovers that no matter how hard she tries to hide the visions, 
she cannot be ‘comforted or comfortable again [ . . . ] next to that other hor-
rible disease [ . . . ] called sanity’ (131)—and Gibb uses the same phrase with 
reference to Thelma in the closing lines of Mouthing the Words: ‘No wonder I 
do not make people comfortable. I am a mirror. I have far too many things 
to say’ (238). Writers like Camilla Gibb and Elizabeth Ruth are not aiming 
for assimilation, inclusion, normalcy, so much as posing questions that prob-
lematize our assumptions about those categories.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this chapter was presented to the Association of Cana-
dian College and University Teachers of English at the University of Western 
Ontario in May 2005; I wish to thank members of that audience for their initial 
feedback. Special thanks go to the editors of the current volume, Zoë Brigley 
Thompson and Sorcha Gunne. Their critical insights and constructive interven-
tions have encouraged me to think more rigorously about this project.
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2. For convenience, I am using this phrase as rather unsatisfactory shorthand to 
include the differing but parallel experiences of transsexual, transgender and 
intersex individuals, as well as lesbians and gay men.

3. One of the ground-breaking fi gures in this context is Dorothy Allison, espe-
cially in her works Trash (1988), Bastard out of Carolina (1993) and Two or Three 
Things I Know for Sure (1996). Other Canadian examples might include Ann-
Marie MacDonald’s Fall on Your Knees (1996) and The Way the Crow Flies (2003), 
Shani Mootoo’s Cereus Blooms at Night (1996), and Larissa Lai’s Salt Fish Girl 
(2002). An interesting gay male counterpoint is provided by Cree playwright 
Tomson Highway’s fi rst novel, Kiss of the Fur Queen (1998), a semi-autobiograph-
ical exploration of the physical and sexual abuse of First Nations children in 
Residential Schools.

4. By this stage, it is Corinna who is going out to work while Douglas stays at 
home.

5. Thelma has a brother, Willy, two years younger than herself.
6. The colour blue is associated with Lilith’s clairvoyance throughout, as are 

images of fl owers and gardens.
7. Several feminist revisions of psychoanalysis have sought to address this defi -

ciency, such as the work of Jessica Benjamin; however, many of these formula-
tions perpetuate limited models of femininity as motherhood, reinforcing some 
of the old binaries in new ways.
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Part III

The Protest of Silence





8 Testimony and Silence
Sexual Violence and the Holocaust

Zoë Waxman

The Nazis were indiscriminate in their targeting of the Jews—every Jew, male 
and female, was condemned to death. Both men and women were forced to 
endure the acute shortages and degradation of the ghettos, the uncertainties 
and fear of life in hiding and the hitherto unimaginable sufferings of the con-
centration and death camps. Worse still, they were helpless to stop the count-
less cruelties infl icted on their loved ones—their children, their husbands, 
their wives, their parents—and ultimately were forced to accept their almost 
inevitable deaths whether in the disease-ridden ghettos of Eastern Europe, 
the killing fi elds of Belorussia, Ukraine, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania and Yugo-
slavia or the gas chambers of places such as Auschwitz-Birkenau, Chełmno, 
Bełżec, Sobibór, Treblinka and Majdanek. The vast majority of the Jews in 
occupied Europe—6 million is the fi gure named by the International Military 
Tribunal at Nuremberg in its fi nal judgement, or, in other words, about two-
thirds of European Jewry and one-third of the world’s Jewish population at 
that time—were murdered without ever testifying to the agonies they were 
forced to endure on the way to their deaths (Marrus 1993: 195).

Within this context of death and annihilation—of genocide—it may seem 
somewhat restrictive or limiting to focus specifi cally on rape. Indeed, unlike 
at the Tokyo War Crimes Trials (1946–48) where offi cers were indicted for 
failing to prevent the soldiers under their command from committing rape, 
no reference was made to rape at Nuremberg. In fact, until relatively recently, 
rape and sexual abuse has remained, for the most part, an untold chapter in 
the history of the Holocaust. The mostly female victims of sexual violence 
were not only unlikely to have survived, but the few that did have largely 
stayed silent about their experiences. This stems both from cultural taboos 
regarding public discussion of rape and sexual abuse, and also because such 
experiences are not considered to be part of the narrative of the Holocaust.

Given the unimaginable scale of the Holocaust it is unsurprising that many 
scholars of the Holocaust have been reluctant to acknowledge the possibility 
of specifi cally gendered suffering within it. Stressing the uniqueness of the 
Holocaust, as an event which holds no comparisons, critics such as Gabriel 
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Schoenfeld, a senior editor of the journal Commentary, have expressed con-
cern that an interest in gender contributes towards ‘the sense-deadening 
phenomenon of “naturalization”’ (Schoenfeld 1998a: 43)—in other words, 
the banalization of the Holocaust (cf. Baumel 1996: 115–24). When Joan 
Ringelheim, one of the earliest scholars to research women’s Holocaust expe-
riences, proposed a conference devoted to women and the Holocaust, she 
received a letter informing her:

I think you are asking a morally wrong question, a question that leads us 
still further down the road of eradicating Jews from history. You are—I 
hope inadvertently—joining up with the likes of [the Revisionists] who 
[say] that if it happened to the Jews it never happened. (Cynthia Ozick 
qtd in Ringelheim 1998: 348)

Historians such as Ringelheim are accused of appropriating the Holocaust 
to further their feminist goals by turning the Holocaust from a Jewish trag-
edy into another example of female oppression by a patriarchal society. 
Ringelheim is, however, being deliberately provocative when she proposes 
‘that there is no such thing as “The Holocaust”’ (Ringelheim 1983: 24); her 
intention is to point out that the Holocaust was not just one event, but many 
different events, experienced by many different people. If our aim is to 
understand the Holocaust more fully we must consider that men and women 
might have had quite different experiences. A refusal to pursue gender more 
broadly and sexual violence more specifi cally as a line of enquiry has meant 
ignoring the often gendered nature of lived experience (cf. Waxman 2003, 
2006: 122–51).

This chapter uses a gendered framework to explore rape and sexual 
abuse during the Holocaust. This is done through an analysis of published 
testimonies written by survivors dating from shortly after liberation to those 
published in recent years. I draw on a wide range of published testimonies—
including those by Eichengreen (1994), Elias (1998), Gottesfeld-Heller (1993), 
Siegal (1985), Gelissen (1996), Perl (1984), Lengyel (1947), Fénelon (1977) 
and Zyskind (1981)—not to engage in a quasi-literary critique of women’s 
Holocaust testimonies, but in an effort to show that incidences of sexual vio-
lence are, in fact, in evidence. The signifi cance of published testimonies is 
that they not only relate the survivor’s experiences, but crucially also reveal 
something of public expectations of what constitutes a Holocaust experience 
and the way in which rape does or does not fi t into that experience. It should 
be noted, however, that no study of testimony can be representative of the 
victims of the Holocaust; as the Holocaust scholar and literary critic Law-
rence Langer reminds us, 98 per cent perished without ever writing down 
their experiences (Langer 1982: 54). Therefore, to emphasize the point that 
the rarity of descriptions of sexual violence in written testimonies should 
not be taken as evidence that such violence did not happen, I also draw on 



Testimony and Silence 119

published oral interviews carried out by the Russian-born American psy-
chologist David Boder in ‘Displaced Persons’ camps in 1946 and the much 
later interviews conducted by the feminist researcher Joan Ringelheim in the 
1990s. Whilst Boder was not specifi cally interested in hearing about rape and 
sexual abuse—but rather with trying to establish broader areas of experience 
in the immediate aftermath of the atrocities—Ringelheim was clearly con-
cerned with uncovering the hitherto ignored aspects of women’s Holocaust 
experiences. It is therefore likely that if it had not been for her skill as an 
interviewer her subjects would not have felt able to disclose their experi-
ences. While it may be tempting to speculate on whether by telling their 
stories to Ringelheim these interviewees felt their stories had been told, we 
cannot know if it is signifi cant that none of Ringelheim’s subjects had pub-
lished, or went on to publish a memoir. Ringelheim’s research underscores 
the point that it is ultimately impossible to evaluate how many women might 
have chosen to stay silent about the rape or sexual abuse they encountered 
during the Holocaust.

A study of women’s testimonies not only challenges any expectation of a 
monolithic Holocaust experience, but also shows that women’s memories and 
the treatment of women’s memories are particularly organized by gendered 
expectations. Writing on women’s Holocaust experiences is heavily geared 
towards their roles as ‘mothers’ or ‘caregivers’. Typical of this genre is an 
edited collection of oral testimonies of women who survived the Holocaust 
entitled Mothers, Sisters, Resisters—the editor, Brana Gurewitsch, states that 
‘all of the women here resisted their fates. They supported each other like 
sisters and nurtured each other like mothers’ (Gurewitsch 1998: xii)—and 
indeed, the front cover has a photograph taken in 1945 of fi ve women hold-
ing their babies. The problem with this type of approach is that it leaves little 
room for less palatable experiences. Our reading of Holocaust testimonies 
all too often becomes a means of confi rming what we already expect to see. 
Not only can this prevent us from challenging traditional historical narra-
tives or adding to them by acquiring further information about the diversity 
of experiences during the Holocaust; but perhaps even more importantly, 
the women themselves remain imprisoned by memories that they cannot 
share. The purpose of this discussion is to move towards an understanding 
of the complex relationship between the experience of sexual violence dur-
ing the Holocaust and the contingencies of recounting such experiences in a 
context that insists that rape and sexual abuse do not belong to the history 
of the Holocaust. While we have now reached a time when all but the child 
survivors of the Holocaust are no longer alive, this discussion does hold some 
signifi cance for the more recent survivors of ethnic cleansing and genocide. 
For example, women in the former Yugoslavia have complained that because 
rape and sexual abuse is acknowledged to be an integral part of their par-
ticular genocide, researchers are interested in their experiences only insofar 
as they do testify to rape, forced impregnation or prostitution. Testimonies 
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of raped women can all too easily be misused to satisfy voyeuristic tenden-
cies, or serve political agendas. The challenge remains to represent victims 
of sexual abuse in a way that does not denigrate their experiences or them-
selves (cf. Sharratt and Kaschak 1999).

Unlike the former Yugoslavia where tens of thousands of women were 
raped, or the Rwandan genocide where women were raped on an even greater 
scale, rape was not part of the genocidal strategy of the Holocaust.1 Nor did it 
become routinized as it was in the case of the Armenian genocide (cf. Sana-
sarian 1989). Rape as such was not a crime because Jewish women were not 
regarded as human beings and therefore could not be victims. Nonetheless 
‘The Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honour’ passed 
on 15 September 1935, fi rmly prohibited sexual relations between ‘Aryans’ 
and Jews. This applied to both marriage and extramarital affairs as well 
as forced intercourse (cf. Hilberg 1985). It is, however, diffi cult to gauge 
how completely individual soldiers adhered to this regulation.2 Also, in the 
German satellites of countries such as Bulgaria, Croatia, Hungary, Roma-
nia, Slovakia and Lithuania, where it was the local authorities who took 
responsibility for the persecution and destruction of their Jewish inhabitants, 
the domination of Jewish women through rape was not subject to the same 
ideological deterrents (see Fein 1999: 53).3 The result was a series of spaces 
in which rape could and did occur.

More than half a century after the events she describes, Ruth Elias writes 
of her incarceration in Auschwitz:

Drunken SS men sometimes made unexpected appearances in our 
blocks; the door would suddenly be fl ung open, and they would roar in 
on their motorcycles. Then the orchestra was ordered to play, and the SS 
men would sing along while they continued to drink, their mood getting 
ever more boisterous. Young Jewish women would be pulled from their 
bunks, taken away somewhere, and raped. Raping Jewish women wasn’t 
considered Rassenschande (race defi lement) therefore it was allowed . . . I 
cannot describe the pitiable state of these poor women when they came 
back to the barracks. (Elias 1998: 120)

Whether Elias cannot or will not elaborate on the ‘pitiable state’ of the raped 
women is an unresolved point. While it is possible that Elias is trying to 
protect the women by drawing a veil over them, it is also possible that she 
feels that language is inadequate to convey the degradation of the women. It 
also indicates how diffi cult such experiences are to relate—even when they 
have happened to other people. Furthermore, of course, it is unlikely that 
the women themselves will have survived. Nevertheless, if caught having 
sexual relations with a Jewish woman an SS man would probably be stripped 
of his much coveted position in a concentration camp and sent instead to 
the Russian front. In most cases, therefore, the SS would have made use of 
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the concentration camp brothels and the less emaciated non-Jewish women 
who serviced them. Although they too had no control over their bodies, 
there was at least the semblance of intimacy, however fraudulent. In his semi-
autobiographical account of Auschwitz, originally published in two volumes 
in Polish in 1948 (Borowski 1948) the non-Jewish Polish prisoner Tadeusz 
Borowski describes the Auschwitz Puff (brothel) as a place where the ‘girls 
are treated like normal women with whom one talks of love and family’ 
(Borowski 1967: 109). More plentiful are the reported cases of rapes perpe-
trated by the German civilians who ran the factories in which the prison-
ers worked, and also by other prisoners, in particular by low level prisoner 
functionaries such as the kapos (leaders of work commandos). The extreme 
depravations of the camps left women in a vulnerable position when it came 
to the procurement of food or protection. Ultimately, however, there is no 
way of knowing how widespread the rape of women was. In an early inter-
view conducted by David Boder in a Displaced Persons camp in 1946, ‘Roma 
T.’, a Polish-Jewish survivor, remembers:

There was a German foreman by the name of Krause, the most terrible 
in the factory . . . Sometimes he would get drunk, pick a few women 
and rape them, and later they were shot so that there would be no ‘race 
pollution.’ There was a well known SS [offi cer who] did the same thing. 
(Niewyk 1998: 221)

In the far smaller body of testimonies documenting the experiences of those 
who survived in hiding or by passing as Aryan, stories of rape and sexual 
abuse are more numerous, if by no means abundant. Still, these experiences 
of rape are mostly hinted at, or told through the lens of another person—
friend, aunt and so on. This mirrors the diffi culties of women in civilian soci-
ety in fi nding a space in which to talk about, or write about and be believed 
about rape. Fanya Gottesfeld Heller waited 50 years before writing about the 
rape of her aunt in front of her husband after a Gestapo raid: ‘My aunt told 
a few members of the family but they didn’t believe her—they didn’t want to 
hear or know about it. She never told her children, and for that reason, I have 
not disclosed her name’ (Gottesfeld Heller 1993: 81). Gottesfeld Heller’s aunt 
clearly wanted to tell her story, but found that in the absence of an appropri-
ate response silence became her only option. Instead, it was left to her niece to 
bear witness to what had happened to her—albeit many years after the event 
and without disclosing her aunt’s name. In the same testimony Gottesfeld 
Heller also describes what she classifi es as a consensual sexual relationship 
between herself as a teenager and the Ukrainian militia man who rescued and 
protected her, but was later accused by her family of murdering her father. 
Clearly, whether or not such a relationship based on such an extreme power 
imbalance can be understood in terms of consent, is somewhat contentious 
despite Gottesfeld Heller’s insistence on its reciprocity. At the same time it is 
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important not to appropriate Gottesfeld Heller’s experience as an example of 
sexual abuse in the Holocaust if this was not the case.

Experiences of sexual exploitation—or negotiated sex—are a particularly 
vulnerable area of human experience and as such are not easy to talk about. 
For survivors and their families there is an understandable reluctance to 
confront the fact that mothers, sisters, grandmothers or friends might have 
been raped or perhaps more uncomfortable still, engaged in sexual activity 
for the procurement of food or protection (Ringelheim 1997: 25). This is 
starkly illustrated in a scene witnessed by the Hungarian survivor Aranka 
Siegal immediately after liberation in a makeshift hospital. In the same ward, 
she listens as a young girl named Mindi pleads for an abortion: ‘I’m not tak-
ing an SS bastard child home with me . . . I’m only twenty. I want to start a 
new life.’ When her sisters try to silence her she asks, ‘Who did I do it for, if 
not to save you from starvation? This is the thanks I get. Suddenly you can 
afford the luxury of shame’ (Siegal 1985: 12). The point of this discussion is 
not to expose the most personal or humiliating of moments for the survivor, 
or to suggest that survivors of the Holocaust are concealing aspects of their 
survival, but is rather to point to the possible implications of ‘the unsaid’ and 
‘the unspeakable’ (Rogers et al. 1999: 77–106) in making sense of narratives 
of lived experience. For Rogers et al. ‘what is unspeakable exists as a deep 
and haunting sense of something that begs for words but is also absolutely 
forbidden to be spoken’ (Rogers et al. 1999: 86). Arguably, rape—the viola-
tion of one’s body at the hands of someone seeking to cause both physical 
and mental pain—is one of the loneliest and most alienating of things that 
can happen to a person. As the rapist is usually all too aware it silences the 
victim and leaves them alone in a world they can no longer recognize. The 
experience of rape shows the victim that the world is not as it seems. Sex 
is transformed from an act of intimacy into a tool of violence (cf. Chinkin 
1995: 50–74) and even language is destroyed as ‘no’ becomes ‘yes’ and ‘stop’ 
gives rise to further pain. As Jean Améry has famously argued, ‘Whoever 
has succumbed to torture can no longer feel at home in the world. That one’s 
fellow man was experienced as the antiman remains in the tortured person 
as accumulated horror’ (Améry 1999: 40; cf. Scarry 1985).

Writing about rape should have the potential to write the victim back into 
the world (Culbertson 1995). This has, however, proved to be diffi cult in the 
case of the Holocaust where rape and sexual abuse have tended to be written 
out of its history. Either it is argued that rape did not happen or it is reduced 
to the cliché that rape is part of life and not specifi c to war or genocide. Joan 
Ringelheim interviewed a Jewish survivor called ‘Pauline’ who was molested 
by male relatives of the people hiding her. Pauline was told that if she com-
plained they would denounce her (Ringelheim 1998: 343).4 She confessed to 
Ringelheim that the effects of this on her life were enduring: ‘I can still feel 
the fear . . . Sometimes I think it was equally as frightening as the Germans. 
It became within me a tremendous . . . I [didn’t] know how [to deal with it] 



Testimony and Silence 123

. . . what to do with it. I had nobody to talk [to] about it. Nobody to turn to’ 
(Ringelheim 1998: 343). It is an experience which, as Pauline herself realizes, 
is not easily reconciled with traditional Holocaust narratives. She states: ‘In 
respect of what happened, [what we] suffered and saw—the humiliation in the 
ghetto . . . is this [molestation] important?’ (Ringelheim 1998: 343). In the 
words of Ringelheim: ‘Her memory was split between traditional versions of 
Holocaust history and her own experience’ (Ringelheim 1998: 343). Victims 
of rape such as Pauline may feel obliged to stay silent about certain aspects of 
their experiences for fear that they do not belong to the history of the Holo-
caust, or that the experiences will not be easily understood. It will not be until 
comprehension of the Holocaust is broadened to acknowledge types of expe-
rience that stand outside traditional narratives that stories such as this will be 
explored and that particular experiences of sexual violence can be connected 
to the broader suffering of the Holocaust. In order to do that, we need to 
explore specifi cs of the series of events which make up the Holocaust.

While there is little evidence of a sustained pattern of rape within the 
concentration camps, women did experience sexual abuse during the Holo-
caust, albeit in a particular context. We cannot know how much sexual abuse 
occurred. Indeed our inability to uncover this information reveals both the 
inadequacy of our sources and the success with which abusers silence their 
victims. This also highlights the need for the historian to read between 
the lines: to identify gaps and signifi cant silences in the historical record 
and to speak for women whose experiences were often regarded—even by 
themselves—as unvoiceable. In the ghettos, women—and particularly young 
women—unwittingly found themselves in positions where they were forced 
to provide sex as means of procuring employment, food for their families or 
exemption from deportation. In the Łódź ghetto, a survivor recalls that ‘[f]or 
a slice of bread they would go into a yard or somewhere’ (Niewyk 1998: 305). 
Also in the Łódź ghetto, Lucille Eichengreen, who at 17–years old found 
herself the sole caretaker of her 12-year-old sister, desperately tried to fi nd 
her sister a place in one of the ghetto’s factories which fronted as a school. 
She describes her horror upon realizing the price she would have to pay was 
herself. Despite writing many years after the event had passed she recalls 
with clarity: ‘I was stunned. The realization was sudden and painful: there 
were favours to be bought, but they had to be paid for one way or another—
even among our own’ (Eichengreen 1994: 49). The episode brutally brought 
home to Eichengreen the fact that nothing in the ghetto came for free and 
that everything came at a price. That the man who propositioned her was 
a fellow Jew was particularly traumatic and served as the ultimate betrayal 
of trust. It also highlights the uncomfortable reality that Jewish women were 
abused not only by Germans, Poles, Czechs, Russians, Hungarians and so 
on, but also by Jewish men (Tec 1993: 126–70).

A common theme of women’s Holocaust testimonies is the trauma of their 
initiation into the concentration camps. Here, too, there are signs in some 



124 Zoë Waxman

testimonies of sexual abuse. The very fact that the Germans did not view 
Jewish women as women but as ‘life unworthy of life’ meant that they sought 
to obliterate any sign of their humanity. Women were forced to undress in 
front of SS men making obscene comments and then suffer the indignity 
of having to spread their legs as part of the shaving process before hav-
ing their names replaced by tattooed numbers. They also had to undergo 
painful examinations of their oral, rectal and vaginal cavities, supposedly 
to check for concealed valuables. Rena Kornreich Gelissen, a young Jewish 
woman from a religious family in Poland, describes the following scene in 
her memoir:

There is a long table where an offi cer is standing. He has rubber gloves 
on and there is another man holding the girl down. I hear her scream 
again. I have no idea what he is doing to her but I know I don’t want him 
doing it to me . . . Blood drips down the thighs of the girl coming away 
from the man and his gloves. (Gelissen 1996: 63–64)

The glimpses of abuse in this account—the metonymic rubber gloves, the 
sounds of the victim and the result afterwards—though impossible to verify 
represent a horrifying ordeal. For many women, the trauma of the initiation 
process was so great that they gave up the will to live.

Abuse continued right up until the moment of death, and close read-
ing of the sources reveals the reality of rape within the camps. Leib Lang-
fuss, a Jewish Sonderkommando (special detachment) prisoner forced to work 
in the crematoria of Auschwitz-Birkenau, wrote that a certain SS offi cer ‘had 
the custom of standing at the doorway . . . and feeling the private parts of 
the young women entering the gas bunker.’ He continues: ‘There were also 
instances of SS men of all ranks pushing their fi ngers into the sexual organs 
of pretty young women’ (Mark 1985: 200). For those destined to live a little 
longer, abuse continued in the form of forced sterilizations, forced abortions 
and sexualized violence. Gisela Perl, who wrote her memoir almost imme-
diately after liberation, witnessed pregnant women being beaten ‘with clubs 
and whips, torn by dogs, dragged around by the hair and kicked with heavy 
German boots. Then when collapsed they were thrown into the crematory 
alive’ (Perl 1994: 86, 111). The Jewish physician Olga Lengyel was the fi rst 
survivor to have her testimony published in English (Lengyel 1947). She nar-
rates the particularly chilling story of a mother who told her ‘that she was 
forced to undress her daughter and to look on while the girl was violated 
by dogs whom the Nazis had specially trained for this sport’. Apparently, 
this was a ‘favourite form of amusement’ in Auschwitz (Lengyel 1995: 193). 
While countless testimonies describe the fear that these dogs generated, like 
many episodes described in Holocaust testimonies, this extremely disturbing 
observation is diffi cult to validate—not least because Lengyel herself did not 
experience the episode fi rst hand. Even though there is no verifi able proof 
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that this particular incident took place, the very fact that it has been narrativ-
ized in Lengyel’s testimony gestures to the extreme forms of sexual violence 
and violation that were potentially possible in the concentration camps. In 
other words, the fact that this story was thought suffi ciently plausible to merit 
telling in the form of a written testimony, points out the widely perceived 
danger not only of rape, but also of what Carine Mardorossian has, in a very 
different context in this volume, termed ‘rape by proxy’ (31), whereby sexual 
violation is not necessarily, or directly, perpetrated by men, but is nonethe-
less horrendously violent. The fact that Lengyel’s narrative refers to this vio-
lence as a ‘favourite form of amusement’ further compounds the sense of 
gross violation Lengyal presents in her narrative.

It follows that a climate of fear and enforced passivity provides the ‘per-
fect’ climate for sexualized violence. In wartime, women are often raped 
in the public gaze, particularly in close proximity to their families, as if to 
demonstrate once and for all the impotence of the beleaguered community. 
Fania Fénelon, a member of the women’s orchestra at Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
deported in January 1944 for her participation in the French Resistance 
Movement, describes a scene which aptly demonstrates the interplay of sex-
ual violence, power, and humiliation:

A couple of months previous [Tauber] had brought a thousand women 
out into the snow, lined them up, entirely naked, in the freezing air, 
then, moving along their ranks, lifted their breasts with the tip of his 
whip. Those whose breasts sagged went to the left, those whose breasts 
remained fi rm went to the right and were spared a little longer, except of 
course for those who perished from the cold. (Fénelon 1977: 158)

Unsurprisingly, the sexual abuse of women and the accompanying feelings of 
shame and degradation contributed to a climate of dehumanization amongst 
the prisoners where women could be bought for a morsel of food. It has 
been argued that women were not seen as sexual beings in the concentration 
camps because they were emaciated, unwashed, louse-ridden and bald. As 
Sara Zyskind writes, ‘I realized that we were anything but sex objects . . . 
We Jewish women belonged to a “subhuman species,” and we were utterly 
repulsive to the German offi cers’ (Zyskind 1981: 163). As is well documented 
by feminist theory, rape is about power rather than about sex. What is more, 
while Zyskind’s statement may indeed have been true of many women pris-
oners, women who held so-called ‘privileged positions’ tended to be bet-
ter fed and cleaner. Joan Ringelheim interviewed a woman named ‘Susan’, 
who was deported to Auschwitz when she was 21 years old and quickly 
became a ‘privileged prisoner’. A male Polish prisoner came to Susan one 
day and offered her some sardines. He told her when and where to meet him, 
and not realizing his motives, she said, she did. Then, as Susan confessed 
to Ringelheim, ‘he grabbed and raped me’ (Ringelheim 1998: 343). It is 
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signifi cant that Susan is careful to point out that it was not a Jewish prisoner, 
but a Polish prisoner who raped her. It is likely that it is only because her 
assailant was Polish rather than Jewish that she is able to speak of the assault 
at all. That dire necessity made Jewish women sexually vulnerable with Jew-
ish men in positions of privilege or authority or power will no doubt remain 
one of the lasting taboos of the Holocaust. A Jewish woman would fi nd it 
very hard to confess to suffering at the hands of a Jewish man for fear that it 
would somehow detract from the historical fact of Jewish victimhood.

While the German policy of Rassenschande ensured that the rape never 
became a specifi c genocidal strategy in the Holocaust, sexual violence was 
seized on as another means to dominate and destroy the Jewish race. The 
Nazis were intent that there would be no Jews left to tell their stories; prison-
ers in the concentration camps were continually told that even in the unlikely 
event that any survived, no one would believe them. Most survivors who talk 
about rape in their memoirs imply that the victims were murdered after being 
raped, although it is unlikely that even had they lived they would have testi-
fi ed to their experiences in a context which insists that rape is not part of the 
Holocaust. As Judith Magyar Isaacson, who survived Auschwitz, remarks: 
‘The Anne Franks who survived rape don’t write their stories’ (Isaacson 1991: 
144). The decision to remain silent is of course still a decision—it remains the 
right of every women to tell her story or not as she chooses. Nonetheless, 
women can—and do—fi nd themselves silenced. As perpetrators of rape know 
all too well, rape can silence women in a way that deliberately alienates them 
from their families and communities. In the words of Susan Brownmiller, 
‘rape is an act of a conqueror’ (Brownmiller 1975: 35; cf. Schiessl 2002). His-
torically, a victorious army will rape the women of the conquered people as 
a permanent mark of their victory. Testimonies of rape victims in the former 
Yugoslavia and Rwanda speak as much about the ongoing stigma of rape, as 
they do about rape itself (cf. Human Rights Watch 1996). It is unsurprising, 
therefore, that women might wish to conceal aspects of their experiences, 
particularly in an effort to protect their families—including future genera-
tions. This is fuelled by a culture of memory that insists that to bring discus-
sion of rape and sexual abuse into the context of the Holocaust is to belittle 
the memory of the dead. Nonetheless, when writing rape into the Holocaust, 
historians and other custodians of memory also need to ensure that they are 
not imposing on survivors their own concerns and preoccupations. While 
it is clear that the humiliation, degradation and dehumanization of women 
was an integral part of the Nazi persecution of the Jews, it nevertheless needs 
to be acknowledged that the actual physical act of raping Jewish women 
was not a specifi c genocidal policy; moreover it was even legislated against. 
Unfortunately, this not only leaves the women who were raped unable to fi nd 
a context for their violent memories but also makes any coherent analysis of 
sexual violence during the Holocaust highly problematic. Thus, although 
it may seem extraordinary to focus on rape, it is actually hugely important 
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both because the perpetrators went unpunished, and because the raped 
women have been silenced. The study of rape therefore opens up the nature 
of experience and challenges understandings of the Holocaust itself. How-
ever diffi cult it is, it is the duty of the historian to develop an understanding 
of both the Holocaust and of rape that is suffi ciently nuanced to capture these 
experiences and to tell these women’s stories.

Notes

1. In 2001 the Statute of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugo-
slavia and the Statute of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda rec-
ognized rape as a crime against humanity. On the atrocities committed against 
Tutsi women during the Rwandan genocide, see Richter-Lyonette (1997). For 
a discussion of the predominantly Bosnian Muslim women raped during the 
confl ict in the former Yugoslavia, see Stiglmayer (1994).

2. Reports of sexual abuse committed by German soldiers can be found in Arad 
(1987: 116–17). Also see Karay (1998: 285–309), who reports that women 
in the Skarysko camp experienced individual and mass rapes by German 
commanders.

3. For example, in the 1941 pogroms in Lithuania, Lithuanian collaborators were 
able to rape Jewish women with impunity (cf. US Holocaust Memorial Museum 
1993).

4. Ringelheim’s pioneering research has paved the way for a handful of female 
scholars to begin to devote their research to exploring rape and sexual abuse 
during the Holocaust (cf. Goldenberg 2007: 159–69).
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9 ‘Mum Is the Word’
Gender Violence, Displacement and 
the Refugee Camp in Yasmin Ladha’s 
Documentary-Fiction

Belén Martín-Lucas

In war, a woman keeps her stories to herself. Mum is the word about 
her sacrifi ces, sometimes her wedding ring, sometimes her body.

Ladha (1997: 82).

In her story ‘Luggage of a Bride, of a Mujahedeen’, Yasmin Ladha laments 
the silence of women in war who must sacrifi ce home, security, safety and 
even their own bodies. Ladha pinpoints the signifi cant issues: the fi guring 
of women as sacrifi cial offerings, the violation of women’s bodies and the 
question of whether to speak or be silent about these violations. All of these 
issues are relevant to the context of Kashmir, since numerous reports from 
humanitarian organizations contend that Kashmiri women and girls are 
among the main targets of gender violence in the world (cf. Human Rights 
Watch 2006; Asia Watch 1993). According to a study by Medicine Sans 
Frontier (MSF) in mid 2005, the percentage of raped women in Kashmir is 
higher than those in other armed confl icts such as Chechnya or Sierra Leone 
which have received wider international attention.1 Furthermore, the forced 
disappearance of husbands has, under the laws of the region, left thousands 
of women—widows and the so-called ‘half widows’—without any entitlement 
to land, inheritance or pensions. The traditional gender role divisions make 
women responsible for the whole family in a context where husbands and 
fathers are often absent (killed, disappeared, imprisoned), while the men 
surrounding them remain to some extent in a position of power, in control 
of food and resources. In many cases this situation has been allied with 
harassment and also displacement as many women have been stranded in 
refugee camps for two decades now (cf. Anjum 2007: online).2 On the one 
hand, the situation of Kashmiri women has been rendered invisible; despite 
the numerous reports from NGOs like MSF, there is no offi cial data avail-
able documenting rape (cf. Kannabiran and Menon 2007: 32; Anjum 2007; 
Hashmi 2007). On the other hand, at certain points rape and sexual violence 
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committed against women in this context is made far too visible in order to 
instigate further violence to ‘defend’ a particular family or group ‘name’ (cf. 
Chowdhary 2008; also Kabir, Chapter 10, this volume). The problem of sex-
ual violence in Kashmir is, furthermore, embedded in a complex nexus of 
politics and allegiances. The (inter)national security concerns of the Indian 
and Pakistani governments—overseen by the successive American adminis-
trations—together with the Indian state’s direct implication in the violence 
against women in Kashmir have prevented open discussion on the violation 
of Kashmiri women’s rights in the international forums, with the compliance 
of the mainstream media (cf. Ladha 1997: 86).

In Women Dancing on Rooftops (1997) Yasmin Ladha explores the feminist 
thesis that the sexual crimes committed against girls and women at times 
of confl ict are a direct consequence of the appropriation of women’s bod-
ies for symbolic uses within the dialectics of patriarchal cultural/ethnic/reli-
gious nationalisms and that, in the midst of war, female refugees are most 
vulnerable. Ladha’s innovative multi-genre pieces resist any conventional 
generic label, fusing poetry, documentary prose, fi ction and philosophical 
and political refl ections. Her piece ‘Luggage of a Bride, of a Mujahedeen’, 
to be discussed in this chapter, provides detailed descriptions of daily life in 
the refugee camps in Delhi in order to represent Kashmiri refugee women’s 
experiences of violence. In ‘Luggage of a Bride, of a Mujahedeen’, Ladha 
fuses historical and statistical data with fi ctionalized recollections of her per-
sonal encounters with displaced Kashmiris in the Delhi area. The narrative 
alternates brief fragments of her interviews with Sushma, Sunil, Syed, Kha-
lid, Fehmida Didi and her husband Mr Hafi z in the refugee camps with her 
own refl ections on the confl ict. What is constructed between these fragments 
is a vision of the political manipulations in the media, the violence exerted 
on women and girls, and the impunity of Indian armed forces for the crimes 
committed, particularly sexual ones. Her characters, self-consciously drawn 
as fi ctionalized representations of real people, voice the plight of Kashmiri 
civilians, forced to exile by the war. Among them, the woman Sushma’s muf-
fl ed grief for lost opportunities is the strongest thread interlinking Ladha’s 
fragmented narrative. Sushma’s dowry, the family land in Kashmir, is no 
longer under their control; her marriage, therefore, cannot be arranged. At 
19, she feels that she has lost all value. Ladha weaves her feminist analysis of 
communal violence in the short story around Sushma’s interiorization of the 
patriarchal ideology of her Pandit community, contrasting it with the unques-
tioning heroic male militancy in the confl ict, metaphorically represented, 
respectively, by the luggage of the Bride and of the Mujahedeen in her title. 
It is no coincidence that the peripatetic luggage is the principal metaphor of 
the story, since the exchange and circulation of women’s bodies as objects to 
be idealized, possessed, venerated is central.

Ladha thus turns to writing fi ction as a means to focus international atten-
tion on the violation of human rights, more specifi cally of the rights of girls 
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and women, since as Chakraborty contends in Kashmir they are ‘the worst 
hit in this holocaust of terror’ (Chakraborty 2001: online). Early on in ‘Lug-
gage of a Bride, of a Mujahedeen’, Ladha laments the lack of literary produc-
tions from Kashmir, and in the absence, in 1997, of literary accounts of the 
experiences of women in the confl ict,3 Ladha attempts explicitly to give voice 
to the silenced. The voices to be heard in Ladha’s narrative are those of the 
Kashmiri refugees in Delhi:

This documentary-fi ction is the result of something Sushma [the Kash-
mir Pandit refugee] said about a woman’s fate in war: when Sushma and 
I got closer (women do) I asked her if she felt like screaming in this four-
by-six camp. She said, and these were her words, her English,

‘If there is no vacancy, how can I be emotional?’
Sushma’s ribby words spurred me to write about her and others like 

her, caught in war. (Ladha 1997: 81)

The term ‘documentary-fi ction’ employed by Ladha exhibits the double take 
on the representation of gender violence in her work. While a major drive 
is that of documenting a real historical situation that is not, in her opinion, 
adequately addressed in the media—‘The love pangs of a Kashmiri. What 
are they? [ . . . ] Who actually talks to Kashmiris?’ she enquires (86)—Ladha 
argues that ‘woman doesn’t make a sound in history’ (99) and because of this 
she intends to imaginatively reconstruct ‘the anguish of soundless women in 
war’ (95). She continues: ‘Their stories which don’t have a vacancy in war. 
Who will give them space? Who will wash and lull these women?’ (95), offer-
ing her literary representation as a response to these questions.

In speaking for these silenced voices, Ladha is well aware that her diasporic 
location in Canada heavily conditions the reception of her representations of 
sexual violence experienced by Kashmiri women and girls and takes pains 
to avoid facilitating easy consumption of the suffering depicted. Ladha has 
proven to be especially sensitive to issues of misappropriation and misrep-
resentation of South Asian women’s bodies within the Indo-chic phenom-
enon that she has denominated ‘the fl ushed boom-Indo-boom of the nineties’ 
(1997: 145). Ladha amply discusses the commodifi cation of the experiences 
of displacement and alterity in contemporary fi ction from South Asia by the 
Western markets, showing her acute perception of how her own body (physi-
cal and literary) is read and circulated in the West:

In mainstream literature, the celebration of Other has been encouraged 
in recent years: Other-texts, gurujis, writing workshops, funding agen-
cies, global awakening, conferences. It is the season of the Other, ‘Please, 
after you, after you,’ I am ushered on mainstream’s promenade deck. 
(1992b: 86)
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This awareness is evidenced in a polemical open letter to Mira Nair, where 
Ladha criticizes Nair’s exhibition of her female protagonist’s sexuality to 
the ‘White-jati’ gaze in her fi lm Mississippi Masala (1992a: 36). Besides, the 
exhibition of the sexualized racialized female body and the exhibition of the 
victimized racialized female body are denounced and problematized by fem-
inist racialized authors in Canada. This questioning marks the cumulative 
effect of the promotion of tragic and violent stories set in a remote place (and/
or time) in Western literary markets. The resulting literary trend attempts 
to reify women’s resistance to specifi c patriarchal practices as a product for 
quick consumption, but obliterates very real historical and contemporary 
injustices. The Partition wars, religious persecutions and massacres, and 
gendered violence of all kinds, including war rape, incest and homicide for 
crimes of honour, fi gure in many South Asian Canadian narratives, with 
Shauna Singh Baldwin’s What the Body Remembers being a representative 
example (cf. Martín-Lucas 2010). Despite the risk of co-optation, however, 
Ladha denounces the many forms of violence women experience in their dif-
ferent cultural and cross-cultural settings.

As part of her narrative strategy in ‘Luggage of a Bride’, Ladha makes vis-
ible her location within Canada; in her narrative she is a writer from Calgary 
visiting the refugee camps and interviewing her characters for a ‘writing 
project’ (Ladha 1997: 93). She provides her Western audience with detailed 
historical information on the confl ict to contextualize her narrative of life in 
the camps. Although emotionally and ethically involved in the Kashmir con-
fl ict, Ladha clearly positions herself as not a Kashmiri woman, but as a South-
Asian Canadian writer whose own experience of displacement drives her to 
act, in this case to write, in response to the refugees’ pleas. The narrator here 
seems to be a mirror image of Ladha herself, who was born in Tanzania, 
but had to leave that country due to the Africanization policies passed after 
independence which deeply affected the South Asian community forcing 
them to exile.4 Ladha, however, foregrounds the fact that her narrative is not 
based on her own personal experience but mediated by fi ction, and that it 
constitutes a creative reconstruction of the events:

When explanations will not cut it, when historical information will just be 
another detached read, then I use Sushma’s phrase as a refrain, over and 
over. To express anguish, suffering and dreams one needs space too—as 
Sushma says, ‘a vacancy.’ Who has allowed a woman this vacancy in war, 
to cry out her unuttered grief, inside out? In these pages, I want Sushma to 
howl. I want to give her all the space, all the vacancy to do so. (81–82)

This passage emphasizes the metafi ctional character of Ladha’s narrative, as 
she explicitly presents herself as a subjective narrator revealing her intentions 
and techniques. Ladha’s authorial addresses to her readers are a refusal to 
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appropriate other women’s experiences behind an omniscient third person 
narrative voice, while also stating her personal feminist commitment with 
the refugees’ cause. When Ladha adds later on: ‘When there is no vacancy, how 
can I be emotional? ’ Will not even another woman inscribe?’ (89; italics in the 
original), she is envisioning literature as an effective medium for political 
feminist activism.

‘Luggage of a Bride’ then refl ects Ladha’s position as an outsider though 
she identifi es points in common with the Kashmiri refugees, but is careful 
not to let her own history to take over from that of her characters: ‘I want to 
tell Syed that when my family came to Canada, we had to leave everything 
behind, only $200 and suitcases tied with silly ropes. But this is another 
excess story and Syed is fi lled with them’ (85). There is an insistence in her 
narration on the uncomfortable issue of Western compliance by omission 
in the ongoing perpetration of the crimes depicted, including that of rape.5 
The narrative drive of Ladha’s text works towards the claim that interna-
tional pressure would make a difference in the rehabilitation and redress 
of the girls and women victims and to the fi nal solution to the confl ict, as 
Anjum proposes:

The fact that rape has been systematically committed against Kashmiri 
women and that justice has not been delivered in these cases makes rape 
in Kashmir eligible for an appropriate legal response at the international 
level. The state has to be held for breach of its obligations under various 
relevant treaties and customary international law. (Anjum 2007: online)

The testimonies and medical reports on rape in the refugee camps of Jammu 
and Delhi are numerous (cf. Munshi 2008; Chakraborty 2001), but Ladha 
does not portray scenes of rape explicitly occurring in the camps. In fact, she 
does not offer explicit scenes of rape at any point, though she refers recur-
rently to refugee girls and women having been raped by Indian soldiers, who 
should be the guarantors of their safety. For Ladha, the focus is on naming 
the perpetrators, rather than exhibiting the spectacle of the violated woman 
that is common stock in the literary and fi lmic narratives of her Western con-
text. In very short sentences devoid of dramatic descriptive language, Ladha 
records: ‘rape, torture, interrogations, misconduct and generally stripping 
the self-dignity of ordinary Kashmiri Muslim citizens by the Indian military’ 
(1997: 80); ‘women taken into the fi elds by the soldiers’ (83); ‘Indian soldiers 
raping Kashmiri women’ (85); and ‘the nineteen-year old Kashmiri Muslim 
girl who has been raped by Indian soldiers’ (99). The only instance where 
she offers a fi ctional representation of implicit rape by the Indian army is lim-
ited to this single line written in parentheses: ‘(Indian forces cordon-off women. 
Take them into the fi elds. Unknot your drawstrings. Now!)’ (87; italics in the origi-
nal). This brief scene clearly emphasizes the Indian soldiers’ culpability and 
their anonymity behind the communal ‘Indian forces’. The use of italics here 
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further reinforces the distinction by Ladha between the documentary and 
the fi ctional modes that she interweaves in her narrative, as she makes visible 
in a graphic way her non-factual mediation as narrator. In the Kashmir con-
fl ict, the immunity of the Indian troops granted by the Armed Forces Spe-
cial Powers Act (AFSPA) promotes the use of rape as an instrument of war 
(cf. Kannabiran and Menon 2007; Anjum 2007; Asia Watch 1993; Human 
Rights Watch 2006).6 Although there is no doubt that the militants have also 
resorted to sexual violence as an act of terror on rival communities, rape by 
Indian soldiers constitutes a serious breach of the conventions that oblige 
states to protect women and children from sexual violence at times of con-
fl ict.7 As Kannabiran and Menon point out,

[T]he most intractable form of violence against women is the collec-
tivized sexual violence by communities, agents of the state and caste 
groups who think of themselves as being above the law [ . . . ] Paradoxi-
cally, this form of violence is unabashedly public, brazenly sexual and 
undeniably criminal. Yet it has been normalized. The ideological, de 
facto and tacit complicity of the state in violence against women is com-
pounded by its agencies—the armed forces or custodial institutions—
especially in situations of confl ict, insurgency or civil unrest. In the 
period under review [1980–2004] exhaustive documentation is avail-
able of the most brutal rapes and sexual violations of women by the 
armed forces in Kashmir and all the states of the north east. (Kannabi-
ran and Menon 2007: 28)8

The confl ict over Kashmir started with the India-Pakistan Partition; in ‘Lug-
gage of a Bride’, Ladha explains how since that date armed confl ict has 
been recurrent in the region,9 being almost permanent during the last two 
decades when ‘[m]ore than 35,000 Kashmiris have died in their fi ght for 
freedom’ (Ladha 1997: 80).10 Ladha addresses the complexity of a confl ict 
that involves several parameters such as gender, culture, religion and also 
class, since ‘Kashmiri Pandits received better education opportunities and 
top-notch, white-collar posts’ (80). In the present confl ict these divisions have 
become unbridgeable differences that cut across shared ethnic elements of 
Kashmiris, ‘the commonality of the same language, folklore, social behav-
iour, dress, and dietary habits’ (80). As Fehmida Didi, a Muslim woman in 
Ladha’s story, asserts, ‘It wasn’t like this between the Pandits and us. I tell 
you it wasn’t. We were more alike, yes, the Pandits want to stay with Hindu-
stan. But they are not Hindustani’ (96), while ‘Delhi Muslims and Kashmiri 
Muslims are different as chalk and cheese’ (95).

Though Ladha seeks to undermine the divisions of the refugee camp, 
studies of real centres for the internally displaced suggest that in the midst 
of the violence, ‘[o]rdinary, day-to-day life has been upended and degraded’ 
(Human Rights Watch 2006: 2). The vivid depiction of the degradation of 
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ordinary life is a central concern in Ladha’s story as she refers the horrible 
conditions of the thousands of people who had to fl ee:

A mass exodus of Kashmiri Pandits occurred in March 1990, after the 
Gawakadal Massacre in the capital city of Srinagar. [ . . . ] The Gawakadal 
tragedy opened the fl oodgates of the Kashmiri Muslims’ wrath against 
India—closest at hand were the Pandits. One Muslim friend took his un-
suspecting boyhood Pandit buddy to the very same bridge and popped 
the gun. [ . . . ] The Pandits fl ed in hordes. (1997: 80–81)

The context provided here by Ladha comments particularly on the fate of 
Kashmiri Pandits (Hindus), but rather than maintaining a focus on any one 
group, Ladha emphasizes that members of all communities were forced to 
leave to escape violence, including sexual violence: ‘Kashmiri Muslims escape 
to Delhi. They leave the Valley of Kashmir, where most of them stay. They 
leave endless interrogations by the Indian militia, and curfew, and women 
taken into the fi elds by the soldiers’ (83). The refugees that Ladha refers 
to are fi ctional versions of those living in offi cially titled ‘migrant camps’ 
in Jammu and Delhi, whose denomination as migrants effectively impedes 
international supervision and protection (cf. Bose 2000: 5) and gives rise to 
crimes of sexual violence presented in Ladha’s euphemistic phrase ‘women 
taken into the fi elds’.

The inability to escape such crimes is compounded in these camps, which 
are fi rst improvised as provisional shelters made of canvas tents and board 
and cement barracks that must accommodate whole families. Ladha empha-
sizes the claustrophobic aspect of the camps in her fi ctional account where 
privacy and safety are impossible:

Does a refugee camp have walls like a room? I knock on it. Yes. Solid. 
Three saris hung from a rope in this four-by-six camp space, also place 
to sleep and cook. Sushma, her elder brother and his wife, and their two 
very young children live in this cramped space. Though this is only a 
transit camp they have been here for over two years. At one time this 
camp was a grand wedding hall. (Ladha 1997: 82)

Ladha emphasizes the difference between the makeshift homes and the 
‘grand wedding hall’ that once stood in their stead, representing the security 
of family, home and community. Camps are unsafe spaces that foster sexual 
violence for a good number of reasons, collected in the UNHCR’s Guidelines 
to prevent sexual violence on refugee women and children; some of them 
are ideological while others are structural (2003: 42). In many cases diverse 
unrelated families are made to share common housing, as in the wedding 
hall described above. In such cramped rooms there is no privacy and bodies 
are exposed to unwanted gazes, especially in communal spaces like latrines 
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and washing areas. Describing Sushmash’s clothes Ladha points out the pro-
tective function of her dupatta in hiding her: ‘Sushma is twenty-six. She wears 
a black dupatta over her head, not out of mourning or grief. The colour is sen-
sible. It hides dirt. It also offers privacy. In a four-by-six camp you also need 
walls like this’ (Ladha 1997: 82). At a different moment, Ladha describes 
how she creates an intimate only-women space to get Sushma’s confi dence in 
the overseeing presence of Sunil, a male leader in the camp: ‘I put my satchel 
between Sunil and us, makeshift girl space, our rooftop space, when we 
want to get away from the din of men’ (89).11 Single women and unaccompa-
nied children are, due to their poor social status, most vulnerable to ‘sexual 
violence and exploitation, as well as physical violence and discrimination. 
Sexual violence can encompass anything ranging from rape and other sex-
ual physical assaults or attempts to offers of food, protection, documents or 
other assistance in exchange for sexual favors’ (Dugan et al. 2000).12 In the 
communal areas, Sushma ‘guards her reputation fi ercely, “At the washing 
site, I talk to others but short and sweet, ‘What have you cooked today?’ Or 
what we cooked, and ‘Please, drop in for tea’”’ (Ladha 1997: 90); she does 
not invite conversation further than the minimal due politeness; ‘[s]he only 
smiles when she is doing “service”’ (90) and ‘she doesn’t give the wrong 
impression to boys’ (91). Although she works as an offi ce receptionist thanks 
to the intervention of Sunil, ‘facilitator and diplomat’ (90), she still ‘spends 
the day doing chores in her four-by-six space’ when she is off duty from work 
(90), looking for the shelter of reclusion. Even this job as a receptionist she 
calls ‘service’ (90), as working outside the home—even if this ‘home’ is a 
tent—is not acceptable within the conservative ideology of her community, 
who would have had her married at the age of 17 if it were not for the war 
that prevents her getting hold of the land that is her dowry, as mentioned 
above (90). Women and girls, who are not valued by their communities 
outside the camps, not only do not raise their status within the camp, but are 
in fact even more neglected, especially if they have already suffered sexual 
abuse prior to reaching the camp, which is a frequent case among Kashmiri 
refugees. According to the aforementioned UNHCR Guidelines, ‘refugees 
and internally displaced people, who do not enjoy the protection of their own 
governments, are among those most vulnerable to acts of violence, including 
sexual and gender-based violence’ (2003: 9; emphasis added). It is the lack 
of protection by their own government which is most explicitly denounced in 
Ladha’s narrative, where the hostility towards the refugee population by the 
Indian armed forces is clearly exposed.

The militarization of the camps depicted by Ladha (1997: 89) does not 
seem to prevent sexual violence against girls and women but, on the contrary, 
to foster it, since ‘crossing borders, going through checkpoints, and request-
ing goods and services from armed forces can increase the risk of becom-
ing subjected to sexual and gender-based violence, especially for refugee 
women’ (UNHCR 2003: 14). Ladha’s commentary on the camp also refl ects 
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the reality that though these spaces were meant to be makeshift homes for a 
brief period of time, families have spent years living in tents only to be moved 
to barracks, wire fenced and controlled by the Indian soldiers. The milita-
rization of their displacement indicates that the refugees (the majority of 
whom are women and children) are categorized as dangerous prisoners, not 
‘migrants’. This categorization also dictates constant surveillance because, 
according to Ladha’s narrator, ‘[i]t is the opinion of one of the Governors 
of Kashmir appointed by the Federal Delhi-Centre that tents, like Kashmiri 
pherans, accommodate weapons at ease’ (Ladha 1997: 85). The implication of 
the comparison of tents with pherans, loose fi tting Kashmiri garments, is that 
an inherent criminality and militancy surround the refugee in Kashmir.

The irony is that, as Ladha highlights, it is the refugee who becomes 
the victim of crime and violence. In response to the militarization of the 
camps and the consequences of this for women, a telling passage displays 
how Sunil instrumentalizes sexual violence against refugee women to his 
community’s cause:

‘How can Delhi-government protect her suitcase,’ (like Sushma is not 
here) ‘when her body and soul it can’t protect. Ladies bodies, we call 
mother’s body, you know?’ (Sushma just looks down.) Sunil thinks he 
knows more about Sushma because he is Man the Hunter. Foraging, 
wheeling and dealing for the Camp. Her unwashed grief because she 
doesn’t have the vacancy to weep would confound him. He has never 
known anything but this—women sacrifi ce without a peep. (89)

In these lines a number of crucial ideological issues are raised, such as the 
superior status of men over women in the Pandit community; the symbolic 
appropriation of women’s bodies as repositories of cultural purity in the fi gure 
of the mother; the appropriation of women’s suffering by the community in their 
political protests against the government; the silencing of the victim’s thoughts 
and emotions; and the control by men over the economy in the camps, which, as 
mentioned above, may induce unwanted sexual exchanges for food and other 
basic supplies. In a different passage Sunil insists: ‘Our daughters are raped by 
the Kashmiri militants, brothers who lived next door to us’ (Ladha 1997: 96). 
This example too reveals the conceptualization of women as communal proper-
ties of men (‘our daughters’, while Muslim men are ‘brothers’, equal in status), 
drawing attention to the communal character of their violation.

In thinking through the controlling infl uence of men and the commu-
nal character of violation, the fi gure of the mother is particularly signifi -
cant. Neloufer de Mel has pointed out the dangers inherent to the symbolic 
‘empowerment’ of women as mothers:

Despite her continuing marginalisation in patriarchal society, her bio-
logical and historically social function of nurturing Mother for instance, 
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has imbued woman with the notion of authenticity, permitting her to be 
used as a channel of culture and nation-building. It follows that at times 
of war and socio-political insecurity, the fi gure of the Mother becomes a 
central signifi er of racial and cultural values, national pride and purity. 
(Mel 1996: 170)

Thus, although it might appear paradoxical (if we think of the love and 
respect for the Mother implied in Sunil’s words above), the violence exerted 
on women at times of war is a clear consequence of such a conceptualization 
of the nation (understood not in terms of State but of cultural/religious imag-
ined communities) and of the metaphor of the motherland that represents it, 
as the raped woman stands for the invaded nation. As Shana Swiss and Joan 
E. Giller remind us,

accounts of rape of women during war date back to ancient Greece. 
The abduction of Helen of Troy and the rape of the Sabine women are 
archetypal in Western culture, so much so that their human tragedy is 
obscured. Despite the fact that rape has always been part of war, little is 
known about its scale, the circumstances that provoke or aggravate it, or 
how to prevent it. We know even less about how women heal after the 
trauma of rape in war and how rape affects the communities in which 
they live. (Swiss and Giller 1993: 612)

Women’s tragedy is obscured in these archetypal rape narratives to the point 
that art historians have often used the term ‘heroic rape’ to describe their visual 
representations, a description contested by feminists (cf. Wofthal 1999). Rape 
acquires an intense public and communal character at times of confl ict that 
completely obliterates the individual experience and it has been extensively per-
petrated as a war crime in the Indian subcontinent. Bharati Ray explains that

Women’s bodies are considered by Indian men, Hindu, Muslim or Sikh, 
as the repository of men’s honour. ‘Power rape,’ the raping of women to 
demonstrate and defeat rival men in patriarchal societies, is quite com-
mon in many parts of India, as indeed in many other areas of the world. 
The rape of a woman is akin to the rape of the community to which she 
belongs. (Ray qtd in Pandey 2004: 105)

Kannabiran and Menon abound in their analysis of how ‘the female body 
has always been a special object in regimes of torture and repression, and 
especially so in instances of ethnicised and communalized violence’, which 
they also link to patriarchal views of the male state that endorse male ‘owner-
ship’ of women (2007: 191).

Ladha contributes to the defence and expansion of such feminist theories 
on sexual and gender violence, understanding the term ‘story’ in its second 
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meaning in the dictionary, as ‘[a] way of knowing and remembering informa-
tion; a shape or pattern into which information can be arranged and experiences 
preserved’ (Martin 2007: 6; emphasis added). In her direct political style, Ladha 
makes explicit the link between war rape and nationalism by deploying a 
quote in her narrative from Susan Brownmiller that explains the mechanisms 
that operate in the symbolic sphere of a nation through women’s real bodies:

‘In one act of aggression, the collective spirit of women and of the na-
tion is broken, leaving a reminder long after the troops depart. And if 
she survives the assault, what does the victim of wartime rape become 
to her people?’13

Fehmida Didi phones me up at seven in the morning. I’m almost 
ready. I’ll just suck back a couple of Khaliq’s cold slices of mangoes and 
leave. But Fehmida Didi says that the ninteen-year-old Kashmiri Muslim 
girl who has been raped by Indian soldiers doesn’t want to talk to me, 
but relays her message, ‘Tell her, I am nothing now but an open coffi n.’

Much later I dare. Dare to ask the question. Fehmida Didi shakes her 
head, ‘No, no one will marry her.’

‘But in Islam, our divorcees and widows are allowed to marry, I mean 
it is one modern thing about our religion, Didi, so why . . . ’

‘They say, one who is raped has been well chewed on, like a bone.’ 
(1997: 98–99)

In this passage, Ladha exposes again the instrumentalization of women’s 
bodies in patriarchal regimes: fi rst, the female body is envisioned socially—
notice the use of an impersonal and generic ‘They say’, implying common 
knowledge—as a mere piece of meat to be consumed and discarded.14 Sec-
ond, the ‘polluted’ body is communally marked as no longer useful for its 
symbolic attributes of cultural purity and is therefore ‘dead’; this is clearly 
resonant in the poignant phrase ‘I am nothing now but an open coffi n’. Thus, 
rape proves to be an effi cient weapon since the effects of the sexual abuse 
are long lasting both in the individual woman and in her community,15 since 
‘the social stigma associated with rape renders a raped woman unmarriage-
able, deprived of respect in society and traumatised for the rest of her life. In 
some cases women become unacceptable even to their own families’ (Anjum 
2007: online; cf. Chinkin 1994: 4–5). Numerous studies of the social stigma-
tization of raped women of Kashmir prove that ‘[d]eserted by their families, 
abandoned by society, forgotten by both separatists and mainstream political 
parties, rape victims during the last seventeen years of militancy in Jammu 
and Kashmir live an appalling life’ (Hashmi 2007: online).

In Kashmir, the scars of rape are still fresh and still exploited in public 
political discourse. Writing on the protests of Kashmiris last summer (August 
2008) and the revitalized strength of fundamentalist Muslim groups, Arund-
hati Roy was struck by the public support and participation of women:
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For somebody like myself, who is not Muslim, that interpretation of free-
dom is hard—if not impossible—to understand. I asked a young woman 
whether freedom for Kashmir would not mean less freedom for her, as a 
woman. She shrugged and said ‘What kind of freedom do we have now? 
The freedom to be raped by Indian soldiers?’ Her reply silenced me. 
(Roy 2008: online)

As mentioned above, the rapes of Kashmiri women have been exploited by 
all battling factions that have thus further communalized individual experi-
ences to justify their own violence against the enemy Other, a double vio-
lation that Kabir discusses in her chapter in this volume. While there is 
an urgent need to address issues of gender violence among all women of 
Kashmir, the very instrumentalization of the sexual violence against them in 
political discourse prevents their union across community lines, as the quote 
from Roy’s interview sadly evidences. For Reka Chowdhary,

Women’s empowerment and emancipation are ultimately connected 
with their gender consciousness as well as with an increasing sense of 
being a collective. But the current confl ict situation in the state does 
not allow women to either assert their gender identity or unite across 
ethnic, regional and communal lines. As long as this confl ict continues, 
issues of gender will continue to be subordinated to other issues of iden-
tity and women in J&K will continue to pay a heavy price. (Chowdhary 
2008: online)

From a feminist stance, Ladha insists in her narrative on women’s solidarity 
and implication across identity borderlines, a perspective that is undoubtedly 
mediated by her diasporic location in a multicultural country where cul-
tural ‘authenticity’ and ‘purity’ are heavily contested. The intellectual activist 
circles in which she participates favour instead hybridity, trans-cultural inno-
vation and alliances among minority groups. Thus, Ladha states: ‘This is a 
story about ordinary Kashmiris (Sushma, Sunil, Fehmida Didi, Mr Hafi z, 
Syed, Khalid) bewildered, broken, activists, starters, sceptics, and miracle 
believers, sealed in a civil war that ought to have been sorted out a long, long 
time ago’ (1997: 81), only to later focus on the experiences of women of both 
communities, Pandits and Muslims. Ladha fi rmly believes in the possibility 
of trans-cultural and transnational alliances of women and in the power of 
writing as a site of encounter. Her story closes with a moving letter from 
Sushma, still in Delhi, to Ladha, who is back in Canada:

My service is going nice. Days are passing nicely but memory of Kashmir 
is with me like my shadow. Everyday I send my peon to check the letter 
box, but he comes with empty hands. Yesterday after my departure time 
your letter came. I will write you letter regularly, be sure. Perhaps there 
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may be delay sometime, but I will never forget you, as you are my friend, 
my guide, as well as my sister also.

You are memorizing my words. Are my words worth memory? (100)

Sushma’s fi nal line, which closes the narrative, signals Ladha’s intent to 
memorialize Kashmiri refugee women’s experiences as a feminist act of 
sorority across religious and national boundaries, stated towards the begin-
ning of her narrative: ‘this is a sideline story. About Kashmiri Muslims and 
Pandits, but fi rst, this story is homage to a woman caught in war, of her 
soundless sacrifi ces, screams’ (83).

Ladha’s narrative highlights the fact that after 20 years, a whole genera-
tion has grown into adulthood in these provisional camps: the only home this 
generation knows. While conditions are bad for men and women, women’s 
life experiences in the camps are challenging in terms of both displacement 
and gender oppression. The epistolary mode introduced in her documen-
tary-fi ction links with a long tradition of female writing, both private and 
literary, and by giving the space of the letter to Sushma, Ladha metaphori-
cally grants her a ‘room of her own’. By referring to Ladha as the one who 
memorizes, Sushma in turn points out the crucial role of the literary author in 
the re-presentation of women’s history, as well as her mediation. Though her 
question, ‘Are my words worth memory?’ is addressed to her correspondent 
(Ladha, whose own memories of the refugee camps are in fact the material for 
her short story), it has an external resonance: who selects the communal and 
individual experiences that are remembered and incorporated into the nar-
rative of history? Whose words are considered worthier and under what crite-
ria? In the dispute over the narrativization of Kashmiri women’s rape during 
the confl ict, silence and instrumentalization have been two sides of the same 
coin. Ladha’s approach provides instead a multifocal perspective on women 
of both warring factions and her fi ctional account may in fact ‘ring truer’ than 
the interested journalistic accounts in the media: ‘newspapers print monoto-
nous repetitions of the same blurb, that India and Pakistan have fought two 
wars over Kashmir. So what else is new? The CNN lens is brutally shut’ (86). 
In contrast to CNN and the rest, Ladha’s style of documentary-fi ction clearly 
denounces and records the communal character of the sexual abuse on Kash-
miri women, employed as an instrument of war, and the institutional abuse 
by Indian governmental and security forces, but it also foregrounds the subtle 
ways how refugee women articulate their personal experiences and registers 
their ‘soundless’ language that contravenes the reiterated patriarchal order 
that in war ‘Mum is the word’ (Ladha 1997: 99).

Notes

1. According to Hashmi, ‘[r]eports of Kashmir based social organizations put the 
fi gure of women raped, molested and abused above one thousand but data 
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compiled by international agencies like Human Rights Watch and Amnesty 
International put the fi gure around 900’ (2007: online).

2. Bhaduri provides the following fi gures: ‘In Kashmir, there are an estimated 
30,000 women, who have lost their husbands in ‘militancy related activities’, 
[ . . . ] (The State Women’s Commission’s unoffi cial fi gure is 40,000 widows, 
while unoffi cially the Public Commission on Human Rights puts the number at 
25,000–30,000)’ (Bhaduri 2009: online). 

3. Urvashi Butalia’s anthology Speaking Peace: Women’s Voices from Kashmir (2002) 
was a groundbreaking volume to address sexual violence, collecting 18 pieces 
with diverse modes of writing by Kashmiri women. In Canada, Nila Gupta’s 
short story cycle The Sherpa and Other Stories (2007) has more recently revisited 
the Kashmir confl ict.

4. Ladha has elaborated on her personal experience of forced displacement in her 
collection Lion’s Granddaughter and Other Stories (1992). 

5. Ladha’s emphasis on the internationalization of the confl ict participates in a 
more general strategy of South Asian feminists to make the governments of 
those states comply with the international laws against gender discrimination. 
The standards held up especially are the United Nations Convention on Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) which all the 
countries of South Asia have ratifi ed (cf Goonesekere 2004: 14; Kannabiran and 
Menon 2007: 32).

6. Dr. Maiti denounces the fact that ‘Rape continues to be a major instrument of 
Indian oppression against the Kashmiri people while the majority of victims are 
civilians. This concept stands fortifi ed by a report of ICRC [International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross] dated March 6, 2001, where it has been mentioned that 
women are raped in order to humiliate, frighten and defeat the enemy “group” 
to which they belong’ (Maiti qtd in Anjum 2007: online).

7. Instead of protecting civilians, the AFSPA effectively ‘makes it mandatory that 
any person who wants to institute legal proceedings against injustice(s) per-
petrated on him/her under the AFSPA to seek—according to Section 6—the 
prior sanction of the central government. The construction of this section makes 
it almost impossible for anyone to seek redress for grievances or legal protection against 
violation(s) of fundamental rights’ (Kannabiran and Menon 2007: 174; italics in 
the original). 

8. Of course this is not exclusive to Kashmir or South Asia, since as Christine 
Chinkin’s study of war rape shows, ‘[w]omen are raped in all forms of armed 
confl ict, international and internal, whether the confl ict is fought primarily 
on religious, ethnic, political or nationalist grounds, or a combination of all 
these. They are raped by men from all sides—both enemy and “friendly” forces’ 
(1994: 1). 

9. In the year 1949, the UN established a ceasefi re line dividing Pakistan-adminis-
tered and Indian-administered parts of Kashmir, one-third for Pakistan (Azad 
Jammu and Kashmir and the Federally Administered Northern Areas), two-
thirds for India ( Jammu and Kashmir). From that moment on there have been 
successive episodes of armed confl ict. The current confl ict started in 1989, 
involving a myriad of militant groups.

10. Ershad Mahmud has provided a more recent fi gure of ‘over 80,000 deaths’ 
(Mahmud 2009: online).
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11. The control of men over women’s narratives is common to both communities; 
Ladha inserts a similar passage in reference to a Muslim couple: ‘I politely seek 
her husband’s permission to speak to Fehmida Didi alone. Mr Hafi z is miffed. 
He says he is in a better position to tell me about the plight of Kashmiris, not his 
wife’ (Ladha 1997: 93). 

12. In the dire economic conditions of the camps, many women are forced to resort 
to prostitution (Munshi 2008: online). 

13. The embedded quote is from Susan Brownmiller’s ‘Making Female Bodies the 
Battlefi eld’ (1993).

14. I am grateful to Sorcha Gunne for pointing out the social objectifi cation of the 
female body in Ladha’s quote. I am also indebted to Ana Bringas for her atten-
tive reading of a fi rst draft and her collaboration in a common research project 
on ‘(In)Visible Violences’ funded by the University of Vigo.

15. The devastating psychological effects of these traumatic experiences can be 
seen in the high numbers of female psychiatric patients in Kashmir, especially 
in the camps (cf. Anjum 2007, MSF 2006). 

Bibliography

Anjum, Aaliya (2007) ‘Wailing woes’, Combat Law, 6.5. Online. Available HTTP: 
<http://www.countercurrents.org/anjum101007.htm> (accessed 22 April 2009).

Asia Watch/Physicians for Human Rights (1993) The Human Rights Crisis in Kash-
mir: a pattern of impunity, New York, Washington, Los Angeles, London: Human 
Rights Watch. Online. Available HTTP: <http://physiciansforhumanrights.org/
library/documents/reports/kashmir-impunity-toc.pdf> (accessed 22 April 2009).

Bhaduri, Aditi (2009) ‘Crafting new lives in Kashmir’s confl ict zone’, Boloji.com 
11 April 2009. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.boloji.com/wfs6/2009/
wfs1253.htm> (accessed 1 May 2009).

Bose, Tapan K. (2000) Protection of Refugees in South Asia: need for a legal framework 
(South Asia Forum for Human Rights Paper Series No. 6). Online. Available HTTP: 
<http://www.safhr.org/pdf/paperseries6.pdf> (accessed 11 April 2009).

Brownmiller, Susan (1993) ‘Making female bodies the battlefi eld’, Newsweek 4 Janu-
ary 1993, 37.

Butalia, Urvashi (2002) Speaking Peace: women’s voices from Kashmir, New Delhi: Kali 
for Women.

Chakraborty, Sumita (2001) ‘Heart of darkness’, Savvy, 123 (December 2001). Online. 
Available HTTP: <http://ikashmir.net/slides/doc/kashmirspecial.pdf> (accessed 
23 April 2009).

Chinkin, Christine (1994) ‘Rape and sexual abuse of women in international law’ 
EJIL, 5.3: 1–17. Online. Available HTTP: <http://207.57.19.226/journal/Vol5/
No3/art2.pdf> (accessed 26 April 2009).

Chowdhary, Rekha (2008) ‘In J&K, gender is just a political tool’, Boloji.com 19 Octo-
ber 2008. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.boloji.com/wfs6/2008/wfs1201.
htm> (accessed 1 May 2009).

Dugan, Julie, Fowler, Carolyn J. and Bolton, Paul A. (2000) ‘Assessing the oppor-
tunity for sexual violence against women and children in refugee camps’, The 
Journal of Humanitarian Assistance, 27 August 2000. Online. Available HTTP: 
<http://jha.ac/2000/08/27/assessing-the-opportunity-for-sexual-violence-against-
women-and-children-in-refugee-camps/> (accessed 2 May 2009).

Goonesekere, Savitri (2004) ‘Overview: refl ections on violence against women and 
the legal systems of some South Asian countries’, in Savitri Goonesekere (ed.) 

http://www.countercurrents.org/anjum101007.htm
http://physiciansforhumanrights.org/library/documents/reports/kashmir-impunity-toc.pdf
http://physiciansforhumanrights.org/library/documents/reports/kashmir-impunity-toc.pdf
http://www.boloji.com/wfs6/2009/wfs1253.htm
http://www.boloji.com/wfs6/2009/wfs1253.htm
http://www.safhr.org/pdf/paperseries6.pdf
http://ikashmir.net/slides/doc/kashmirspecial.pdf
http://207.57.19.226/journal/Vol5/No3/art2.pdf
http://207.57.19.226/journal/Vol5/No3/art2.pdf
http://www.boloji.com/wfs6/2008/wfs1201.htm
http://www.boloji.com/wfs6/2008/wfs1201.htm
http://jha.ac/2000/08/27/assessing-the-opportunity-for-sexual-violence-against-women-and-children-in-refugee-camps/
http://jha.ac/2000/08/27/assessing-the-opportunity-for-sexual-violence-against-women-and-children-in-refugee-camps/


‘Mum Is the Word’ 145

Violence, Law and Women’s Rights in South Asia, New Delhi, Thousand Oaks, Lon-
don: Sage: 13–76.

Gupta, Nila (2007) The Sherpa and Other Fictions, Toronto: Sumach Press.
Hashmi, Syed Junaid (2007) ‘Confl ict rape victims: abandoned and forgotten’, Coun-

tercurrents 31 March 2007. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.countercur-
rents.org/kashmir-hashmi310307.htm> (accessed 15 April 2009).

Human Rights Watch (2006) ‘Everyone lives in fear: Patterns of impunity in Jammu 
and Kashmir’, Human Rights Watch Report 18:11(C) (September 2006). Online. 
Available HTTP: <http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/fi les/reports/india0906web.
pdf> (accessed 18 April 2009).

Jayawardena, Kumari and de Alwis, Malathi (eds) (1996) Embodied Violence: commu-
nalising women’s sexuality in South Asia, London and New Jersey: Zed.

Kannabiran, Kalpana and Menon, Ritu (2007) From Mathura to Manorama: resisting 
violence against women in India, New Delhi: Women Unlimited.

Ladha, Yasmin (1992a) ‘Dear Didi . . . a letter to Mississippi Masala director Mira 
Nair’, Rungh, 1.3: 36–37.

    (1992b) Lion’s Granddaughter and Other Stories. Edmonton: NeWest Press.
    (1997) Women Dancing on Rooftops: bring your belly close. Toronto: TSAR.
Mahmud, Ershad (2009) ‘Kashmir: confl ict in a peaceful valley’, Common Ground 

News Service (CGNews), 24 February 2009. Online. Available HTTP: <http://
www.commongroundnews.org> (accessed 24 April 2009).

Martin, Emer (2007) Baby Zero, Kerry and London: Brandon Books.
Martín-Lucas, Belén (2010) ‘Indo Canadian women’s fi ction in English: feminist anti-

racist politics and poetics resist Indo-chic’, in Pilar Cuder-Domínguez, Belén Mar-
tín-Lucas and Sonia Villegas-López, Transnational Poetics: Asian Canadian women’s 
fi ction of the 1990s, Toronto: TSAR.

Mel, Neloufer de (1996) ‘Static signifi ers: metaphors of women in Sri Lankan war 
poetry’, in Kumari Jayawardena and Malathi de Alwis (eds), Embodied Violence: 
communalising women’s sexuality in South Asia, London and New Jersey: Zed: 168–
89.

MSF (2006) ‘Kashmir: violence and mental health’. MSF Reports. 14 December 
2006. Online. Available HTTP: http://www.msf.org/msfi nternational/invoke.
cfm?objectid=805E2441–5056-AA77–6CC8C35343FA5A21&component=toolki
t.report&method=full_html (accessed 22 April 2009).

Munshi, Anju (2008) ‘Women migrants and their sexual health in Jammu and Kash-
mir’, Refugee Watch Online 8 September 2008. Online. Available HTTP: <http://
refugeewatchonline.blogspot.com/2008/09/women-migrants-and-their-sexual-
health.html> (accessed 21 May 2009).

Pandey, Beerendra (2004) ‘A paradigm shift in the representation of violence in par-
tition short stories by women: political irony in Shauna Singh Baldwin’s “Family 
Ties”’, The Atlantic Literary Review (Special Issue on Indian Women’s Short Fiction), 
5.3–4: 105–12.

Roy, Arundhati (2008) ‘Land and freedom’, The Guardian, 22 August 2008. Online. 
Available HTTP: <http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/aug/22/kashmir.
india> (accessed 24 April 2009).

Swiss, Shana and Giller, Joan E. (1993) ‘Rape as a crime of war: a medical perspec-
tive’, Journal of the American Medical Association, 270.5: 612–15.

UNHCR (2003) Sexual and Gender-Based Violence against Refugees, Returnees and 
Internally Displaced Persons: guidelines for prevention and response. Online. Avail-
able HTTP: <http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/pdfi d/3edcd0661.pdf> (accessed 23 
April 2009).

Wofthal, Diane (1999) Images of Rape: the heroic tradition and its alternatives, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

http://www.countercur-rents.org/kashmir-hashmi310307.htm
http://www.countercur-rents.org/kashmir-hashmi310307.htm
http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/india0906web.pdf
http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/india0906web.pdf
http://www.commongroundnews.org
http://www.commongroundnews.org
http://refugeewatchonline.blogspot.com/2008/09/women-migrants-and-their-sexual-health.html
http://refugeewatchonline.blogspot.com/2008/09/women-migrants-and-their-sexual-health.html
http://refugeewatchonline.blogspot.com/2008/09/women-migrants-and-their-sexual-health.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/aug/22/kashmir.india
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/aug/22/kashmir.india
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/pdfid/3edcd0661.pdf
http://www.msf.org/msfi%20nternational/invoke.cfm?objectid=805E2441%E2%80%935056-AA77%E2%80%936CC8C35343FA5A21&component=toolkit.report&method=full_html
http://www.msf.org/msfi%20nternational/invoke.cfm?objectid=805E2441%E2%80%935056-AA77%E2%80%936CC8C35343FA5A21&component=toolkit.report&method=full_html
http://www.msf.org/msfi%20nternational/invoke.cfm?objectid=805E2441%E2%80%935056-AA77%E2%80%936CC8C35343FA5A21&component=toolkit.report&method=full_html


10 Double Violation?
(Not) Talking about Sexual Violence 
in Contemporary South Asia

Ananya Jahanara Kabir

Women’s bodies were central battlegrounds in the worst bout of 
Hindu-Muslim bloodletting to grip India in over ten years, in the 
western Indian state of Gujarat beginning on February 27. After an 
enraged Muslim mob allegedly set a train packed with Hindus on 
fi re in Godhra, killing fi fty-eight, a wave of retaliatory violence was 
unleashed on the minority Muslim population in the region, leaving 
up to 2,000 dead and 100,000 homeless. Under the indulgent gaze of 
the state government, and against a backdrop of ransacked houses 
and desecrated temples, at least 250 women and girls were brutally 
gang-raped and burned alive.

Baldwin 2002 (www.thenation.com)

In April 2002, the Indian state of Gujarat experienced a series of violent events 
that have been termed by many as a pogrom directed against its minority 
Muslim population. The perpetrators were mobs overwhelmingly comprised 
of Gujarati Hindus aided and organized by militant Hindu organizations, 
an arm of which was in power at the provincial government of Gujarat, and 
was also the ruling partner of the coalition central government based in 
Delhi. Ruth Baldwin, a journalist for the Nation, comments on the outpour-
ing of violence and use of women in a game of power, the key words of her 
account being ‘allegedly’ and ‘indulgent gaze’. Several observers maintained 
that although the pogrom was triggered by the confrontation at Godhra, that 
confrontation was but a staged trigger for attacks that were premeditated and 
abetted by the State: ‘These mobs were trained in rape. Why else would the 
same pattern of brutality be repeated everywhere? Groups of women were 
stripped naked and then made to run for miles, before being gang-raped and 
burned alive. In some cases religious symbols were carved onto their bodies’ 
(Shabnam Hashmi qtd in Chenoy 2002: www.onlinevolunteers.org).1

The predominantly gendered nature of this violence was hardly a secret. 
Commentators within India and some international observers noted how 
Muslim women were being targeted in a particularly horrifi c fashion, being 

http://www.thenation.com
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Double Violation? 147

made the subject of gang rape and mutilation. As a disillusioned bureaucrat 
then serving in the Gujarat state administration wrote: ‘I have never known 
a riot which has used the sexual subjugation of women so widely as an instru-
ment of violence. There are reports everywhere of [the] gang-rape of young 
girls and women, often in the presence of members of their families, followed 
by their murder by burning alive’ (Mander 2008: online) (cf. Varadarajan 
2002; Bunsha 2006).

This pattern of communal violence enacted on women’s bodies was not 
new in South Asia: it had happened during the Partition of India in 1947; 
it had happened during 1971–2, the war that brought about East Pakistan’s 
secession from West Pakistan and the formation of Bangladesh; it happens 
in Indian-occupied Kashmir today as part of Indian Army occupation there 
(cf. Bhasin and Menon 1998; Butalia 1998, 2002).2 What was rather differ-
ent about the Gujarat violence was the way in which the systematic rape of 
women became talked about in the national public sphere. This chapter 
explores the ethics of representation and recollection that concern rape, par-
ticularly when used as a weapon in collective, inter-community violence. 
Such mobilization of rape within broader practices of confl ict and othering 
is marked in South Asia, and it is this region, specifi cally the countries of 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, that my chapter draws its material from. I 
begin with fairly recent examples of representations in politics, academia, 
the media and the novel (via Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-Man) in order to clar-
ify the issues that are at stake within this enquiry, and to articulate, through 
these examples, the questions I wish to raise here. The body of my chapter 
is preoccupied with the problematic nature of representing sexual violence, 
yet in conclusion I suggest that narration of the victims of violence might 
be possible in the realm of visual art, where the relationship of rape and its 
representation is interrogated in a subversive manner.

Before embarking on this detailed analysis, it is worth briefl y surveying 
the backdrop of Southeast Asian politics regarding the representation of vio-
lence and sexual violence in particular. During the 2002 pogroms, discussion 
of sexual violence was not confi ned to the countless newspaper articles and 
TV news reports in the English language media; even the Indian Parliament 
itself became a space where these rapes were discussed, not, however, with 
the best of motives or intentions. Most infamously, George Fernandes, the 
then Defence Minister, defended the state government in Gujarat by declar-
ing that this was not the fi rst time that women in India were thus gang-raped 
and violated.3 This cavalier disregard for women’s rape did not go unnoticed, 
but sparked off its own furore. Women’s groups demanded apologies and dis-
missals of governments. The entire Parliamentary discussion was branded 
‘The Second Gujarat Catastrophe’ by prominent intellectual Upendra Baxi 
within a long paper of the same title that was immediately widely dissemi-
nated on the Internet. Baxi used Fernandes’scomments within a scathing 
indictment of what he termed the contemporary ‘rape culture’ of the nation:
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Rape culture signifi es ways of doing party politics and managing gov-
ernance in which brutal collective sexual assaults on women remain en-
closed in contrived orders of impunity. In an operative rape culture then 
women’s right to be and remain human depends not on the normative 
necessity of law or constitution but on the sheer contingency of politics, 
law, and administration as well as of the ways of social protest and ac-
tion. (Baxi 2002: 4–5)

Thus the rape of the Muslim women of Gujarat was not just spoken about 
and discussed; rather, it became the reason to talk about a range of other 
things such as the lack of governance, the degeneration of the moral fi bre 
of the nation. It even became a way to imagine a new kind of collectivity: 
one that was not embarrassed to speak out and discuss these events in the 
public sphere.

My chapter is concerned with these ways of speaking about rape in con-
temporary South Asia, and I deliberately say South Asia, not India, because, 
as noted earlier, the use of rape within collective violence is a pan-South 
Asian phenomenon. I want to ask whether or not such willingness to speak 
about rape constitutes a double violation. If keeping silent about rape consti-
tutes one set of problems, I want to suggest that speaking about rape sets into 
motion a different problematic by upsetting the delicately poised nature of 
this subject as a ‘public secret’. The theorization of rape as a ‘public secret’ 
derives from Mookherjee’s (2006) examination of social diffi culties for three 
rape victims of the Bangladesh Liberation War who chose to speak out about 
their violation. Such theorization is very relevant to my argument that some 
of these problems are, ultimately, also problems of how to narrate and rep-
resent the victims of violence. Finally, I suggest that a possible answer lies in 
work of two contemporary visual artists from Bangladesh and India respec-
tively: Firdousi Priyabhashini, herself a victim of rape, and Amar Kanwar, 
a male fi lm-maker, whose recent fi lm, The Lightning Testimonies (2007), has 
provoked intense commentary about the relationship of rape and its repre-
sentation. I analyse these artistic examples after discussing the representa-
tion of rape within verbal accounts. By doing so, I want to suggest that one 
way out of the ethical dilemmas precipitated by the nature of rape as ‘public 
secret’ might lie in thinking closely about the form that rape’s representation 
and recollection takes.

Not Speaking about Rape: The Partition of India

Elsewhere I have termed the Partition of India in 1947 as the ur-trauma of 
the South Asian nation, and it is a starting point for such a discussion for 
more than reasons of convenience (cf. Kabir 2006). The freedom struggle 
in colonial India created two new nations as the British departed in August 
1947: India and Pakistan, differentiated on the basis of religion. ‘Partition’ 
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led to massive migrations, horrifi c violence and the destruction of families, 
homes and cultures including the collective rape of countless women: Sikh 
and Hindu women raped and abducted by Muslim men; Muslim women 
raped by Sikh and Hindu men. As in other moments of collective violence, 
it was in the systematic rape of women that trauma and the body were most 
obviously linked. Women were raped and mutilated during the mayhem of 
Partition because their female bodies provided a ‘space over which the com-
petitive games of men were played out’, whereby Hindu, Sikh and Muslim 
men sought to humiliate and annihilate the perceived ‘other’ while imprint-
ing their own identity on the bearers of future generations (Das 1991: 69). 
This combination of physical violation with physical dislocation during Par-
tition means that not just the body, but also the body’s place in the world, 
became a site of trauma. As Veena Das aptly comments, ‘[C]onsequent to 
this violence in which the most interior aspects of life were the most intruded 
upon, fl eeing to another alien space led to a division of the self and the world 
according to a logic that made the self radically fugitive and the world radi-
cally fragmented’ (Das 1991: 65).

What does it mean when independence is gained at such traumatic cost? 
The question haunts personal and collective memories, complicating rela-
tionships between individuals, communities and nations in modern South 
Asia. Yet it has never been easy to talk openly about Partition and its many 
psychological ramifi cations: nationalist obligations, for one, fettered the post-
colonial subject. It was mandatory to eulogize independence and modernity, 
while discreetly drawing a curtain over the violence that was unleashed in 
the process (cf. Kabir 2000). Nevertheless, as the optimism of decolonization 
gave way to the uglier postcolonial realities of intra-national confl ict, unre-
solved political boundaries and geopolitical competition between India and 
Pakistan, it became increasingly evident that Partition needed to be returned 
to, and its repercussions confronted and analysed (cf. Kumar 2005). During 
the early 1990s, a long silence on the events surrounding 1947 was broken, in 
part catalysed by the anti-Sikh riots in India unleashed by the assassination 
of then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguards. A number 
of pioneering books emerged that confronted Partition through oral histories 
collected from survivors. Many of these (and indeed many of the authors) 
were women, who had survived or witnessed rape; others were men who had 
marched their own women to death because that was preferable to dishonour 
at the hands of the ‘other’. Thus much of this pioneering work of breaking the 
silence around Partition was accomplished by feminist activist-authors, and 
published by Kali for Women, India’s premier feminist publishing house (cf. 
Deonandan 2009).

Collectively, these books brought to light that there were several rea-
sons for this conspicuous silence around the treatment of women. Foremost 
among these reasons were cultural notions of honour and shame endemic to 
South Asian societies. These concerns seeped out to the national sphere and 
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permeated discussions in the Indian Parliament (in a fashion that anticipates 
the Gujarat riot controversies) (cf. Das 1995: 55–83). Unlike the latter-day 
counterpart, the Parliamentary conversations concerning women’s rape and 
abduction during Partition were more circumspect and cloaked. The overt 
question was of the nation’s honour and the need to rescue abducted women 
from the clutches of the ‘other’. The State of Pakistan, too, indulged in simi-
lar Parliamentary discussions, and the exchange of women was arranged 
in a ‘gentleman’s pact’ of sorts (cf. Bhasin and Menon 1998; Butalia 1998). 
What escaped concern was that many of these women had resettled and used 
domesticity to create new stabilities for themselves—and that many natal 
families did not want these daughters to return home, bearing their marks 
of stigma and shame. Many abducted women had children from their abduc-
tors and many abductors had become husbands. These nuances were not 
considered in any detail as each nation merely sought to ‘protect’ its women 
through recovering them and to repair thereby its sullied national ‘honour’. 
Needless to say, each nation saw itself in wholly patriarchal and masculinist 
terms, wherein the rape of women became a concern only inasmuch as it 
refl ected on the self-perception of that patriarchy.

Polemic and Rhetoric: Political Discussions of Rape

The Parliamentary debates around the recovery of women abducted during 
Partition reveal how discussion of rape, even when couched in indirect terms 
by focusing on ‘recovery and rehabilitation’ (without talking explicitly about 
what precipitated the need for recovery) becomes embroiled in nationalist 
polemics and rhetoric. This appropriation of the memory of rape to serve 
political agendas furnishes the most obvious context for my own focus on the 
question of double violation. While the agendas may be diverse, they share 
a reliance on certain rhetorical moves to buttress claims of a community’s 
exploitation and neglect. I have been struck by the numerous times that I 
have heard the rape of Kashmiri women invoked to explicate the nature of 
the Kashmir confl ict. In January 2001, I heard the JKLF leader Yasin Malik 
address a ‘mainstream’ Indian audience in Calcutta on the repercussions of 
the Indian Army’s continued presence in the Kashmir Valley. In a measured 
voice he recounted, in fairly graphic detail, several horrifi c instances of rape 
perpetrated by soldiers of the Indian Army, including the rape of elderly 
women.4 While the honesty was necessary, I wondered about the ‘collateral 
damage’ to the privacy of women caused by rhetorical necessity. Some years 
later, at the University of Leeds, where I teach, I heard similar details recounted 
by a speaker at a University of Leeds Islamic Society event, addressing the 
Kashmir confl ict from a pro-Pakistani position. Again, I felt distinctly uneasy 
at the rhetorical embedding of women’s rape within a polemical context, even 
though my political sympathies tend towards rather than against Kashmiri 
self-determination (cf. Bose 1997, 2003; Chandhoke 2005).
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It is not merely men who, even at best inadvertently, press stories of wom-
en’s rape in the service of wider agendas. In an essay within a landmark 
volume on women’s voices from the Kashmir confl ict, we encounter the fol-
lowing account of raped Kashmiri women:

There is no count of how many women have become victims of rape. 
Displacement has made life worse for them: communities and societies 
are scattered around, and women have to bear the burden of this. Men 
simply shrug off the responsibility, indeed there have been instances 
where men have taken it that they can give up the responsibility of the 
family. Being homeless meant that they need not be responsible for the 
home. And the women had to take this on too: she had to run the home, 
look after the children, earn and income and somehow keep her self 
respect alive in the middle of all this. And all the while she kept asking 
herself, after all, why could the militants not feel pity for us, what did 
they have against us? In such conditions many women could not bear to 
go on with their lives, for not only did she face violence from the mili-
tants but from her own society, from men in her own society who pointed 
fi ngers at her, who did not want her to progress. (Kaul 2002: 185–88)

Here, Kashmiri author Kshama Kaul scathingly critiques male hypocrisy as 
an outcome of political confl ict. Once again the raped woman becomes the 
pivot for an attack on social mores, but the tenor of the passage indicates 
other subtextual preoccupations which need careful explication.

The woman Kaul writes about is not only Kashmiri but, as the title of her 
essay indicates, Kashmiri Pandit (Hindu). The communitarian implications 
of the accusation of rape (that being Hindu, she must have been raped by 
Muslim men) is borne out by the reference to ‘militants’—a word that stands 
in for Kashmiri (Muslim) ‘terrorists’ engaged in anti-Indian activities. Even 
though this reference is seemingly mitigated by the accusations levelled at 
the men of ‘her own society’, her Hindu Kashmiri compatriots, the over-
all implication is that it is this latter group that has been destabilized by 
displacement and homelessness. This displacement of Kashmiri Pandits has 
become one of the most polemical issues within the wider Kashmir confl ict 
(cf. Martín-Lucas, Chapter 9, this volume), and Kashmiri Pandits themselves 
usually attribute their exodus from Kashmir to the onset of ‘militancy’ (cf. 
Evans 2002). It is therefore telling to see the raped woman make a rhetorical 
appearance within this particular context. This context demonstrates, too, 
how the raped Kashmiri woman is used to power the argument for diametri-
cally opposed factions within the same confl ict: the political faction advocat-
ing independence from India, and the political faction rejecting this call for 
independence. Sheba Chhachhi, Indian feminist activist (and artist) who con-
tributes a photo-essay to the same volume as Kaul’s piece, remarks that ‘the 
image of the raped woman is a key ideological tool used by both the militants 
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and the Pandits to justify their political position’ (Chhachhi 2002: 191). It 
must be clarifi ed that even though, in Chhachchi’s words again, ‘images are 
part of the arsenal’ (191), the raped Kashmiri woman is a verbal image, as it 
were, that circulates in discursive and narrative accounts; there are no visual 
‘images’ (yet) in circulation. Nonetheless, the absence of visual specifi city can 
be a prompt for proliferating verbal elaborations of the incidents of rape.

Problems of Abstraction: 
Academic Discussions of Rape

Within these elaborations, moreover, there can be notable lacunae. Writing 
about her experiences researching the rape of women during the 1971 War of 
Independence whereby East Pakistan seceded from Pakistan and emerged as 
the nation of Bangladesh, Yasmin Saikia observes that ‘nothing was recorded 
about women in the traditional sites for historical research—in archives and 
libraries [ . . . ] In the media, however, I heard the shrill voices of politicians 
invoking the violence of 1971 and demanding redress’ (Saikia 2005: 276). In 
other words, whereas academic research has shied away from prying into 
this delicate and complicated area, such fastidious reluctance has cleared 
the space for its popular rhetorical and polemical (mis)uses. ‘In this political-
public discourse,’ continues Saikia,

every man from Pakistan was reduced to the generic label of “perpetra-
tor” and every Bangladeshi man became a mukti judha [sic] a war hero. 
In this national political memorializing, women were tellingly absent, 
even though a count of 200,000 rape victims was used by politicians to 
mobilize anger against Pakistani enemies several decades later. (Saikia 
2005: 277)

Why, despite the use of women as statistics, were they absented from recount-
ing the story? Here, the reasons have exceeded standard notions of honour 
and shame to encompass issues of complicity that cut across those divides 
that nationalist discourse sought to erect: ‘There was a defi nite unwillingness 
to ask diffi cult questions that could potentially expose and force people to 
come to terms with the reality of a horrifi c past in which Bengali men partici-
pated, along with Pakistani and Bihari men, in brutalizing women’ (Saikia 
2004: 276) (cf. Saikia 2005; Butalia 2003).

An initial awareness of this horrifi c truth was probably Saikia’s motivation 
to ‘attempt to move beyond such institutional silence and recover women’s 
voices’ (Saikia 2004: 276). Her conviction that ‘survivors could tell their 
experiences if they were allowed to do so’ (Saikia 2004: 276) made her use 
the tools of oral history to recover these hidden narratives, which inter alia, 
certainly supported her conviction of Bengali and Pakistani complicity in the 
violation of Bengali women:
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Mumtaz Begum, a survivor, told me, ‘I don’t remember anything, but I 
am still in pain’. When I inquired further about the nature and cause of 
her pain, she said, ‘My body is in pain, but I can’t tell you what they did 
to me. I was unconscious throughout my captivity (which lasted eleven 
days). I was seven months pregnant when they took me to the camp’. 
Her captors, it appeared, were both Bengali and Pakistani men. (Saikia 
2004: 279)

In discussing the case of Mumtaz Begum and others, the motivation for 
research is a desire to use academic discourse, via the collection and analy-
sis of oral history, to bring redress to the women who were violated and 
betrayed. In this task, the historian is convinced of working on behalf of 
the hitherto-silenced women: her responsibility, if not role, is to restore their 
voice: ‘They were angry that the state had not recognized their sacrifi ces, 
and had silenced the issue of gender violence rather than undertaking an 
investigation. Most of them were bitter that not even a plaque or memorial 
was dedicated to women victims’ (Saikia 2004: 279). Hence ‘many said that 
to have a voice and to have their pain recognized would be justice done, even 
if it were many years after the event’ (Saikia 2004: 280).

Saikia feels some disquiet at this task:

Nonetheless, I remained concerned about the impact on these women of 
a public historical interpretation of their lives and memories . . . from the 
beginning I was concerned about the ethics of the research I was pursu-
ing. I was troubled whether my probing into women’s memories would 
instigate more violence against them. (275)

Yet the fl ow of Saikia’s prose overturns these doubts by insisting, immedi-
ately after their articulation, that

[t]he women who shared their stories of pain and suffering with me, 
however, did so expecting that I would represent their experiences to 
others and so help them to overcome the silence that had been imposed 
on them, even after liberation, both by men and by the state. (275)

The scholar brings nuance and elicits oral histories that counter how ‘wom-
en’s experiences and memories of the war are rendered invisible in the offi cial 
history of 1971’ (279); moreover, she uses the methods of scholarly dissemi-
nation to bring this information into the public domain. Is this academic 
imperative congruent with the ethical one? Can the academic recovery of 
the raped woman’s voice offer a balanced alternative to the motivated use 
of rape stories? What furthermore are we to make of academic worries, pos-
sibly too abstracted for rape victims themselves, about the unreliability of 
people’s narratives? Saikia replies by reminding us how
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Recent scholarship has made us aware that memory is slippery and selec-
tive, and three decades of silencing have more or less isolated the victims, 
pushing them to the extreme margins of society, and have made a coher-
ent narrative of their memories of violence almost impossible. (280)

Academic abstraction can acknowledge the fragmentariness of such narra-
tives, but such acknowledgement renders the academic’s task fragile to the 
point, perhaps, of irrelevance.

Problems of Representation: 
Fictional Frames for Rape

Where academic discourse falters, fi ction might appear to do better. Let 
us now consider Pakistani author Bapsi Sidhwa’s autobiographical novel, 
Ice-Candy-Man (published in the US as Cracking India), which describes a 
child, Lenny, growing up in Lahore around the time of Partition. The vio-
lence of Partition, although narrated through Lenny’s perspective, is primar-
ily inscribed on the body of her Ayah (nurse). The child’s perspective also 
facilitates an uncomprehending description of the violence and its effects 
on women. One key event is the abduction and rape of Ayah and her sub-
sequent transformation into a dolled-up courtesan that is engineered by the 
transformation of her most sensuous suitor, Ice-Candy-Man, into mobster, 
rapist and glorifi ed pimp. Parallel developments bring the traumatized 
Hamida from India to Pakistan, where she takes Ayah’s place as Lenny’s 
new nurse. All these events are reported allusively through the ‘innocent’ 
voice of Lenny. Narrating Partition through Lenny thus allows Sidhwa to 
negotiate the delicate issue of sensitively representing violence, particularly 
violence against women, primarily by dissociating the remembering self 
from the remembered self. The political events and their consequences are 
refracted through two narrative levels: the comments and discussions of the 
adult world, and the voice of Lenny, ‘speaking’ entirely in the present tense. 
At certain moments, however, the narrative voice becomes unmistakably 
that of an adult, and, at one point, the narrative voice even transforms itself 
from fi rst to third person.

These formal peculiarities become more marked as we move towards 
and beyond the moment of Partition, and an unsympathetic reader might 
well judge the narrative style as fl awed. I read these discrepancies, however, 
as symptomatic of a deeper confl ict, traces of which are also left on the epi-
graphs of the fi rst and fi nal chapters. Both epigraphs are translated citations 
of the Urdu poet Mohammed Iqbal:

Shall I hear the lament of the nightingale, submissively lending my ear?
Am I the rose to suffer its cry in silence year after year?
The fire of verse gives me courage and bids me no more to be faint.
With dust in my mouth I am abject; to God I make my complaint.
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Sometimes You favour our rivals then sometimes with us You are free.
I am sorry to say it so boldly. You are no less fickle than we. (Sidhwa 

1988: 1)

Give me the (mystic) wine that burns all veils 
The wine by which life’s secret is revealed, 
The wine whose essence is eternity, 
The wine which opens mysteries concealed. 

Lift up the curtain, give me the power to talk.
And make the sparrow struggle with the hawk. (Sidhwa 1988: 275)

These epigraphs chart Sidhwa’s own development from the submissive night-
ingale and silently suffering rose to the heroically struggling sparrow. What, 
however, might the struggle between the sparrow and the hawk represent? I 
read it as the struggle between the discourses that surround the event of Par-
tition with silence and as the novelist’s attempts to break that silence through 
her narrative. Whether in India or in Pakistan, these discourses are similar, 
including: ‘offi cial’ narratives both historiographical and popular, which cel-
ebrate the achievement of independence; nationalist discourses, which neces-
sitate the erasure of certain cultural losses; and those social codes of honour 
and shame, which demand silence from traumatized women, not potentially 
therapeutic narrativizing.

From a Pakistani nationalist perspective, Sidhwa writes against the grain 
of all these discourses. Ayah is a Hindu woman, Lenny a Parsi girl, and as 
I have discussed elsewhere (Kabir 2005), she herself is a minority subject 
in the nation, although privileged by class affi liation (cf. Luhrmann 1996). 
From this example, it would seem, then, that the novelist, particularly the 
female novelist, who writes about the rape of women in a South Asian con-
text might be better placed than her counterpart in the academy to resist 
committing double violation when ventriloquizing hitherto silenced histo-
ries. While the novel as a genre permits a self-conscious, fragmented mode of 
narration, our expectations of its hermeneutics allows us to accept this mode, 
even its seeming fl aws, and extract meaning from it. In comparison, even the 
most postmodern academic discourse cannot renege on its own commitment 
to produce clarity and argument. The novel, too, is driven by its teleological 
compulsions, and a novel written in English, such as Ice-Candy-Man, inevitably 
reproduces the class-based privileges of women who were shielded, by dint 
of those privileges, from the vulnerability of their lower class counterparts. 
Thus on the levels of both narrative content and style, Ice-Candy-Man com-
pulsively replicates the class differences between Lenny, Sidhwa’s alter ego, 
and her nurses, Ayah and Hamida. While Lenny’s mother and godmother 
bustle around rehabilitating raped women and facilitating their escape, Ayah 
and Hamida, whose stories are told by Lenny, are these raped women. Ayah 
is literally silenced in course of the narrative, and Hamida never speaks; 
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but Lenny, who unwittingly reveals to the mob that Ayah is hiding inside 
their home, later wants to rip out her guilty tongue. Lenny’s guilty tongue 
becomes a trope for an authorial admission of complicity that, being literary, 
can function as simultaneously evasion and acknowledgement. The question 
of whether Sidhwa feels guilt or solidarity appears to be two sides of the same 
coin, and this is both literature’s freedom and burden.

Witnessing Rape: The Limitations of Testimony

The basic problem then appears to be one of ventriloquism. In whatever 
guise one chooses to represent the raped woman and to tell her story, it is 
still her story that is being told by someone else. Are there any circumstances 
under which we may note an ethical and empathetic reportage of rape? Here, 
one must distinguish between the witnessing of rape and the experience of 
rape itself. If the latter is clearly the moment of absolute violation and unam-
biguous trauma, the witnessing of rape can also be deeply, if differently, 
traumatic. A woman witnessing the rape of another woman at close quarters 
can be traumatized by both the scopic exposure to her own vulnerability 
and the burden of guilt at having ‘escaped’. I want to focus for the moment 
on this particular kind of traumatized witnessing in order to ask if, removed 
from fi ctional, academic and political discursive frameworks, such witness-
ing, when remembered, can offer a form of cathartic, even redemptive tes-
timony. An answer in the affi rmative would draw on models of testimony 
developed within Holocaust studies, which in turn depend equally on the 
privileging of European juridical methods and the therapeutic value of nar-
rative (cf. Feldman and Laub 1992; Caruth 1996). Granting the importance 
of these models for coming to terms with collective trauma both personally 
and academically, their specifi c utility for South Asian contexts does need to 
be examined, particularly in light of ongoing postcolonial critiques of imperi-
alist-universalist structures of modern subjectivity (cf. Chakrabarty 2000). In 
other words, the benefi ts posited for testimony that derive from a reliance on 
the psychoanalytical necessity of narrativizing the traumatic experience, and 
the ethical necessity of the witness-defendant-judge triad, can be critiqued as 
products of an unqualifi ed Eurocentrism.

With these caveats in mind, let us note the following newspaper report 
from riot-ravaged Gujarat, 2002:

AHMEDABAD, MAY 18: On Wednesday, 10-year-old Anisha Kasamb-
hai Mansoori of Naroda-Patiya gave a statement, based on which a case 
of murder and rape was registered by the Crime Branch. Anisha says 
she saw her 16-year-old friend, Shabana, being gang raped on Febru-
ary 28 by men ‘wearing saffron scarves’. She says she won’t be able to 
identify any of them as she had never seen them before. Numbed by her 
mother’s death—who was thrashed and set ablaze—Anisha says she didn’t 
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tell anyone about the rape. When police came asking if anyone had seen 
sexual assaults or rapes on February 28, she spoke up. ‘Shabana was my 
friend and the beautiful girl in the locality,’ says Anisha. ‘Shabana was 
raped by fi ve men who then slashed her stomach with a sword, the girl 
says. ‘She was breathing when they threw her into the fi re. She screamed 
Ma . . . ’ she recalls. Anisha doesn’t know what will happen now. ‘If I get 
some money on her behalf, I will fi nd her parents and give it to them,’ 
she says. (The Indian Express, 19 May 2002)

This pathetic story exemplifi es the problems, rather than the benefi ts, of tes-
timony. The concluding sentence disturbingly testifi es to ways in which the 
value of testimony has been both literalized and corrupted. The literaliza-
tion of value interrupts the ethical value that liberal discourse automatically 
extracts from testimony. It forces us to acknowledge ways in which testifying 
to rape can complicate the memorializing process with the guilt of complic-
ity, rather than cleanse it of ethical ambiguity.

Anisha, the traumatized girl-child who witnessed the violation of her friend 
and the brutalization of her mother, was able to speak about what she had 
seen only some time after the event had elapsed: when the police came to ask 
her about the events of February 28th. The report suggests this interrogation 
took place a while after those events, but does not specify how long this gap 
was. Nevertheless, the report, dated the 18th of May, itself records at least 
a second instance when Anisha speaks out to the journalist who must have 
asked her about what had happened in Naroda Patiya that day in February. 
The journalist’s power is clearly differentiated in her mind from that of the 
police; in particular, telling her story to the journalist is connected with the 
possibility of getting paid for that story. It is a measure of both the pathology of 
contemporary media and the pathology of the rape victim, survivor and wit-
ness that the ethical triumph of this little parable is the possibility that Anisha 
will not claim the money she believes she could get on Shabana’s behalf, but 
will return it to Shabana’s parents. The essential problem of testimony then 
reduces to the problem of its commodifi cation and fetishization. Here, the 
disquiet felt by Yasmin Saikia during her fi eldwork is worth returning to. 
Saikia concedes that ‘that personal suffering can and should be made social. 
Without it, extreme experiences of individual suffering will become unthink-
able and therefore unknowable’ (Saikia 2004: 279). Yet, she also warns that 
‘scholarly obsession with impersonal and rigorous demands for substantiating 
individual experience with corroborating evidence bring the danger of muz-
zling, rather than empowering, the voices of women in Bangladesh’ (279). 
Academic self-refl exivity is, for Saikia, the only way out: ‘I was aware of the 
shortcomings of personal memory, but keen to hear what the women had to 
say. I approached them for information in order to transform memory into 
language and destroy silence by talking about it’ (279). Let us turn now to 
considering the possibilities and limitations of such transformation.
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Transforming Memories: Non-
Narrative Perspectives on Rape

The various diffi culties attendant on speaking, and not speaking, about 
rape in the context of communalized politics throws into focus the deepest 
diffi culty of all: the ethical transformation of memory into language. The 
moment of articulation, of the destruction of silence, is transformational in 
several senses: it transforms memory into language, and brings personal suf-
fering into the social domain, but it also opens out that uttered experience to 
potentially appropriative and manipulative uses. Memory’s transformation is 
rendered impossibly susceptible to polemic; furthermore, in escaping what 
the body remembers and thereby entering into the domain of linguistic artic-
ulation, one could even argue for an inevitable diminution of the original 
experience. During this process we, those who have not suffered, must both 
struggle to understand the full enormity of that experience, and invariably 
fail to do so. Yet, I agree with those pioneering feminists who have sought 
to break those initial barriers of silence imposed through patriarchy’s struc-
tures, and to dignify suffering with attempts at memorialization through oral 
history collection and academic enquiry. What I wish to suggest here, in con-
clusion, is that we also attend to the expressive potential of other modes of 
representing the experience of rape. Language per se is not tainted; it is the 
tendency to convert the linguistic utterance into a reproduction of the world 
‘as it is’, and, furthermore, the tendency to convert the utterance into a narra-
tive chain of cause, effect, beginning and conclusion that clouds attempts to 
break the silences around rape. It follows that non-linguistic and abstracted 
modes of recalling and representing rape might also seek the transformation 
of memory, but in ways that bypass the pitfalls of the chain of connections 
between language, narrative and realistic representation.

I support these speculations by considering the work of one Bangladeshi 
visual artist, Firdousi Priyabhashini, who herself was a victim of ethnically 
motivated rape during the Bangladesh Liberation War of 1971. One of the 
fi rst women survivors who openly declared her experiences after the event, 
Priyabhashini is a woman of rare courage and an almost ascetic otherworldli-
ness. Although a ‘householder’, her domestic circumstances elude straitjack-
eted categorizations, and the same might be said about her art. She works 
with a specifi c kind of ‘found objects’: dried roots, bark and other tree wastes 
discarded on city roads by timber merchants and other capitalist enterprises. 
This fl otsam and jetsam of the everyday is transformed by her into sculpted 
and reassembled pieces that are organic in all senses of the term: most impor-
tantly, many of them become bases and receptacles that support smaller, liv-
ing shoots that are potted or grafted on to the bigger wood and bark pieces. 
Priyabhashini herself disavows the terms ‘art’ and ‘sculpture’ for this work: 
hers is a ‘paan-suporir nesha’ (the intoxication of ‘paan’, consumed in Bengal 
largely by women), her working methods akin to ‘recycling’. This rejection 
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of high cultural labels for a language of traditional feminine domesticity 
shot through with contemporary environmental concerns is more than an 
enabling gesture for an art that creates signifi cance out of waste. This is the 
country of Grameen Bank, which took microcredit to rural women’s empow-
erment, and BRAC (Bangladesh Rural Advancement Corporation), which 
transformed rural needlework of survival, kantha, into a fashion statement 
and a developmental agenda. Like daily-use kanthas made from tattered 
saris, Priyabhashini’s art makes dead wood live anew.5

But most pertinent to the foregoing discussion is this art as an expression 
of the experience and memory of rape. The act of seeking out, picking up 
and lovingly transforming the debris of the everyday does not simply parallel, 
but actually enacts the retrieval and rehabilitation of the violated self. Those 
aspects of one’s own life that would have been hidden away through shame 
and trauma are sought to be restored and re-infused with value through rein-
sertion into the domestic domain. Meaning emerges for the viewer through 
the combination of titles that act as interpretative frames (for instance, nir-
man, ‘creation’, or anandamoyee, ‘joyous’), and artistic enhancement of the 
material’s inherent dynamism. Even as the studio fl ows into Priyabhashini’s 
home—the living room, veranda and courtyard multitask as exhibition, work 
and living spaces—domesticity leaves its mark on her art. In ‘Nostalgia’, 

Figure 10.1 Photograph of the artist Firdousi Priyabhashini’s studio and home, Dhaka, 
Bangladesh. Taken by Ananya Jahanara Kabir, 2009.
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for instance, bark, bamboo splinters and, somewhat surprisingly, tea dust, 
together outline on canvas an image of windows opening out from trees. 
Here, it is important to remember that, in defi ning her creative philosophy, 
Priyabhashini discards the label of shilpi (artist) and grounds her own praxis 
in kaaj-karma (everyday work), even while asserting an organic link between 
domesticity, humanity and adornment. In my conversations with her, she 
has said: ‘If I am a human being, I have to adorn’. Apparently minimalist, 
this ‘adornment’ is actually richly suggestive. The raped woman is not con-
demned for being ‘soiled’; rather, she adorns herself through her own means, 
and by generating her own self-esteem through her autonomous resources.

A very similar conclusion is provoked by The Lightning Testimonies, Indian 
fi lm-maker Amar Kanwar’s contemplative post-documentary on violence 
and confl ict in India. This multichannel installation projects eight parallel 
‘narratives’ simultaneously on the four walls of a darkened room, in the 
center of which viewers are invited to sit and watch the installation unfold. 
I say ‘narratives’ in scare-quotes, because this structure circumvents narra-
tive causality in at least three ways. Firstly, each of the eight channels project 
images relating to violence against women in South Asia, but in decidedly 
lyrical rather than narrative ways—privileging soundtrack and cinematogra-
phy over any sense of a story, or by letting the close-up of a swathe of textile, 
or an expanse of tiling, fi ll the screen. Secondly, each channel showcases the 
representation and memorialization of confl ict—for instance through scenes 
shot in the Bangladesh War of Liberation Museum in Dhaka, which include 
images of viewers in the museum looking at exhibits. Thirdly, all eight chan-
nels, shown simultaneously, overwhelm with a polyphony that short-circuits 
all attempts at making sense of narrative. As viewers swivel their bodies 
around to catch glimpses of each channel, they are physically disoriented. 
Images of confl ict, bearing both allusions and direct references to sexual 
violence against women—from the Partition of India onwards to the Bangla-
desh War of Liberation, the confl ict in Kashmir and similar confl ict between 
the State and insurgents in the Northeast of India—blend and fl ow into each 
other, switching between channels.6

Suddenly, all but one of the channels lapse into darkness. Attention 
focuses, almost solidifi es, around this fi nal screen which projects and inter-
twines parallel strands relating to the notorious incidents in Manipur, a 
Northeast Indian state, concerning the Indian Army’s systematic rape of 
women and the women’s unique mode of protesting stark naked, with ban-
ners, provoking army men with the spectacle of their bodies on deliberate 
display. Kanwar’s eighth and fi nal channel interweaves television footage 
of that protest with scenes from a play about army atrocities in Manipuri 
women, and shots of the actress in that play, an elderly woman, eating a meal 
with her equally elderly husband and talking to someone, probably the fi lm-
maker. Most powerfully, there are also shots of the same actress enacting 
the dialogues from the play in a Manipuri forest. In a mode that combines 
a chant and a shouted challenge to the gods, her utterances are oblique. As 
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the camera catches her keening body framed by the sunlit trees in the forest 
just before the screen blanks out, there is an overwhelming sense of nature, 
woman and violated sacrality. The violation of woman becomes congruent 
to a fundamental disorder within the natural order, which humanity has to 
propiate. This deep sense of collective shame and horror that Kanwar man-
ages to elicit in the viewer is enabled through the eight-channel projection 
that shatters narrative in order to enable the most ethical form of representa-
tion possible. Interestingly, presented in a setting that lacked the facilities for 
multichannel viewing, and where the eight tracks were shown in consecutive 
sequence, viewers reportedly claimed emotional exhaustion and debilita-
tion.7 This response was very different from the contemplative and ethical 
response I personally experienced through the multiple screen format, and 
which others have also reported very positively about.8

The work of Firdousi Priyabhashini and Amar Kanwar neither silences 
rape, nor speaks about it; rather, it embodies its lived experience and the 
experience of survival in a manner that transcends the communicability of 
words and narratives. Priyabhashini’s material creations are both remnants 
and survivors; they convey this double meaning, furthermore, without the 
disabling and distancing gap of ‘metaphor’ and ‘symbol’. Extensions and 
emanations of her experience of rape, they embody one of the most ethical 
transformations of the memory of violation that is perhaps possible. On the 
other hand, Amar Kanwar’s The Lightning Testimonies confi rms that it is not 
gender identifi cation per se that can ensure this level of ethical awareness. 
Rather, it is in a thoughtful and philosophical approach to forms of repre-
sentation that can offer viable alternatives to ‘the act of languaging violence 
[that] is also an act of bringing it into physical being’ (Chandra 2009: 37). 
In turning to the visual, I do not wish to suggest that moving beyond narra-
tive, oral history and testimony towards the material object is the only way 
to avoid the trap of ‘double violation’; rather, they are offered as, and in hope 
of, greater vigilance among all of us who want to tread this diffi cult terrain 
with the care, respect and solidarity it must demand.

Notes

1. Shabnam Hashmi is the founder of SAHMAT, a coalition of artists and intel-
lectuals who work to strengthen secularism within Indian society.

2. On the rape of women during the War of Bangladeshi Liberation, see Saikia 
(2004) and Mookherjee (2006) and (2003).

3. Comment made during the Lok Sabha debate on Gujarat on 30 April 2002, 
reported on 1 May 2002 in several Indian newspapers, including The Hindu, 
The Indian Express, The Deccan Herald and The Times of India. Online. Available 
HTTP: <http://www.sabrang.com/cc/archive/2002/novdec02/women.html>.

4. The event was a symposium on the political situation in Indian Kashmir, orga-
nized at the Netaji Subhas Bose Institute, Kolkata, on 6 January 2001.

5. While Firdousi Priyabhashini has attracted some scholarly attention for her 
frank disclosures of what had happened to her during 1971, it is unfortunate that 

http://www.sabrang.com/cc/archive/2002/novdec02/women.html
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few critical accounts of her sculptural work exist (cf. Feldman 2006; Mookherjee 
2006: 446). For my research on her work I conducted interviews with her in 
Dhaka during August 2005, August 2007 and March 2009 respectively. I thank 
Khushi Kabir for making these interviews possible. 

6. The Lightning Testimonies was exhibited in the UK as part of the survey show of 
contemporary Indian art, ‘Indian Highway’, at The Serpentine Gallery, London 
(December 2008 to February 2009). The description of the installation draws 
on my experience of viewing it within this context. It has also been exhibited 
widely throughout South Asia, its video format making it a relatively easy instal-
lation to circulate and exhibit.

7. I am grateful to Fareda Khan for information about a screening arranged in 
Karachi, Pakistan, in Febuary 2009 as part of the exhibition Lines of Control, 
organized by Green Cardamom, London.

8. The blogosphere has several refl ective and contemplative comments about the 
transformative impact of The Lightning Testimonies, e.g. ‘Anil Bairwal’s Weblog’, 20 
March 2009; http://bairwal.wordpress.com/2008/03/20/the-lightning-testimonials/ 
(accessed 28 March 2009).
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11 Questioning Truth 
and Reconciliation
Writing Rape in Achmat Dangor’s 
Bitter Fruit and Kagiso Lesego 
Molope’s Dancing in the Dust1

Sorcha Gunne

The end of apartheid2 signalled a tremendous shift, not just in South African 
politics, but also in writing. The political protest writing so familiar and, 
some might say so necessary during apartheid, has given way to a politics 
of writing that must simultaneously engage with the trauma of the past and 
the potentialities of the future as South Africa struggles to redefi ne itself as 
a post-apartheid nation. This necessitates a negotiation of a shared past that 
was nothing short of brutal in its systematic disenfranchising and dehuman-
izing of the majority of South Africa’s population. At the core of the reconcili-
ation project was the idea that truth and testimony would heal the wounds of 
the past and facilitate the transformation of a country ravaged by apartheid 
into a ‘rainbow nation’ of peace and harmony (Tutu 1999). Storytelling then 
became central to the process of healing, just as it was a crucial aspect of 
resistance. During apartheid, it was almost impossible to untangle the poli-
tics of writing in South Africa from the politics of resistance; whether in the 
form of protest poetry, the prison memoir or novel, writing in and of itself 
was considered an act of defi ance. Writers were encouraged to deploy their 
pen as a weapon against oppression, favouring, as Rita Barnard drawing on 
the work of Louise Bethlehem notes, ‘an almost journalistic kind of realism, 
one associated with the documentation of physical surroundings in “stark 
grim detail,” along with “minute-to-minute sensations”’ (Barnard 2007: 12). 
Protest writing and a desire to tell the story of what was ‘really’ happening 
behind the euphemistic language of the regime’s ‘separate development’ poli-
cies motivated writers in a multitude of different ways. There are prison mem-
oirs by Nelson Mandela, Breyten Breytenbach, Albie Sachs, Ellen Kuzwayo 
and Ruth First; the edited collections by Jack Mapanje and Julia Landau; the 
protest poetry and prose by Jeremy Cronin, Mongane Serote and Dikobe wa 
Mogale, Loretta Ngcobo, André Brink, Zoë Wicomb, Njabulo S. Ndebele; 
not to mention literary magazines such as Drum and Staffrider. All of these 
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texts lay claim to the revolutionary possibilities of writing. Furthermore, the 
narrative power of this resistance writing is dedicated to exploring the condi-
tions of what Nadine Gordimer has described as ‘the interregnum’.

In The Essential Gesture (1988), Gordimer conceptualizes apartheid as an 
‘interregnum’: a time and space that is an aberration and a contradiction, 
at odds with the narrative continuum of history, and where ‘the unnatural 
seems natural’ (1988: 266). She contends that in the interregnum, ‘[h]istorical 
co-ordinates don’t fi t any longer; new ones, where they exist, have couplings 
not to the rulers, but to the ruled’ (Gordimer, 1988: 263). This contradiction 
gives rise to a narrative strategy that Paul Gready (1993) identifi es as an 
attempt to rewrite the story of apartheid (cf. Es’kia Mphahlele 1987). Gready 
claims that the plethora of prison memoirs and autobiographies are related 
to a discourse of ‘truth-telling’ which strives to reclaim the power of writing 
from the clutches of apartheid’s master narrative. He is adamant that

The axis of narrative power is relocated as a prisoner recreates, restores 
and makes visible a sense of self and world, as offi cial prison accounts 
are eclipsed, turned against apartheid, and used to construct an op-
positional ‘power of writing’. Prison writing becomes a means of self-
empowerment. (Gready 1993: 493)

Following on from this apartheid resistance strategy, the discourse of truth-
telling permeated the body politic of South Africa in transition and became 
the motivating force informing the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC). Advocates of the TRC claimed that truth would heal the wounds 
of the past and pave the way for reconciliation (Tutu 1999). In practice, 
however, a whole host of factors—including questions of gender and subjec-
tivity, notably with regard to sexual violence—mediated testimonies heard 
by the Commission. Framed by a political context claiming ‘to reveal is to 
heal’, what emerges in post-apartheid writing is a preoccupation with the 
hierarchical dynamics that shape discourses of power and the complexities 
inherent in speaking about trauma. As such, interrogating sexual violence 
is fundamental to the fabric of negotiating the past as it exemplifi es the 
moment where the dominating body attempts to write itself onto the body of 
the dominated. The rhetoric of speech and silence in the aftermath of rape 
is, however, not consistently analogous with the dichotomy between power 
and submissiveness. Not speaking can potentially be an action that reclaims 
agency. In turn, how silence is strategically deployed to forge a more holistic 
social narrative can become an avenue for critical inquiry.3 This is not to say 
that silence is always a form of resistance, though it can potentially be one. 
As André Brink suggests,

Silence is not to be thought of as an opponent or adversary; it is not 
simply the ‘other’ of language. If words are indeed, from a certain point 
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of view, wrested from silence, it is equally true that silence may be read 
to inhere in language itself. . . . If all writing demonstrates the tension 
between the spoken and the unspoken, the sayable and the unsayable, 
these elements of dialogue should not be seen as opposites in a binary 
equation, but at most end points on a sliding scale between 0 and 1. (Brink 
1998: 14, italics in original)

In reaching beyond binaries that, inevitably, disenfranchise the ‘victim’, 
both Achmat Dangor in Bitter Fruit and Kagiso Lesego Molope in Danc-
ing in the Dust utilize spaces of silence when telling the story of rape.4 In 
other words, within a social and political landscape where the discourse of 
‘truth-telling’ is powerful, in both these texts silence matters; not as a form 
of passive submissiveness, but on Brink’s sliding scale which acknowledges 
the potential for silence to be a form of protest against dominant, oppressive 
and hegemonic voices.

Post-apartheid writing draws signifi cantly not only from the discourse 
of truth-telling, but also on the interregnum. The conceptualization of the 
interregnum described by Gordimer resonates with the theorization of the 
liminal in anthropology fi rst expounded by the folklorist Arnold van Gen-
nep in his seminal work Rites of Passage (1908, fi rst published in English 
in 1960) and subsequently refi ned by Victor Turner (1969, 1982). Turner 
posits that ‘[t]he liminal period is that time and space betwixt and between 
one context of meaning and action and another. It is when the initiand is 
neither what he has been nor what he will be’ (1982: 113). Turner goes on to 
argue that ‘[c]haracteristic of this liminal period is the appearance of marked 
ambiguity and inconsistency of meaning’ (113). With the abolition of apart-
heid and the election of the ANC to government in 1994, South Africa sym-
bolically stepped out of the darkness of apartheid. Far from a fully formed 
post-apartheid butterfl y emerging from a chrysalis of the peace negotiations, 
South Africa appeared to be in a transmuted interregnum. Gordimer’s invo-
cation at the beginning of July’s People of Gramsci’s contention that ‘“[t]he 
old is dying, and the new cannot be born, in this interregnum there arises a 
great diversity of morbid symptoms”’ (Gordimer 1988: 263) is perhaps just as 
applicable post-1994, if not more so. Recognizing this, Mike Nicol contends 
in his 1995 book The Waiting Country that ‘we are at peace and at war simul-
taneously. This is our condition. It is not one or the other’ (1995: 101). Else-
where Brendon Nicholls has also argued that post-apartheid South Africa is 
in a profound state of liminality. For Nicholls, the liminality of the situation is 
signalled by the term ‘post-apartheid’ itself (1999: online). The problematic 
connotations of the term ‘post’-apartheid relate to the quasi-chimerical quali-
ties of the liberation struggle. As Mike Nicol observes, ‘Once we dreamed of 
the end of apartheid but we did not dream of what would come afterwards. 
And now we are adrift’ (1995: 201).
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Taken together Gordimer’s apartheid interregnum and Nicholls’s post-
apartheid liminality can prompt the question: ‘what is not liminal’ rather 
than ‘what is’? To overlook either, however, would involve an oversimplifi ca-
tion of complex social and historical relations. Thus, I want to suggest that 
liminality is not a homogenous or monolithic state; rather than moving out 
of the interregnum into either a non-liminal or post-liminal state—and while 
maintaining that a partial restructuring of social relations did occur—what 
currently requires analysis is the compositional modifi cation of liminality 
rather than its transcendence. As Turner argues, the liminal is a state of 
volatility and undefi nability, which is ordered and made sense of through 
the performance of ritual. In the case of collective trauma, public ritual is an 
important social drama that facilitates making sense of the liminal. Turner 
contends that in contrast to individual rites of passage, which are often priva-
tized to some degree, the collective response to war, or similar events, involves 
public ritual processes (1986: 101). In the case of South Africa, the TRC 
marks a ritual process facilitating the transition to the ANC administration. 
In other words, it marks a movement from the draconian apartheid regime 
with its racist logic and laws to a ‘rainbow nation at peace with itself and the 
world’ (Mandela 1994: online).5 The TRC though was a ritual that was noth-
ing if not extremely controversial, evoking a range of substantive responses 
from critics and supporters alike (cf. Parry 2005; Jolly 2004; Arnold 2000; 
Goldblatt and Meintjes 1997; Olckers 1996; Ross 2003; Posel and Simpson 
2002; Chapman and Van der Merwe 2008; Sanders 2007; James and Van der 
Vijver 2000; Tutu 1999). Despite its controversy, Guy Arnold contends that 
the importance of the TRC is not whether it succeeded or failed, but that it 
happened, arguing, alongside Desmond Tutu, that

Whatever the Truth and Reconciliation Commission fails to achieve at 
least it has made it historically impossible to deny that atrocities took 
place and that they were government inspired and directed. And the 
Commission found that apartheid was a crime against humanity. (Ar-
nold 2000: 27)

There is no doubt ‘something’ had to happen to mark the end of the old 
regime, acknowledge the past and attempt to forge a future for South Africa. 
The realities of the TRC, however, most notably its limited scope—both its 
time frame and defi nition of human rights abuses—and its quasi-judicial con-
fessional model, appear to have over simplifi ed the process.6 This has led 
theorists, for example Parry (2005) and Posel (2002) among others, to be 
justifi ably critical of the process. Signifi cantly, some critiques also highlight 
how gender power dynamics operated, where the TRC is a masculine space 
which engenders the marginalization of women’s stories (cf. Goldblatt and 
Meintjes 1997; Olckers 1996; Ross 2003).7
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The TRC was a space that attempted to be conducive to telling, to testify-
ing about the atrocities committed during apartheid, to put on record the 
extremities of violence in the everyday of apartheid South Africa. The rooms 
in which the hearings were held (often community halls) were transformed 
into ritual spaces and set up with witness stands, microphones, visitor gal-
leries and press facilities to record and report the acts of telling. Those who 
could not directly witness the testimonies could listen to radio reports, watch 
on television and read about it in the newspapers (Ross 2003; Krog 1998). 
In this context (and from a feminist perspective) veiled tropes of national-
ism become apparent as the male hero is idealized and woman becomes a 
metaphor for the nation. Furthermore, women’s stories of sexual violence are 
‘subalternized’ as they are claimed by male narrators in a power struggle for 
the nation. To speak about rape in a space that is disempowering does not 
constitute healing. Silence in the context of the TRC, therefore, becomes a 
narrative strategy of protest to negotiate agency and reclaim subjectivity for 
those who have suffered sexual violation. The failure of the TRC as a ritual 
process was, to some degree, a failure to hear these silences. Thus, post-
apartheid writing is both a response to, and critique of, the failures of the 
TRC as a ritual process, and an attempt to rewrite the social narrative. As 
Attwell and Harlow contend:

South African literature since 1990 has taken upon itself the task of ar-
ticulating this larger predicament. Its fi elds are the experiential, ethical, 
and political ambiguities of transition: the tension between memory and 
amnesia. It emphasizes the imperative of breaking silences necessitated 
by long years of struggle, the refashioning of identities caught between 
stasis and change, and the role of culture—or representation—in limiting 
or enabling new forms of understanding. (2000: 3)

In other words, the burden of South African writing is transforming the act 
of bearing witness into the possibility of engaging with ritual processes of 
‘healing, truth and reconciliation’ and thus (re)producing a social narrative 
that explores the past in order to facilitate transition. This is a burden that 
both Achmat Dangor and Kagiso Molope confront.

Set in 1998 and fi rst published in South Africa in 2001, Achmat Dangor’s 
Bitter Fruit seeks to conceptualize the ‘New South Africa’ at the specifi c histori-
cal moment that marked both the publishing of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s Report and the end of Nelson Mandela’s term as president.8 
After the fi rst wave of euphoria regarding the abolition of apartheid and the 
‘New Rainbow South Africa’, Dangor’s text emerges at a time when the reali-
ties, not only of the legacies of apartheid, but also of the material conditions 
of post-apartheid, occupy a large space in the cultural and political land-
scape. A crucial aspect of this for Dangor is the question raised by rape and 
its consequences. Dangor illustrates the complex relationship between the 
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personal and the political in terms of its elisions and rhetoric. Though Bitter 
Fruit speaks to the larger collective experience, Dangor concentrates on the 
micro-narrative of one family: Silas, a former revolutionary, now a lawyer 
working for the government and heavily involved in the TRC; Lydia, a nurse, 
who was subjected to rape at the hands of the security police; and Mikey, the 
biological son of Lydia and her rapist, but raised by Silas and Lydia as their 
son. The narrative begins with a confrontation between Silas and Du Boise, 
the now retired security police offi cer who raped Lydia. This confrontation is 
itself indicative of the new possibilities of post-apartheid space and a catalyst 
for the sequence of events that take place during the narrative and ultimately 
result in the disintegration of this nuclear family unit.

Using narrative as a strategy to forge a space for debate, Bitter Fruit articu-
lates a multilayered social critique of the TRC. In so doing, Dangor counters 
what Deborah Posel has referred to as the descriptive rather than analytical 
range of the TRC. Posel posits that

Having to focus a narration of the past around a clash between ‘victims’ 
and ‘perpetrators’ provides very blunt tools for the craft of history-writ-
ing, ill-equipped for more nuanced understandings of political violence, 
ideological positioning, the politics of complicity and collaboration, all 
of which would have moulded a deeper, fuller sense of the nature and 
dynamics of racism in South Africa. (2002: 166)

Placing the tensions regarding sexual violence at the fulcrum of his story, 
Dangor exposes the limitations of the TRC, engaging with questions of 
agency, self-defi nition and the protest of silence. He examines how Lydia’s 
rape situates her as an object between the subjectivities of two men, where 
she embodies the contested space of the battlefi eld. Furthermore, in the after-
math of the rape, speech and silence represent an attempt by Silas to colonize 
Lydia’s pain, therefore denying her coping mechanisms. Lydia’s disavowal of 
the TRC marks a rejection of, and a resistance to, the ‘victim/perpetrator’ 
binary that both Silas and the Commission represent. By linking Lydia’s 
rape with the story of Hajera’s rape, Dangor is explicit in engaging with the 
systematic nature of sexual violence.9 This is indicative of his overall narra-
tive strategy which offers ‘a deeper, fuller sense of the nature and dynamics 
of racism’ (Posel 2000: 166) and, I would add, sexism.

Published a year after Bitter Fruit, and set during the school boycotts of 
the 1980s, Kagiso Molope’s Dancing in the Dust (2002) also focuses on the 
nuclear family to excavate the relationship between the personal and the 
political. Narrated by the teenager Tihelo, the narrative focuses on Tihelo, 
her mother Kgomotso and her sister Keiumetse. Molope does not explicitly 
mention the TRC, though she nonetheless clearly responds to the context 
and the criticisms of the TRC by engaging with notions of truth, speech 
and silence, particularly with regards to sexual violence. She also imagines 
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a social and historical narrative that calls into question the status of women, 
most notably within the movement itself. Throughout the text, there is a 
tension between the personal and the political as Tihelo’s rites of passage to 
adulthood are inextricably linked with resistance and her growing role in the 
movement. Tihelo’s indoctrination into the movement is born of necessity 
and not choice: she claims, ‘What I was doing with the ANC had no bearing 
on whether or not I would be killed or detained by the police. Living in South 
Africa, being there at that time, was risk enough’ (Molope 2002: 126). This 
statement directly evokes the TRC’s report: ‘One did not need to be a political 
activist to become a victim of apartheid; it was suffi cient to be black, alive and seek-
ing the basic necessities of life’ (qtd in Deegan 2001: 136, italics in original).

Molope gestures to the structural nature of sexual violence by relating Tih-
elo’s violation in prison to her peer Lebo’s, who, it is suggested, is repeatedly 
raped by her father in a domestic setting. Both young women’s experiences 
are linked by a narrative strategy that anthropologist Fiona Ross has termed 
‘elliptical language’ (2003: 52). This alludes to the multiple possible meanings 
of silence, one of which can be an act of protest. By primarily focusing on 
the narrative of Tihelo, the activist, and reinforcing it with Lebo’s experience 
of incest, Molope writes to counter the dominant narrative of the TRC that 
positioned women as secondary activists and secondary victims, as collateral 
damage almost. Her political agenda is explicit as she attempts to re-imagine 
a narrative that is inclusive to women’s experiences in the movement:

Information about women freedom fi ghters was hard to come by, yet I 
knew from experience that there were many of us, from many different 
age groups.

It was not hard to understand why the men’s efforts were better docu-
mented. They had a way of taking over and making it look like it was 
only them fi ghting for women and children, when in reality no one per-
son held a role more important that the other. I knew about the women’s 
march on parliament in 1958. I read about women like Albertina Sisulu 
and Winnie Mandela, who were made to look like they were targeted 
only because their husbands were so prominent in the ANC, but who 
in fact were comrades in their own right. I also knew without having to 
read about it that many women I had grown up around were detained 
and had been tortured. Even our mothers, who were enduring a lot of 
abuse from their bosses, continued to work because they had to feed and 
clothe us. I spent a lot of time refl ecting on what I was doing there as an 
SASO member, and wondering if someday some history book would ac-
knowledge that there were many women working and risking their lives 
in that house and elsewhere in South Africa. (Molope 2002: 121–22)

By writing Tihelo’s story, Molope is looking beyond the limited scope of the 
TRC’s defi nition of victim and writing her own history book, staking a claim 
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for the neglected and marginalized stories of the movement. In representing 
rape as part of the story, Molope employs a narrative strategy that draws on 
‘elliptical language’ and signals what is said in silence.

What it means to speak about torture and rape is a complicated issue. In 
this respect, silence can be codifi ed as a subversive strategy. As Mark Sanders 
highlights, ‘[N]ot being explicit when the secret is an open secret can be read 
as a critical gesture—a gesture that brings things to crisis’ (Sanders 2007: 82). 
Through narrativizing crisis, Dangor and Molope acknowledge the multiple 
meanings and specifi cities of silence; silence can be: denial, oppression, pro-
test and resistance. Incorporated into this negotiation of silence is a rethink-
ing of what the act of speaking means. ‘Words can be weapons; giving voice 
to the voiceless’, Ross contends. She continues, however, by arguing that 
‘the specifi c aim of the Commission, assumes, perhaps patronizingly, that 
the world is knowable only through words and that to have no voice is to be 
without language, unable to communicate’ (Ross 2003: 50). In the debate 
between speech and silence, to be told when, how and to what end to speak 
represents total effacing of potential agency and subjectivity, even if that 
agency is narrowly and problematically defi ned as ‘the victim’.

In Bitter Fruit Silas’s meeting with Du Boise in the supermarket at the 
beginning of the text acts as a trigger that opens up the possibilities to speak 
about Lydia’s rape 20 years earlier. The meeting between to the two men 
operates on two levels. Firstly, it anchors the narrative in the space of post-
apartheid South Africa; such a meeting is possible in this context only where 
victim and perpetrator inhabit a shared space, or at least inhabit a shared 
space as fellow citizens, coequals in the eyes of the law. Secondly, it pres-
ents the confl ict between Lydia and Silas as a struggle to assert ownership 
over trauma. Dangor represents the tensions of their power struggle and 
thus destabilizes the established discourse of patriarchal politics that inter-
prets the raped body as being claimed by the ‘other side’ (Gedalof 1999; 
Butalia 2000; McClintock 1995). Lydia’s contention that Silas is claimed by 
the ‘other side’ counters this myth: ‘I can’t rest peacefully with both of you 
around, your bodies, your smells, even your sounds have become all mixed 
up. It’s like he raped me on your behalf, so that one day I would live with 
him through you. When you are inside me, and around me, it feels like Du 
Boise. He made you his instrument’ (Dangor 2004: 123). Despite the fact 
that Lydia remains situated between Silas and Du Boise, in her mind the two 
men become synonymous with each other and the difference between the 
white police rapist and the Indian activist husband (and lover) collapses. The 
privileging of Lydia’s narrative voice over Silas’s in this section of the text 
privileges her suffering over his: he, as the husband, is the ‘secondary victim’. 
She owns her pain here, yet she simultaneously distances herself from the 
event by implicating Silas’s taintedness and complicity. The positioning of 
Silas as the instrument and the claim that ‘he raped me on your behalf’ sub-
verts the rape script where the female body is ascribed the role of instrument. 
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When she says to Silas ‘[y]ou should have left Du Boise alone when you saw 
him, Silas, you should not have brought my rapist home’ (123), the use of 
pronouns further re-establishes her ownership of her trauma and distances 
Silas from laying claim to her rape.

Lydia’s response to Silas bringing Du Boise home is a violent one. Shat-
tering her glass during this conversation with Silas she dances on the broken 
shards, cutting her feet badly and soaking the towels in blood and so must be 
hospitalized. In Depraved and Disorderly: Female Convicts, Sexuality and Gender 
in Colonial Australia (1997), Joy Damousi opines that ‘the avenues of protest 
available to women were not synonymous with those of male convicts’ (63). 
In this study, Damousi explores the relationship between perceived mad-
ness and sexual anxiety with regards to female convicts being shipped to 
Australia’s penal colonies, and her thesis is relevant here. Considering the 
necessity for women to explore alternative resistance strategies, acts of ‘mad-
ness’—such as deliberately dancing on broken glass—and patterns of speech 
and silence must be read in terms of motivations, strategies and ‘avenues of 
protest’. In the immediate aftermath of the rape, it is Silas who initiates a 
silence, one that Lydia interprets as not just forgetful, but as a denial. In con-
trast, her silence is both reactionary and subversive: reactionary inasmuch 
as it is a response to the type of speech that is socially sanctioned, subversive 
inasmuch as it repudiates that socially sanctioned speech. Lydia theorizes the 
nature and function of speech and silence in her diary:

I cannot speak to Silas, he makes my pain his tragedy. In any case I 
know he doesn’t want to speak about my being raped, he wants to suffer 
silently, wants me to be his accomplice in this act of denial . . . If they 
suffer on my behalf, that will be penance enough, they believe. They 
will also demand of me a forgetful silence. Speaking about something 
heightens its reality, makes it unavoidable. This is not human nature, but 
the nature of ‘confession’ that the church has taught them. Confess your 
sins, even those committed against you—and is rape not a sin committed 
by both victim and perpetrator, at least according to man’s gospel?—but 
confess it once only. (Dangor 2004: 127)

Thus, it is not the act of speech or silence that is oppressive or subversive in itself, 
but the informing motivations. As Ross contends, ‘Pain’s recognition requires 
imaginative engagement: acknowledgement of the limitations of language and 
the validity of silence or the apparent erasure of self as a means of communicat-
ing particular kinds of experience’ (2003: 49). Drawing on Veena Das, Ross 
postulates that agency and language are not always compatible, that there is 
a case to be made for the refusal of language and ‘the ability to do something 
with the experience, namely to hold it inside, silent’ (2003: 49, italics in origi-
nal). In Lydia’s case, the metaphorical power of dancing on broken glass is just 
that: an alternative form of self-expression of trauma that resists conventional 
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patriarchal (and religious) defi nition. In other words, it is a silent action. The 
allusion to the confessional highlights that this silent action is directed specifi -
cally at the TRC and its Christian rhetoric of confession and forgiveness.

Whereas Lydia’s rape is connected to Silas’s activism and role in the 
movement, Tihelo, by contrast, is an activist in her own right. In prison, she 
endures a series of violations and abuses. She is strip-searched and violated 
(Molope 2002: 162); roughly interrogated (163); sexually assaulted (166–68); 
put in solitary (169–71); and tortured using electric shock (173). In keeping 
with Ross’s ‘elliptical language’, Molope constructs a rape narrative that is 
shrouded in ambiguity. It is never made entirely clear if Tihelo is raped or if 
she ‘just’ suffers torture and sexual assault. Tihelo implies that she escapes 
actual rape by yelling and screaming that she knew what they were going to 
do to her (168). In other words, by directly voicing, or verbally confronting 
her fears, she appears to avoid them. Similarly, later she claims that being put 
in solitary is ‘punishment for refusing to satisfy a police offi cer’s need to feel 
like a man’ (170). There is, however, a strong sense of ambiguity because she 
acknowledges that her screams go unanswered and she ‘realized that there 
must have been some kind of policy allowing policemen to do whatever they 
wanted with the people they were interrogating’ (170). Furthermore, Tihelo 
learns that her credentials and self-identifi cation as an activist are useless in 
prison as ‘[w]hat they call our political activities was an excuse for these men 
to come and satisfy their own repugnant desires’ (168). The tactical use of 
sexual violence to deny the woman activist a sense of self and a place in the 
resistance movement was recorded by the Gender Commission. In fact, it was 
highlighted by the chair of the Gender Commission, Thenjiwe Mthintso:

When they interrogated, they usually started by reducing your role 
as an activist. They weighed you according to their own concepts of 
womanhood.

And they said you are in custody because you are not the right kind 
of woman—you are irresponsible, you are a whore, you are fat and ugly, 
or single and thirty and you are looking for a man.

And whatever you stood for was reduced to prostitution, unpaid pros-
titution, the licence for sexual abuse was created. Then things happened 
that could not happen to a man. Your sexuality was used to strip away 
your dignity, to undermine your sense of self. (qtd in Krog 1998: 179)

Upon release, Tihelo reconstructs her prison experience in terms of a strate-
gic silence and a refusal to remember, which reinforces the ‘gap’ or ‘elliptical 
language’ deployed in narrating her sexual assault. Her silence is motivated, 
in part, by a desire to protect her family:

All three of us turn our experiences into private, intimate matters that are 
meant only for our hearts. If we ever speak about it, it will probably be about 
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the cursing and the beatings, and not about the other things—the more 
humiliating ones that involved us being naked. The ones that could only 
have happened to us because we are women. Those stories are a source of 
shame. We will keep them to ourselves until we understand that we were 
assaulted by men who were afraid of our will. (Molope 2002: 176)

The gap in Tihelo’s memory is resonant with the silence of denial apparent in 
Bitter Fruit. Both writers, however, deal with the theme somewhat differently. 
In Lydia’s story, denial ultimately shatters the family unit; for Tihelo it pro-
tects her family. Protecting her family from her trauma is connected to the 
notion of shame associated with sexual assault. This shame, as Tihelo notes, 
does not apply to beatings and cursing, but specifi cally to sexual assault: ‘It 
is strange how people can feel very sorry for you when you have been beaten, 
but ashamed for you when they think you have been sexually assaulted’ 
(Molope 2002: 184). The self-conscious language of Tihelo’s narrative voice 
implicates Molope’s political agenda in critiquing the shroud of shame that 
surrounds sexual violence. Beyond shame, there is also the need to fi nd a lan-
guage that can articulate the trauma of sexual violence: ‘We are too afraid 
to know about each other’s experience, especially since we are still in shock 
over our own torment’ (Molope 2002: 175). Placing the political experiences 
of Tihelo, her mother and sister in an elliptical dialogue with Lebo’s domestic 
experience of incest (Molope 2002: 45, 49) highlights the structural and deep 
rooted problematics of speaking about sexual violence.

In contrast to deploying silence as a strategic form of protection, Lyd-
ia’s rejection of the TRC hearings is a repetition of her refusal to speak to 
Silas after her rape; the refusal is a deliberate mode of protest. In her diary, 
she records what happened, writing out the narrative three days after the 
event. Lydia’s written narrative frames her story against Silas’s silence. She 
characterizes his silences as being anchored in repulsion and fear (Dangor 
2004: 129). In response, she deliberately crosses over ‘into a zone of silence’, 
one that is predicated on resistance. In seeking out an alternative form of 
self-expression—writing her story in her private diary—Lydia’s silence can 
be conceptualized as a response to Silas’s attempts to colonize her trauma. 
When he tells her about his encounter with Du Boise, he breaks the rules and 
privileges his will, his desire and his agency over hers. Lydia’s response is to 
speak, highlighting the strategic interplay between her speech and silence:

‘All these years, we never spoke about it.’
‘There was no need to.’
She looked up at him, her eyes scornful. ‘No need to? What do you 

mean, no need to?’
‘It was a time when, well, we had to learn to put up with those things.’
‘What did you have to put up with, Silas? He raped me, not you.’
“It hurt me too.’
‘So that’s it. Your hurt. You remembered your hurt.’ (Dangor 2004: 13)
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This exchange between Lydia and Silas reinforces Lydia’s resistance to 
speaking when told to speak. In highlighting the prismatic effects of silence, 
Dangor—and Molope—constructs what Ross articulates as ‘the need for a new 
language of social suffering, one that permits the expression of the full range 
of experience, admits the integrity of silence, recognises the fragmented and 
unfi nished nature of social recovery, and does not presume closure’ (165).

The perceived failure of the TRC to effect ‘a new language of social suf-
fering’, and subsequently a route to reconciliation is contrary to the claims 
made by the TRC itself. This shortfall is nonetheless complicit in Tihelo’s 
inability to talk to her community about her experiences and in Lydia’s abso-
lute disavowal of the process of the TRC. For both women, revealing is most 
defi nitely not healing. Lydia’s appearance at the TRC would benefi t Silas: it 
‘would have given him the opportunity to play the brave, stoical husband. 
He would have been able to demonstrate his objectivity, remaining calm and 
dignifi ed, in spite of being close to the victim’ (Dangor 2004: 156). In con-
trast, the TRC offers Lydia nothing: ‘Nothing in her life would have changed, 
nothing in any of their lives would change because of a public confession of 
pain suffered. Because nothing could be undone, you could not withdraw a 
rape, it was an irrevocable act, like murder. Once that violating penis, that 
vile cock had been inside you, it could not be withdrawn, not by an act of 
remorse, not even by justice’ (Dangor 2004: 156). The critique of the TRC 
is apparent not only in the statement that the act of rape cannot be undone, 
but also in the language and tone of this passage. The lack of change and the 
notion of confession as opposed to testimony run counter to the language of 
transition, facilitation and empowerment through testimony that are perva-
sive in the rhetoric of the TRC. This critique is reinforced by the claim that 
not even justice could heal the trauma of rape, as justice was not considered a 
crucial component in the matrix of truth and reconciliation.10

In composing a critique of the TRC’s (dis)engagement with the realities of 
rape and sexual violence, Dangor constructs the TRC as a space where wom-
en’s voices are subjugated by male desire. As Sanders contends in his discus-
sion of the TRC in the writing of Coetzee and Ndebele, ‘[F]or women the 
structural violence of the new power structure, although different to be sure 
from the one it has overthrown, may be no less onerous’ (Sanders 2007: 85). 
This critique formulates the ‘safe space’ of the TRC and the fi gure of political 
consensus (Silas) as complicit in disenfranchising the victim by empowering 
the perpetrator. Although Sanders notes that there were no applications for 
amnesty for rape (2007: 82), in the text, Du Boise applies for amnesty for the 
crime of raping Lydia.11 Her decision not to speak is effaced by the power of 
the commission’s role as confessor: Du Boise’s hearing will be held in public 
and ‘not even the president’ (Dangor 2004: 161) can stop it.

In Bitter Fruit and Dancing in the Dust, Dangor and Molope engage with 
the political and social connotations and consequences of rape in post-
apartheid South Africa. By muddying the waters between speech and silence, 
both writers articulate a critique of how rape is socially interpreted. Moreover, 
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they elaborate on this critique to imagine how women who have been raped 
can formulate a resistance to the interpretation of rape through male subjec-
tivities—whether that is violent perpetrator or wounded husband—even if that 
resistance is deployed through the activation of silences. Molope rewrites his-
tory to include the voices of those often left on the social and revolutionary 
margins, but she also employs narrative gaps to highlight the problematic of 
writing rape. Dangor engages directly with the key themes of representing 
rape; he also employs the story of rape in order to formulate a critique of 
the TRC. As Tanya Horeck contends, ‘Rape exposes the double meaning of 
representation in so far as it is often made to serve as a “sign” for other issues, 
and as it is also frequently used as a means of expressing ideological and 
political questions concerning the functioning of the body politic’ (7). When 
Dangor links Lydia’s rape to Hajera’s rape (2004: 200–4) and when Molope 
links Tihelo’s experience to Lebo’s, both writers reach across boundaries 
and borders of history and geography, to explicitly politicize sexual violence 
and expand the TRC’s focus on individual rather than systemic violations. 
In Bitter Fruit, and like many of the TRC’s other critics, Dangor does not 
construct his critique in terms of positive and negative binaries; he embraces 
the liminality of the context complicating Lydia’s silence as protest when 
Mikey reads her diary, which narrates her story of rape and his conception. 
Mikey’s reading of Lydia’s diary suggests an Oedipal violation, but, equally, 
it gestures to the problems and politics of representing sexual violence and 
speaking for the ‘victim’. Furthermore, there is no resolution or redemption 
at the conclusion of the novel. Dangor seems to be suggesting that narrative 
power lies in asking diffi cult questions and exploring the interregnum, rather 
than resolving those questions into neat answers. After reading his mother’s 
diary, Mikey sums up both the ambiguities and complexities of post-apart-
heid South Africa: ‘He can no longer think of the future without confronting 
his past. Christ he thinks, I am beginning to sound like Archbishop Tutu. 
And what does he know? He has never been raped, nor is he the child of 
rape’ (Dangor 2004: 131). Mikey’s question (or is it an exhortation?) points to 
the open wounds that are still evident in South Africa, despite the efforts and 
rituals of the TRC and Desmond Tutu. Tutu’s particular brand of Christian 
morality and forgiveness, allied with the confessional styling of the Commis-
sion itself, has not addressed the whole hurt. Molope and Dangor, by employ-
ing an elliptical narrative strategy, write one other side of the story.

Notes

1. Many thanks to Neil Lazarus, Benita Parry, Rashmi Varma and Sumana Ray 
for reading and commenting on various versions and forms of what is now this 
chapter.

2. Apartheid offi cially commenced in 1948, though discrimination has existed 
since South Africa was fi rst colonized. In the years preceding apartheid, much 
of this discrimination was formalized in the law, for example the Pass Laws in 
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the 1920s. Though a detailed examination of apartheid is outside the scope of 
this chapter, to fully understand the historical context of apartheid, it is neces-
sary to look beyond the offi cial timescale commonly cited as 1948–94.

3. There is a considerable amount of literature on speech and silence: for exam-
ple: Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’; Benita 
Parry (1998) ‘Speech and Silence in the Fictions of J.M. Coetzee’; Tillie Olsen 
(1978) Silences; Helene Carol Weldt-Basson (2009) Subversive Silences: Nonver-
bal Expression and Implicit Narrative Strategies in the Works of Latin American 
Women Writers; George Steiner (1969) Language and Silence: Essays 1958–1966; 
Elaine Hedges and Shelley Fisher Fishkin (eds) (1994) Listening to Silences: New 
Essays in Feminist Criticism; Jane Duncan (1996) Between Speech and Silence: 
Hate Speech, Pornography and the New South Africa; Sanford Budick and Wolf-
gang Iser (eds) (1989) Languages of the Unsayable: The Play of Negativity in 
Literature and Literary Theory; Deirdre Lashgari (ed.) (1995) Violence, Silence 
and Anger: Women’s Writing as Transgression; Marc Zimmerman and Raú l Rojas 
(eds) (1998) Voices from the Silence: Guatemalan Literature of Resistance; Anju 
Kanwar (1999) The Sound of Silence.

4. Mark Sanders discusses how other post-apartheid literature engages with 
these themes and problems, most notably Zoë Wicomb’s David’s Story and J.M. 
Coetzee’s Disgrace; see Sanders (2007). Indeed, as Benita Parry (1999) has 
noted, Coetzee’s oeuvre engages with the trope of speech and silence is both 
nuanced and innovative. His fi rst post-apartheid novel Disgrace (1999) is no less 
so and deals with these ideas explicitly in terms of rape. For a detailed analysis 
of sexual violence and silence in Disgrace, see Lucy Graham’s essay ‘Reading the 
Unspeakable: Rape in J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace’ (2003) and Poyner (2009). 

5. In his 2001 book on the politics of the TRC, Richard Wilson argues that the 
Commission itself is liminal. While this argument is both innovative and well 
expounded, I am suggesting that it is not the Commission that is liminal, but 
rather the social conditions that the Commission attempts to address. The Com-
mission, in this schema, is the ritual process designed to facilitate movement out 
of the liminal state. 

6. The TRC took Sharpeville and 1960 as its starting point. In addition to which, 
it overlooked both structural and petty forms of apartheid, focusing its efforts 
on gross violations of human rights motivated by political agendas. 

7. This is not to suggest that a gendered critique of the TRC presents the whole 
picture, though an exploration of the gendered power dynamics is nonetheless 
a necessary part of the larger discussion. 

8. Bitter Fruit was fi rst published in South Africa in 2001 by Kwela books (Cape 
Town), but was not published in the UK until 2003 (London: Atlantic) and in 
the United Sates until 2005 (New York: Black Cat). It was scheduled for publica-
tion in the United States in 2001, but after 9/11 publication was postponed.

9. This story is told to Mikey by the Imam. He details how Silas’s father’s sister 
Hajera was raped by a British offi cer who was a member of the colonizing forces. 
The Imam tells of how nobody would believe that Hajera, a brown woman and 
an untouchable, was raped by a white offi cer who could have his pick of white 
women. Instead, she brings disgrace and dishonour to her family by accusing 
the offi cer and by becoming pregnant as a result of the rape. Silas’s father, Ali 
Ali (an obvious alias), takes revenge on behalf of his sister and kills the offi cer. 
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He then has to go on the run to avoid capture and subsequently makes his way 
to South Africa. There are obvious links between this story of rape and Lydia’s; 
indeed Hajera’s rape narrative deserves further analysis in its own right. Such 
an analysis, however, falls outside the scope of this chapter. 

10. It should be noted, however, that Archbishop Tutu has argued that the TRC 
was interested in what he termed restorative justice rather than retributive 
justice. He claims ‘there is another kind of justice, restorative justice, which 
was characteristic of traditional African jurisprudence. Here the central con-
cern is not retribution or punishment, but in the spirit of ubuntu, the healing of 
breaches, the redressing of imbalances, the restoration of broken relationships. 
This kind of justice seeks to rehabilitate both the victim and the perpetrator 
. . . ’ (1999: 51).

11. Sanders cites Antjie Krog, ‘Locked into Loss’ (207), as his source for his claim 
that there were not amnesty applications for rape. 
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12 Signifying Rape
Problems of Representing 
Sexual Violence on Stage

Lisa Fitzpatrick

Rape and sexual violence are recurring themes in women’s dramatic writ-
ing. The variety of representations on stage suggests that sexual violence 
is a prominent concern across cultural borders though refracted differently 
through the specifi c cultural circumstances of different communities of 
women and other material conditions of women’s lives. Even within Anglo-
American theatre, very different dramatic strategies emerge from British, 
Irish and African-American writing. For example, rape has been contex-
tualized within a history of slavery and its contemporary legacy of racial 
oppression in African-American dramatic writing (Marcus, 1992; Gavey, 
1995); there have been politically engaged, post-Brechtian representations 
from British feminist writers and practitioners (Reinelt, 1986); and there are 
the gothic families that populate the plays of Irish author Marina Carr. Liz-
beth Goodman reads this recurrence as evidence ‘not only that women fi nd 
these themes [of rape and sexual violence] interesting (if not necessary) to 
express, but also that these themes have been part of a developing feminist 
consciousness in the theatre’, with its concomitant aim of staging and repre-
senting women’s lived experience, often achieved by ‘experimenting with 
the representation of self and gender in a multiplicity of ways’ (1993: 206). 
Themes surrounding sexual violence are embedded in the dramatic prac-
tice of many women playwrights and in experimentation with representing 
gender onstage. This chapter devotes itself to the analysis of such themes 
including the issue of how to articulate lived experience, the danger of being 
exploitative in representing sexual violence on stage and the possibility of 
evading conventional rape scripts through re-enactment.

This chapter attempts to identify the tensions between the staging of rape 
from a female and/or feminist perspective, the demands of dramatic form and 
meaning-making in performance, and the dominant social discourses around 
rape that shape the reception of the work. It focuses on examples from the 
contemporary British and Irish stages, in particular from Eve Lewis’s 1986 
play Ficky Stingers, Timberlake Wertenbaker’s The Love of the Nightingale, 
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Sarah Kane’s Blasted and Marina Carr’s On Raftery’s Hill. Wertenbaker, 
Kane and Carr are among the most signifi cant British and Irish women play-
wrights of the past 20 years; their work is critically recognized and produced 
internationally. Lewis’s Ficky Stingers has been chosen because it, too, has 
been regularly staged and because it has been the focus of considerable 
debate (Brewer, 1999). These plays also illustrate a process that Sharon Mar-
cus (1992) and Carine Mardorossian (2002) refer to as ‘scripting’, exploring 
how the women’s behaviour in response to the threat, or experience, of sex-
ual violence both conforms to, and challenges, normative gender relations. 
Marcus writes, ‘Masculine power and feminine powerlessness neither simply 
precede nor cause rape; rather, rape is one of culture’s many modes of femi-
nizing women . . . A rape act thus imposes as well as presupposes misogynist 
inequalities; rape is not only scripted—it scripts’ (1992: 391).

Charlotte Canning, writing on feminist theatres in the United States, 
notes how rapidly issues of rape and sexual violence appeared in women’s 
writing and theatre practice in the late twentieth century. Canning suggests 
that because

some areas of women’s experience [were] deeply and negatively embed-
ded in the patriarchy. . . . they had to be eradicated . . . Women’s experi-
ence was thus differentiated among those [experiences] to be preserved 
or recuperated [such as the mother-daughter relationship] and those to 
be eliminated or reviled. (1996: 146)

Part of the necessity of expressing rape, she argues, is to create a discourse 
around it that allows women to speak their experience. The belief that rape 
dishonoured woman, and that even naming the crime was shameful, was one 
means of controlling the discourse. As Canning contends, ‘[M]aking rape 
something shameful so that women would not dare voice their experiences’ 
led women to believe that ‘since they were the only ones suffering, they were 
responsible’ (1996: 152). In the theatre, representations of rape—which have 
historically been commonplace—have tended to reinforce patriarchal atti-
tudes that rape was either comic or outrageous, depending on the innocence 
or otherwise of the victim (Branca, 2005:33).

Canning and Goodman link woman-focused representation of rape on 
stage to the feminist movement in the US and the UK, and identify it as 
empowering and activist, in allowing women to speak their experience and 
directly challenge patriarchal discourses of sex, rape and sexuality. Yet there 
is also a danger in receiving these plays as authentic experience, which as 
Canning argues elsewhere depends upon a ‘unifi ed Cartesian subject who 
experiences and therefore is’ (2003: 534). Women playwrights use a range of 
strategies to represent rape, yet the discourse around these texts and produc-
tions is often that of realism or truth with little interrogation of what those 
terms mean in relation to theatrical performance. While Patricia Schroeder 
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(1996) convincingly argues that realism offers possibilities for feminist mime-
sis, realism and naturalism are frequently critiqued by feminist theatre 
scholars. These practitioners distrust realism for the way that it obscures its 
ideological underpinning, disempowering the audience by presenting them 
with a verisimilar fi ctional world and a plot that unfolds logically so that the 
outcome seems inevitable or a matter of common sense. Realism presents an 
image of human agency that neutralizes male experience as universal, and 
reinforces patriarchal hegemony while naturalizing the objectifi cation and 
commodifi cation of the female body.

Lauren Love and Joanna Townsend-Robinson, amongst others, identify 
hysterical performance (Love 2002; Townsend-Robinson 2003) as a means 
of using gesture to undermine dramatic dialogue, so foregrounding for the 
spectators the relationship between gesture and voice. This opens possibili-
ties for spectators to identify:

multiple and contradictory meanings in the performance which cut across 
and against each other, without either word or body being privileged as 
bearers of meaning . . . hysteria generates a multiplicity of complex 
meanings, resisting reduction into dominant structures and narratives, 
so a hysterical performance practice must leave its audience unsettled, 
suspended between different, contested meanings. (Townsend-Robin-
son, 2003: 535–36)

If hysterical performance constructs a challenging sense of multiple narra-
tives and meanings, it also makes it more diffi cult to think about the body, 
particularly the female body, as the bearer of meaning. Love, refl ecting on 
her work as a feminist actor, poses the question: ‘If the female body can as 
Butler proposes only be intelligible through regulatory schemas, how is it 
possible to perform female subjectivity without reinforcing patriarchal dis-
courses that deny that subjectivity?’ (Love, 2002: 277) (cf. Butler 1998: 286). 
Butler argues that the materiality of the body is ‘constructed through a ritu-
alized repetition of norms’ and acknowledges the potential ‘trap of cultural 
determinism’ that her argument opens (Butler, 1993: 3). Similarly, Sue-Ellen 
Case writes that

social conventions about the female gender will be encoded in all signs 
for women. Inscribed in body language, signs of gender can determine 
blocking of a scene, by assigning bolder movements to men and more 
restricted movements to women, or by creating poses and positions that 
exploit the role of women as sexual objects. (1998: 117–18)

These scholars prompt Love to explore her own relation to naturalistic 
representation. She argues that by using techniques that counter both con-
ventional gender signs, and the convention that the text and the actor’s 
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performance work in unison to create a single meaning, feminist theatre 
practitioners can challenge and provoke audiences to rethink gender rela-
tions inscribed in the drama.

Thus feminist performance theory and post-structuralist theory both 
invoke an understanding of the individual subject as formed and per-
formed at the intersections of the various discourses in which he or she 
participates. The transformation of material for dramatic performance also 
demands editing and shaping of the story into an engaging plot; poten-
tially this includes the creation of suspense or other emotional reactions in 
the audience, and a range of interpretive decisions made by the perform-
ers and director. Consequently, there are implications for the concept of 
women’s writing on rape as a form of witnessing, since the testimony of 
the victim as well as fi ctional and dramatic versions of it inevitably engage 
with hegemonic patriarchal discourses of sexuality and gender relations, 
both in their construction and in their reception. This is true even of texts 
that are based on real events in the author’s life, as Franca Rame’s dramatic 
monologue The Rape illustrates. The play recounts her experience of being 
kidnapped, tortured and gang-raped in 1970s Italy. Rame’s introduction 
states that ‘[t]he piece which I am going to perform now comes from a per-
sonal account which was printed in Quotidiano Donna [Women’s Daily]. We 
have put the account into a theatrical form, while completely respecting its 
content’ (Rame 2008: online). In putting the account into theatrical form, 
the playwright edits and forms a physical and psychological experience in 
a fragmented monologue that expresses the character’s confusion, disorien-
tation, fear and disbelief at what is happening to her: ‘I’m so terrifi ed that 
I feel I’m about to lose my mind, my voice. . . . I can’t speak. Only incred-
ibly slowly do I realise what’s going on. . . . ’ (Rame 2008: online). This 
attempt to capture experience in language necessarily involves a process 
of editing and structuring to create a coherent narrative from a series of 
experiential impressions. Clearly, in re-forming ‘actual’ experience into an 
aesthetic product, the possibility of more than one expression of the same 
experience is unavoidable, since the story is reframed and reshaped into a 
dramatic plot.

Dramaturgical and performance strategies that maintain the audience’s 
sympathetic focus on the woman’s experience tend to attempt a phenom-
enological or morphological response to the violence of rape, often avoiding 
realistic or naturalistic representation entirely. Drawing upon Sharon Mar-
cus’s and Carine Mardorossian’s competing analyses of rape as a culturally 
and socially constructed narrative, within which both victim and aggressor 
perform traditional gender roles, these texts render up vignettes of male-
female interactions and the power relationships that are often invisible 
beneath them. The analysis of the dialogue considers how female characters, 
through their speech or silence, appear to submit to the assault, minimize the 
event afterwards or struggle and often fail to communicate the experience 
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in language to the other dramatic characters. Further, by giving voice to 
the woman’s physical disgust and revulsion, women dramatists frequently 
subvert the phallocentric nature of this form of violence, to mock and abject 
the rapist’s penis, denying it status as an ‘unassailably powerful’ weapon 
(Marcus 1992: 395), and thereby reclaiming some of the victim’s agency and 
sense of bodily integrity.

Marcus’s 1992 essay ‘Fighting Bodies, Fighting Words’ proposes that femi-
nist discourses need to develop both a language to talk about rape, and 
an understanding of rape as a language. Using the word ‘script’ in a broad 
sense to encompass the range of discourses that the individual is exposed 
to and shaped by, Marcus argues that ‘rape as a linguistic fact asks how the 
violence of rape is enabled by narratives, complexes and institutions which 
derive their strength . . . from their power to structure our lives as imposing 
cultural scripts’ (1992: 388–89). Marcus’s proposal is close to Mardorossian’s 
later argument that ‘[t]he feminist community needs to become more alert to 
the ways in which the source of women’s powerlessness is constantly located 
within victims themselves rather than in the institutional, physical and cul-
tural practices that are deployed around them’ (2002:.772), though Mardor-
ossian reads Marcus as blaming the woman for not successfully resisting the 
rapist’s script. She writes, ‘A model like Marcus’s . . . downplays the “materi-
ality of gender” and ignores that social inscriptions . . . [that] do not simply 
evaporate because we are made aware of them’ (2002: 13). While many 
of Mardorossian’s interventions into Marcus’s work are valuable, Marcus’s 
argument is more nuanced than Mardorossian allows. Far from offering a 
simplistic suggestion that women simply resist, Marcus identifi es rape as ‘one 
of the specifi c techniques which continually scripts these [gender] inequali-
ties anew’ (1992: 391). Rape is not only scripted—‘it also scripts’ by acting 
to ‘feminize’ the woman and by imprinting upon her the ‘gender identity of 
“feminine victim”’ (1992: 391).

The effect of social and cultural attitudes on women’s ability to resist and 
respond to male violence is illustrated in the interactions of the Man and 
Woman in Ficky Stingers. First staged in London at the Royal Court in 1986, 
and produced by Irish feminist company Glasshouse Productions in 1990 in 
Dublin, the play dramatizes the rape of a young woman and examines the 
responses of her and her female friends to what has happened. The play is 
performed by four actors, three female and one male. The characters are not 
named, but listed as Woman, Woman 1 and Woman 2, and Man, with the 
Man named in the script as Terry or Tel. Out drinking on a Friday night, the 
Woman meets Terry, a man that she and her friends know. She goes back 
to the house where he lives with his parents, and goes to his room to listen 
to music. He rapes her. She neither fi ghts him physically nor calls for help. 
Afterwards, she hears about other women’s unhappy sexual experiences 
with him—which they do not name as rape—and sees him drag his teenage 
date into an alley; but she does not intervene. The play ends in the pub once 
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more, where Terry gives her a copy of the music they listened to in his room, 
and tells a joke that suggests his indifference to his victims.

Although Terry is central to the plot of Ficky Stingers, Eve Lewis notes,

it is not a play about Terry. The events all take place within the narrative 
of the Woman and Terry is given no real justifi cation for his behaviour. 
To make him the focus would distort the whole purpose of the piece. 
(1987: 126)

Refl ecting on his experience of playing Terry, David Ian Rabey writes about 
the audience’s response to the character in post-production talks. He con-
cludes that the emphasis on the Woman’s experience means that the audi-
ence is ‘bonded fi rmly in sympathies with the Woman and against Tel’ (1991: 
266). He argues that Ficky Stingers manages to invite its audience to ‘discover 
what Augusto Boal . . . terms a “precondition for action”—action in this case 
involving the resisting of the Man’ (1991: 266).

The Woman’s failure to resist not only the Man’s assault, but also his 
subsequent representation of it, dramatizes the confl ict between female lived 
experience and patriarchal discourses of gender and sex. In the rape scene, 
she repeatedly avoids confl ict, kissing him even though she does not want to. 
She does not scream, though she threatens to, and though she knows that his 
parents will come in if she does. By splitting the character into three, how-
ever, Lewis gives the audience access to the Woman’s internal monologue 
as well as her dialogue with Terry. The three voices, who sometimes speak 
in unison and sometimes singly, convey a sense of the character’s confu-
sion and disbelief at what is happening, the pain and violence of the rape, 
and her struggle with social imperatives on women to be compliant and 
non-confrontational. In a reversal of the norms of gender representation, the 
audience have privileged access to the Woman’s experience, while the man is 
silent, reduced to a sweaty and malodorous body; despite the fragmentation 
of her speaking voice, it is her perception that dominates the rape scene. This 
splitting of the character is also a feminist strategy that resembles hysterical 
performance in its deconstruction of the relationship between word and ges-
ture, and the deliberate creation of multiple meanings through the different 
perspectives on the woman’s experience presented by the three actors.

This play has been criticized for its representation of the female characters 
as submitting to the role of victim, and failing to resist or to unite against 
Tel (Brewer 1999). As a response to the rape script, however, this strategy of 
splitting the character can offer a sense of the individual subject’s response 
to a particular situation. Mardorossian argues that it is futile to look for 
‘common characteristics’ among rape victims (2002: 13) when the emphasis 
should instead be on engaging with ‘systemic practices of power’ (2002: 30). 
The performance of the woman’s role by three actors allows the rape to be 
mimetically represented on one part of the stage while being simultaneously 
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narrated and commented upon, so that the audience is never allowed unme-
diated access to it, and their awareness of the woman’s subjective response is 
maintained. Gesture and movement are interpreted diegetically in a direct 
address to the audience, which occasionally breaks down. When the Woman 
tries to leave, the Man blocks the door, forces kisses upon her and shoves her 
on the bed. The Woman says: ‘He leans forward and pushes his whole weight 
down on me. I have no choice but to . . . (they fall back onto the bed)’ (1987: 
120). Lewis calls attention to the inexpressibility of the moment, as words 
give way to mimetic action. She allows the silence in the representation to 
express a problem which cannot be expressed in language: the silence of the 
woman in the moment of the attack, who could call for help yet does not. 
The sudden breaking of the sentence on the phrase ‘I have no choice but to 
[fall]’ also foregrounds the act of falling and its connotations of surrender, 
in a manner that suggests Brechtian gestus: as the woman’s body asserts 
that there is no other choice, the audience are compelled to ask why, and 
to identify possible alternatives. Later in the scene, as the attack continues, 
the Woman threatens to scream, to which the Man replies, ‘Don’t be stupid’ 
(120). The Woman comments, ‘And I realise that if I scream his parents 
will come in . . . and then what can I do? They’ll probably . . . ’ Again the 
sentence breaks off, but her other comments provide some insights to her 
unfi nished thought: ‘Am I in the wrong?’ she asks; and slightly later: ‘In the 
back of my mind is a feeling of guilt that I might offend him.’ But to this she 
adds another perspective that shapes her response to Terry’s actions: ‘And 
I suppose you just think he wouldn’t dare’ (120). Her resistance now takes 
the form of closing her eyes tightly and doing nothing, but ‘He’s in no hurry. 
He’s got nowhere to go tomorrow and he’s not tired. It is slow. Easing, inch 
by inch, his body into my clothes’ (121).

In contrast to the Woman, who is disoriented by the Man’s sudden change 
from friendly bloke to rapist, and who doubts her own experience, his actions 
unfold coherently and determinedly. He brings the woman to his room, forces 
her to kiss him, attempts to orally rape her and fi nally rapes her, whereupon 
he tells her ‘No one’ll believe you’ and shows her out (121). He represents the 
rape to his friends as a seduction, a conquest—one of them asks her, ‘Seen, 
erm . . . Tel this morning? (Nudge, nudge, wink, wink, saynomore)’ (122). The 
Woman, however, cannot express what has been done to her. Tom Maguire 
notes that ‘[i]n work on trauma narratives, attention is drawn to the impor-
tance of silence within the testimonies of survivors. Such moments of silence 
are regarded as sites of witnessing which are bounded by but not articulated 
within language’ (Cubilié 2005: 10). They open up ‘unfi lled gaps or lacunae 
within the story, marking the impossibility of telling the untellable’ (Magu-
ire, 2009: forthcoming n.p.). When she exhibits signs of the attack, the other 
women respond by blaming her. Her mother ‘sees my bruises but says noth-
ing. She disapproves’ (Lewis 1987: 122). Her friend tells her that going to Ter-
ry’s room was ‘a dumbarsed thing to do’, and persistently refuses to criticize 
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him, even when he attacks his teenage girlfriend in front of them (124). The 
audience is repeatedly prompted to question the women’s responses, and to 
ask why they are so sure that ‘[y]ou can’t do anything’ (124). In the last scene 
in a moment of gestic criticism the Woman again provokes the question. The 
Man approaches her in the pub and ‘I sit back down. Like I always do. Like 
we always do. Sit. Sit and take it. Sit back down’ (125).

Marina Carr’s work is stylistically very different to Lewis’s, which is 
quasi-Brechtian in form, like much British feminist theatre of the 1980s (cf. 
Reinelt 1986). Both dramatists, in representing rape, primarily use signifi ers 
of power, violence and pain, rather than realistic depictions of sexual or 
physical contact between characters, but Carr’s work is diffi cult to classify as 
feminist in its structure, or in its approach to characterization. Like Lewis, 
however, she explores articulacy and inarticulacy: the female characters in 
On Raftery’s Hill are all powerless to resist the rapist’s narrative, and that nar-
rative is explicitly linked to patriarchal power and privilege.

The play is set entirely in the kitchen of Red Raftery’s farmhouse on top 
of the eponymous hill where the family live. They include Shalome, his 
senile mother who is always trying to go ‘home’; his terrorized son Ded, 
who lives in the cowshed; his daughters Dinah and Sorrel, the latter of 
whom is 20 and engaged to a young local farmer named Dara Mood, and 
Red himself. His wife is long since dead. Red tortures the livestock, slashing 
the cows’ udders; he has beaten his son ‘to the scut’ (Carr 2000: 8), and is 
involved in a long-term sexual relationship with his elder daughter Dinah. 
This began violently in her childhood but Dinah has long since resigned 
herself to the inevitability of the relationship, though it remains a source of 
shame. Dinah says: ‘So we do ud from time to time . . . we want ud to stop. 
Ud’s just like children playin in a fi eld ah some awful game before rules was 
made’ (2000: 57–58). Dinah, it gradually becomes apparent, is the mother 
of Red’s younger daughter Sorrel. The dialogue and action suggest that the 
family has a long history of incestuous relationships: Shalome’s repeated 
attempts to escape from the Hill to Kinnegar, to her ‘daddy’, hint that Red 
himself may be her son by her own father. The fi rst act ends with the rape 
of Sorrel on stage by her father. The second act sees the family gradually 
reveal its secrets to her, and concludes with her troubling decision to break 
off her engagement and stay on the Hill with them. The play ends with this 
exchange between Sorrel and her father:

RED (To Sorrel) I hope you knocked some sense inta young Mood.
SORREL Oh I sourted him ouh Daddy, don’t you worry, I sourted 

him ouh for ever more.
Music from Ded’s fi ddle, and fade. (2000: 59)

This ending presents obvious problems for a feminist reading, suggesting as 
it does the inescapability of genealogy—a motif in Carr’s work—and Sorrel’s 
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submission to her father’s violence, presented in the guise of a free act. The 
play demands a non-naturalistic reading of Raftery’s Hill as the fallen world, 
or a Sartrean vision of hell, to lend coherence to her decision. Nevertheless, 
Clare Wallace notes that Carr’s more recent works tends towards ‘grim patri-
archal tragedy’ (2000: 87)

The rape in On Raftery’s Hill is the culmination of a long sequence of angry 
exchanges between Sorrel and Red that takes place late at night. The sense 
of threat develops quite suddenly, when Sorrel attempts to pass him to leave 
the room, and he blocks her path. He accuses her of not gutting the hares he 
caught earlier in the day. When Sorrel states ‘I don’t know how to gut a hare’, 
Red seizes control of the moment: ‘Donten ya? Alrigh, I’ll show ya how to 
gut a hare’ (Carr 2000: 34). The stage directions read: ‘Grabs her suddenly 
and holds her in a vice grip. Sorrel struggles pointlessly against the strength 
of him’ (34). Red implacably cuts off her clothes with a knife, narrating how 
to skin and gut the hare while Sorrel screams for help to Dinah, Ded and her 
grandmother. Red tells her ‘Dinah won’t come and ya think Ded’s comin? (a 
mad laugh) And Granny’s noh comin. And your precious Dara Mood can’t 
help ya now.’ Like Woman in Ficky Stingers, Sorrel loses speech: ‘Her voice has 
betrayed her. We hear the odd animal moan or shriek.’ (35). Meanwhile, Red is so 
much in control that he even pauses and ‘looks in satisfaction at his work’. He 
then ‘( . . . pushes her across the table, cuts the straps of her slip.) Now, this is how 
ya gut a hare. (Stabs knife in table. Blackout.)’ (35).

In staging violence, the creation of a sense of threat can be more effective 
than the witnessing of the act of violence itself: the capacity of the violence 
to exist at the edges of human imagination before it is enacted on stage 
allows the full range of possible horror to exist momentarily for the indi-
vidual spectator. The fear of what might happen, of the unknown, is greater 
than the witnessing of an act (which in any case happens to a body one 
might empathetically identify with, but which is not one’s own.) Thus Carr’s 
strategy of proceeding to blackout is one that invokes and exploits the audi-
ence’s imagination, and the second act, which includes references to Sorrel’s 
injuries—‘There’s marks on her as hasn’t healed in three weeks’, Dinah says 
(2000: 45)—validates the spectator’s worst imaginings.

In relation to the rape in On Raftery’s Hill, there are two key points to raise: 
fi rstly, that Sorrel is silenced by Red, and that he controls the conversation 
and therefore controls the scene; and secondly, that the knife is a pocketknife, 
one he has used earlier in the scene to clean his nails. If it were not specifi ed 
it would be easy to imagine that Red is using a far more threatening object, 
such as a hunting knife. The small knife emphasizes that Red’s power resides 
mainly in his words. His monologue does not offer Sorrel any opportunity for 
verbal resistance, and he reduces her—via his rape script of intimidation and 
power—to the helpless animal described in the stage directions. As the scene 
continues, Sorrel increasingly capitulates to Red’s script, which reasserts his 
dominance over her both as a physically stronger male, and as a father in the 
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patriarchal family. The scene scripts this submission while it performs it, so 
that Sorrel’s systematic disempowerment is metaphorically represented in the 
physical stripping of her clothes, reducing her to a silent, and silenced, body. 
The other characters’ refusal to come to her aid also testifi es to Red’s control 
of his environment—just as Terry, in Ficky Stingers, controls the Woman and 
impedes her ability to actively resist. Yet Red is socially invested with a power 
that Terry lacks: his power over Sorrel is the socially approved power of a 
father over his daughter. His decision to punish her for speaking against him 
is within the normative boundaries of that relationship; it is only the form of 
the punishment that makes it aberrant and abhorrent.

Carr’s indexical representation of the phallus with a pocketknife resembles 
Lewis’s character’s discussion of the phallus in Ficky Stingers. The Woman 
likens it to ‘octopus-eye gristle. Like a cold raw knuckle in your mouth. Like 
warm cheese in polythene sweating, in my mouth’ (Lewis 1987: 121). This 
description of the penis renders it disgusting and ludicrous; the language 
denies the power and glamour of the phallus as weapon. The scene con-
cludes, ‘It’s surprising really, he just rams it in, pulls it out and comes all 
over me . . . He soiled me. He soiled my clothes. He soiled me’ (121). The 
disgust expressed in the Woman’s reiteration of ‘soiled’, and the banality of 
the monosyllables ‘rammed’, ‘pulls it out’, ‘comes all over me’ speaks of a 
powerlessness which is in tension with her earlier descriptions of the penis as 
‘gristle’, and ‘warm cheese’. The latter denies the power of the phallus, but the 
apparent inevitability of the assault reasserts Terry’s physical dominance.

The Woman’s disgust is echoed by the character of Philomele in Tim-
berlake Wertenbaker’s The Love of the Nightingale. The play recounts the 
eponymous story from Ovid’s Metamorphoses of the rape of Philomele by her 
brother-in-law, Tereus, the King of Thrace.1 In Wertenbaker’s version, Phi-
lomele confronts Tereus with loathing and revulsion: ‘when I saw you in 
your nakedness I couldn’t help laughing because you were so shrivelled, so 
ridiculous and not the way it is on statues . . . a man who could screech such 
quick and ugly pleasure, a man of jelly beneath his hard skin’ (1996: 336–37). 
Philomele condemns Tereus as ‘puny’, ‘a man of tiny spirit and shrivelled 
courage’ (1996: 336–37). She also accuses him, saying, ‘It was your act. It 
was you. I caused nothing’ (1996: 335). Philomele’s articulate self-defence is 
punished, however, by Tereus cutting out her tongue to silence her. He then 
leaves her on the island, and tells Procne that she is dead. Through speaking, 
Philomele tries to remove herself from the role of victim which is allotted her 
by the rape script, but in the end, she is brutally silenced.

Philomele’s rejection of the female victim role results in further violence 
and mutilation, but her determination to express her experience leads her to 
create puppets to bring to the festival of the Bacchae, where she performs the 
rape for her sister and the women of Thrace. Details for the performance of 
this scene are provided in the stage directions (Wertenbaker 1996: 342). At 
fi rst, Philomele enacts the rape to ridicule it: ‘The rape scene is re-enacted 
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in a gross and comic way . . . The crowd laughs. Philomele then stages a 
very brutal illustration of the cutting of the female doll’s tongue. Blood cloth 
on the fl oor. The crowd is very silent’ (342). In the puppet show, what was 
terrifying and painful becomes grotesque and comic before it silences the 
audience with its brutality. The narrative is now shaped and given a logical 
structure, becoming entertainment as well as a means of bearing witness. 
The experience is transformed into an aesthetic product. Finally, a happy 
ending is appended in which the Procne doll recognizes her sister, and comes 
to take her away. As soon as the puppets enact the reconciliation, Procne 
emerges from the crowd to claim Philomele (342). In staging rather than 
speaking her story, Philomele is able to rewrite the supposedly inevitable plot 
of the rape script, and the resulting recognition leads her to kinship as a line 
of escape from victimhood.

This technique of enacting the rape as a play within a play, contrasts with 
earlier scenes when the original rape is represented in the Nurse Niobe’s 
monologue and, possibly, Philomele’s off-stage screams (Wertenbaker 1996: 
330). Later scenes, however, all explicitly address the issue of mimesis. 
Indeed, the play is very much concerned with theatricality, and opens with 
the characters at the theatre. In the play proper, the violence takes place 
off-stage, while the Nurse tells of her rape by Athenian soldiers when she 
was taken into slavery, and advises submission to male violence as the only 
possible survival strategy. She later tells Philomele, ‘Don’t be so mighty . . . 
You’re nothing now. Another victim. Grovel. Like the rest of us’ (334).

Philomele physically cannot speak, unlike the Woman, or Sorrel and 
Dinah, who are all capable of naming the violence done to them, but fi nd it 
diffi cult or impossible to articulate their experience and to have their speech 
valued and accepted. In contrast, Philomele’s means of expression—mimetic 
enactment of the violence—is believed immediately. Where words can be 
slippery, and the attempt to transform the bodily experience of rape into 
meaningful speech may be hindered by hegemonic discourses that offer par-
ticular defi nitions to which speech must conform, the mimetic reproduction 
of action using puppets allows the audience to see for themselves what hap-
pened. The distancing effect of using puppets rather than human bodies 
shifts the focus from the body in performance to the action performed, and 
the perspective represented in performance is Philomele’s own, since the 
representation is of her own construction. Denied language, she fi nds a more 
immediate and effective mode of bearing witness and rewrites her own artis-
tic power at the same time.

While Wertenbaker allows Philomele to perform a rape during a play 
within a play, other plays try to represent rape within the drama using 
metonymy and metaphor to convey its brutality. These plays all represent 
rape by signifying pain—through blood, screams, knives and verbal descrip-
tion. Red’s pocketknife does suggest pain, and stabbing the knife into the 
table communicates the pain and shock of penetration, so that although the 
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audience does not see the rape performed, it is represented for them through 
the semiotic substitution of the knife and table for the bodies of Red and 
Sorrel. Similarly, Woman in Ficky Stingers foregrounds the physical bodily 
experience of the attack by asking the spectators ‘Do you know what it feels 
like to have a rolled up newspaper jammed down your throat? A chair leg 
rammed up your arse? It hurts. It hurts like fuck’ (Lewis 1987: 121). By sub-
stituting everyday domestic objects for the phallus—a pocketknife, a chair 
leg, a newspaper—and choosing examples of penetration that could only be 
painful, and that implicate a male body as much as a female, these scenes 
communicate pain, shock and outrage. The elimination of the sexual aspect 
of rape, through this substitution of other objects for the phallus and of other 
orifi ces for the vagina, also removes potential underlying resonances of the 
pleasurable sexual penetration of the female body, thereby encouraging the 
spectators to identify with the victim rather than, vicariously, with the perpe-
trator. The potential for representations of rape to be received as titillating or 
erotic is an issue for dramatists and theatre practitioners in a cultural context 
where explicit representations of sexual violence are eroticized in pornog-
raphy (Dworkin 1993; Segal 1997) and where such violent pornography is 
readily available.

In contrast to the diffi culty of staging male-female rape, the male-male 
rape in Sarah Kane’s play Blasted is staged quite explicitly, arguably because 
male-male rape is not generally received as erotic or titillating. Blasted rep-
resents both male and female rape on stage. However, Kane represents rape 
less as a means of engaging with women’s lived experience, than as one ele-
ment in a spectrum of violence and cruelty. In Blasted, Ian and Cate spend 
the night in an expensive hotel room in Leeds. Ian is crude and racist in his 
language, and he sexually assaults Cate more than once in the fi rst act. In act 
two, the setting is a war zone, though the characters inhabit the same hotel 
room. Cate leaves, and Ian is alone when a soldier arrives. The soldier rapes 
Ian and then sucks out and eats his eyes. The action, which is represented 
realistically, takes place close to the audience:

The soldier turns Ian over with one hand. He holds the revolver to Ian’s head 
with the other. He pulls down Ian’s trousers, undoes his own and rapes him—eyes 
closed and smelling Ian’s hair. The soldier is crying his heart out. Ian’s face reg-
isters pain but he is silent. When the soldier is fi nished he pulls up his trousers 
and pushes the revolver up Ian’s anus. (2001: 49)

The rape follows a scene where the soldier has established his status as the 
more brutal and violent of the two, in a dramatic world where masculinity 
and violence are closely connected.

This rape scene need not be de-eroticized, because in terms of normative 
heterosexuality it is understood to be neither erotic nor titillating. In part, 
this has to do with the question of the gaze. The spectators identify with Ian; 
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as a male character, his status as a subject is not in question. The female rape 
victim is often objectifi ed, her passive suffering making her more desirable. 
Pornographic literature often structures its narrative so that the woman’s 
initial suffering and resistance turns to pleasure. Andrea Dworkin quotes 
from pulp fi ction novels like The Ravished Girlfriend to argue that ‘in pornog-
raphy, a woman is forced, she is horribly hurt, and the greater the force and 
the more terrible the pain [supposedly] the greater is her sexual desire and 
gratifi cation . . . because that is her true nature’ (1993: 238). Though she cri-
tiques Dworkin’s work, Lynne Segal also argues that ‘although it is not really 
possible to demonstrate a causal relationship between the consumption of 
violent pornography and men’s violence against women, we can certainly 
claim that such material is a signifi cant part of the general sexist, racist and 
misogynist climate and culture of our times’ (1993: 421).

In response to Dworkin and Segal, it is clear that the suffering of Ian in 
Blasted is not titillating in part because a contemporary audience is guided 
by discourses of sexuality and love to understand that women’s resistance 
can be forcibly overcome and that women fi nd pleasure in sexual violence. 
Kane does however attempt an approach to representation that connects 
the spectator affectively to the suffering body on stage. Therefore, the spec-
tator’s sympathetic identifi cation with Ian is not only because, as a male 
character, Ian is recognizably an agent; it is also because the structure and 
visceral quality of the performance, with its visual and acoustic violence, 
works directly on the bodies of the spectators as well as the bodies of the 
actors. Kane’s plays primarily provide an experience that subsumes and 
overwhelms the spectator, so that thought comes afterwards. Analysed by 
Urban (2001, 2004), in terms of Artaud’s concept of Cruelty, Kane’s work 
becomes clearer as an engagement with human suffering in a world largely 
devoid of meaning.2 In the fi rst act, Ian is violent in his language and his 
actions, and his misogyny and homophobia are markers of his belligerent 
masculine contempt for weakness. His rapid speech and physical aggression 
are in stark contrast to Cate’s inarticulacy and weakness, manifested by her 
narcolepsy. The power relationship is reversed in the fi nal scenes, however, 
where Cate comforts Ian, feeding him with bread and sausage and pouring 
gin in his mouth. The last words spoken on stage, which break a silence 
between the two characters, are Ian’s: ‘Thank you’. Ending a scene of appall-
ing devastation and an overwhelmingly painful spectacle, this moment offers 
the spectator a moment of human contact and of conscious refl ection. The 
gender politics are subsumed into a moment of honest exchange between 
two individuals, perhaps allowing for a revision of the rape script in the sense 
that Ian’s words recognize Cate’s humanity, as her actions recognize his.

In the work of Kane, Wertenbaker, Carr and Lewis a range of strategies 
for representing rape emerge, some—though not all—of which can be read 
as challenging the ‘rape script’. Ficky Stingers may be read as challenging 
the script, as it emphasizes the woman’s subjective experience and prompts 
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the audience to question the characters’ behaviours at different points in the 
drama. Wertenbaker’s off-stage representation in Love of the Nightingale and 
Philomele’s determination to express her experience, even after Tereus cuts 
out her tongue, offer a challenge to normative constructions of gender and 
received notions of women’s victim status. Kane’s overwhelming Artaudian 
theatrical experience offers an affective representational method that moves 
the spectators beyond judgements of truth or credibility towards sensory 
experience. Carr’s work, more problematically, dramatizes sexual violence 
in a representation that offers a portrayal of male brutality and female inno-
cence. Although, like the other playwrights, her representation of the physi-
cal pain of rape disrupts its eroticization, her female characters submit to 
their rapist-father’s script and normalize it through their decisions to stay on 
Raftery’s Hill.

Yet the diffi culties of representing rape that these plays highlight are the 
problems of shaping physical, lived experience into a narrative that is heavily 
infl uenced by social and cultural discourses in both its construction for the 
theatre, and its reception in performance. Women’s representations of rape 
tend to emphasize the pain and violence of the crime, rather than its proxim-
ity to intercourse; and with the exception of Carr they seek strategies that 
preserve a sense of female agency and counter the physical violation. This 
forces a choice initially of what to signify visually and acoustically. Given 
the problems of realism both as a feminist performance tool and as a strat-
egy for representing rape, simple mimetic representation in which the act is 
represented by a simulation of the act is usually avoided. Realistic mimesis 
may titillate, facilitate the objectifi cation of the woman’s body or be received 
in keeping with hegemonic discourses. Rape is therefore often signifi ed on 
stage through the presence of blood, acoustic cues or the penetration of an 
object which is either symbolically or actually proximate to the woman—such 
as the knife in the table in On Raftery’s Hill.

The performance of rape on stage raises certain challenges for feminist 
scholarship, in particular the question of the relationship between truth and 
representation noted in Marcus’s essay. The shaping of the plot, or even of 
testimony as in the case of Rame, for production and consumption by a 
theatre audience, involves choices of what to show and tell and the editing 
and shaping of the material to make it explicable. The existence of multiple 
possible representations of the same event is, therefore, unavoidable, but 
truth is not necessarily singular. These plays bear witness to women’s expe-
riences of rape in their emphasis on power and force, brutality and shock. 
They are tools to engage audiences actively with the issue so that they are 
moved to create change, as Rabey (1991) argues Ficky Stingers does. Or, rape 
may function as one of many violations within the nihilistic universe that 
Kane created in her work, where it is an extreme form of cruelty that evokes 
a physical recoil in the audience. Within women’s writing, the representa-
tion of rape may be most subversive when it does not destroy the victim, as 
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Wertenbaker’s character Philomele resists despair and fi nds a method of self-
expression. In each case, the choices of what to show and what to tell shape 
the reception of the performance and challenge the hegemonic patriarchal 
discourses of rape and female sexuality.

Notes

1. Tereus marries Procne, an Athenian princess. He takes her back to Thrace, 
where she bears him a son, Itys. After a time she asks for her sister Philomele 
to join her in Thrace, and Tereus returns to Athens to fetch her. On the journey 
home he falls in love with her, and rapes her. To silence her, he cuts out her 
tongue.

2. The connection between Kane’s and Artaud’s theatre of cruelty is made in John 
Brannigan’s seminal reading of Kane in his study, Orwell to the Present: Litera-
ture in England. To defi ne the theatre of cruelty, Brannigan quotes Derrida, who 
describes this type of drama as ‘not a representation’, but ‘life itself, in the extent to 
which life is unrepresentable’ (Derrida qtd Brannigan 2003: 155). Rejecting ‘the 
imitative concept of art’, Artaud sets up theatre to be ‘the primordial and privi-
leged site of this destruction of imitation’ (Derrida qtd Brannigan 2003: 155).
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13 The Wound and the Mask
Rape, Recovery and Poetry in Pascale 
Petit’s The Wounded Deer: Fourteen 
Poems after Frida Kahlo

Zoë Brigley Thompson

A handrail crashed into her back and came out through her vagina. At 
the same time, the impact of the crash left Frida naked and bloodied, 
but covered with gold dust. Despoiled of her clothes, showered by a 
broken packet of powdered gold by an artisan: will there ever be a 
more terrible and beautiful portrait of Frida than this one?

Fuentes (1995: 12)

The room bends like a bus being hit by a tram.
It wobbles. Straightens.
The steel rod piercing my pelvis
pulls itself out.

Petit (2005: 20.19–22)

In the introduction to The Diary of Frida Kahlo: An Intimate Portrait, the Mexi-
can novelist Carlos Fuentes comments on the accident that was to domi-
nate the work and biography of the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo. In a section 
subtitled ‘Youth: A Streetcar Named Rape’, Fuentes describes the mythical 
aspect of Kahlo’s accident as a teenager on a Mexico City tram. He considers 
how in the telling of the story by biographers, she becomes a subject both 
who is broken open in trauma (her accident being comparable to rape in 
Fuentes’s view) and who becomes a work of art in her own right as the gold 
dust settles over her broken body. It is this conundrum that inspires the work 
of the French-Welsh poet, Pascale Petit, though the sexualization and objec-
tifi cation of Frida Kahlo’s broken body is notably absent from her telling of 
the accident in ‘The Two Fridas’ quoted above. In writing poetry about rape, 
Petit uses the mask of Frida Kahlo and her iconography to explore in an 
oblique manner how it feels to be broken open, what it is to be the subject of 
sexual violence and how one might overcome that experience by adopting the 
implacable and impassive face that so dominates Frida Kahlo’s self-portraits. 



The Wound and the Mask 201

Petit’s exploration begins with the wound and its symbolism of confession; 
her poems consider the politics of what the Mexicans call the chingada, a 
brutal opening up, public shaming and exposure to a voyeuristic audience. 
Beyond the savage display of the chingada, however, Petit fi nds more poten-
tial in the trope of the mask which is reminiscent of feminist theorizing of the 
femme fatale as it refuses to give up its secrets of trauma. Challenging narra-
tives that pose rape victims’ testimony as a kind of redemption, Petit turns 
away from the exposure of the wound adopting the mask which defl ects the 
curious scrutiny of the public. The impervious faces presented by Kahlo 
and Petit are read through Kristeva’s vision of the foreigner as a catalyst for 
recognition of one’s foreignness and Bhabha’s theorizing of the identifi catory 
gaze that refl ects back the colonizer’s scrutiny. What this theory illuminates 
ultimately is Petit’s refusal of vicarious access to her painful memories, as she 
fi ercely redirects the native’s penetrating inspection of the other.

Petit’s use of Kahlo is on one level a means to escape the supposed sin-
cerity of the poetic voice, the opening up which I will argue is akin to the 
symbolism of the wound. On the other hand, the employment of masks is 
perhaps an appropriation to avoid the probing of wounds that characterizes 
confessional poetry (cf. Petit 2006b), but there is also something culturally 
signifi cant in the juxtaposition of Petit (who has suffered violence and cul-
tural dislocation) writing about Kahlo (a cult fi gure of pain and suffering 
and an activist for the indigenous rights of postcolonial cultures). Obviously, 
Petit’s poetry cannot be read via conventional postcolonial theory, but her 
poems do challenge the assumption of Western culture that draws a line 
between itself and its other through binaries of barbarity versus civilization, 
primitivism versus knowledge and brutality versus compassion.

To analyze what Petit is trying to say about Western culture and postco-
lonial legacies, I turn to Julia Kristeva’s Strangers to Ourselves, a study of the 
‘foreigner’ or the ‘stranger’, because it represents the stranger as a wound in 
the order of Western ‘native’ culture, but also as a fi gure of subversion that 
forces the native to confront their own foreignness.1 In critiquing Western 
ideas about the non-native, Kristeva moves towards a new philosophy that 
rejects the platitude, ‘We’re all human’, and suggests instead that ‘we are our 
own foreigners, we are divided’ (Kristeva 1991: 181). The uncanny sense of 
foreignness that persuades the native to reject the stranger is in turn pro-
moted by the fear of strangeness in oneself, and Kristeva emphasizes that 
it is only by recognizing the strangeness, the unknowable nature of oneself 
and others that the cycle of antagonism can be prevented: ‘The foreigner is 
within me, hence we are all foreigners. If I am a foreigner, there are no for-
eigners’ (Kristeva 1991: 192).

Kristeva’s ideas about foreignness are particularly relevant for a number 
of aspects of this analysis. Initially, her notion of the stranger is particularly 
relevant to the sufferer of sexual violence who is often represented in liter-
ary texts as being estranged, banished or ostracized. As Kristeva states, the 
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strangeness is ‘[a] secret wound’ making the victim’s subjectivity incompre-
hensible to those surrounding ‘natives’ (Kristeva 1991: 5). The symbol of the 
wound signifi es a legacy of sexual violence in Pascale Petit’s poetry and it 
represents qualities of strangeness and estrangement that pursue the speaker 
of the poems. Jahan Ramazani’s pioneering study The Hybrid Muse: Postcolo-
nial Poetry in English2 interrogates the symbolism of the wound in relation to 
Derek Walcott’s poems, where again it works to represent a painful legacy: ‘As 
graphic emblem of convulsive, bodily pain, the wound in Omeros memorializes 
the untold suffering of Afro-Caribbeans, yet as a trope, it inevitably poeticizes 
pain, compares this particular experience with others, and thus must either 
mar or deconstruct experiential uniqueness by plunging it into a whirlpool of 
metaphorical resemblance and difference’ (Ramazani 2001: 63). Ramazani 
argues that Walcott’s poeticizing of a particular experience opens it up to 
‘the affl ictions of native peoples, Greeks, Jews, colonial Americans, even the 
English’, yet rather than suggesting that all are the same, Walcott’s philosophy 
chimes with Kristeva’s in that the motif of the wound provokes ‘metaphorical 
resemblance and difference’ (2001: 63). Petit’s poetry seems to work in a simi-
lar mode to Walcott’s, but from the opposite direction: that of the violated and 
culturally dislocated woman approaching the postcolonial other.

The wound, however, also has a powerful signifi cance in terms of gender, 
and one might take issue with Walcott’s description of the wound in ‘The 
Muse of History’ as ‘the monumental groaning and soldering of two great 
worlds, like the halves of a fruit seamed by its own bitter juice’ for being too 
reminiscent of founding Western mythologies of sexual violence and rape 
(Walcott 1974: 27). Rimmell describes Ovid’s ‘program for the cultivation 
of woman [which] seeks to sanitize and invade her sexual body, visualized 
as [ . . . ] a fl eshy rot seeping nasty juices’ (Rimmell 2005: 195). Though 
this image of the sexualized and tainted female body is a regressive one, 
some women writers have tried to reverse its connotations, so that Olds in 
her poem, ‘After the Rape in Our Building’, describes the rapist as ‘sealed 
and unfruitful’ (Olds 2000: 12 l.27). Olds rejoices in a fecund version of 
femininity, but the representation of women as an open wound is less than 
satisfying in terms of its political subversiveness. Olds’s fi guring of the rapist 
as ‘sealed’ conveys a familiar rape script: the powerful and sadistic rapist 
pushing his hostility outwards and onto the helpless and passive victim. Even 
if the woman retains her fertility and fecundity, she still remains in a role that 
women have occupied from Ovid onwards: ‘a visible surface of pain that 
excites the sadistic and erotic gaze of the narrator’ (Bowditch 2005: 273).

The antithesis of the wound is the mask, since rather than opening up, the 
mask creates mystery, ambiguity and questioning of ‘truth’. Kristeva notes that 
masks can be useful for maintaining one’s distance from others: ‘Without a 
home [the foreigner] disseminates on the contrary the actor’s paradox: multiply-
ing masks and “false selves” he [or she] is never completely true nor completely 
false’ (Kristeva 1991: 8). The mask challenges the label of victim, because it 
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offers not ‘a visible surface of pain’ but a face that is intriguing, questioning and 
diffi cult to read. This imperviousness is summed up by Bhabha in The Location 
of Culture. In working out a politics of identifi cation based on Lacan and Der-
rida, Bhabha describes how ‘[i]n the objectifi cation of the scopic drive there is 
always the threatened return of the look; in the identifi cation of the Imaginary 
relation there is always the alienating other (or mirror) which crucially returns 
its image to the subject’ (Bhabha 1994: 116). McCombe elaborates on Bhabha’s 
comment here suggesting that ‘the gaze is [ . . . ] unproblematic insofar as 
the colonizer can see a bit too much of himself in the gaze which is returned 
by the colonial subject’ (McCombe 2008: 32). In returning the gaze of the 
colonizer, the subject is no longer easily legible as a victim, but offers a face 
that is strange, alien and unfamiliar. Bhabha theorizes this notion in terms of 
‘the evil eye’, describing the subaltern’s gaze as ‘camoufl aged, invisible in the 
common, ongoing activity of looking—making present, while it is implicated in 
the petrifying, unblinking gaze that falls Medusa-like on its victims—dealing 
death, extinguishing both presence and present’ (Bhabha 1994: 79–80). In 
Kristeva’s words, ‘aloof, [the stranger] seems, deep down, beyond the reach of 
attacks and rejections that he nevertheless experiences with the vulnerability 
of a medusa’ (Kristeva 1991: 7). Figured not as a vulnerable wound but as the 
mythical Medusa, the stranger’s mask refl ects back the colonizing and scopo-
philic gaze that eroticizes the victim of sexual violence, so the viewer is indeed 
forced to recognize the strangeness in their self.

Both Petit and Kahlo reproduce this gaze as a kind of self-defence in their 
art, though while Kahlo directs this gaze at both the machismo dominated 
society of Mexico and the colonizers of Central America, Petit reproduces 
it specifi cally in the context of sexual violence and the curious voyeurs who 
approach her work with an objectifying gaze. Like Kahlo who was nick-
named La Gran Oscultadura (the great concealer), Petit manages to defl ect 
the gaze that casts her as a victim. Petit begins by exploring the motif of the 
wound via Kahlo’s tram accident, but later poems in the collection explore 
the mask of the face as an empowering symbol. A key motif of this analysis 
will be Kahlo’s 1945 self-portrait, The Mask, in which the painted tears of 
her Malinche mask have more emotion than Kahlo’s ‘real’ face. As Barson 
notes, ‘The emotion of the fake face perhaps conceals Kahlo’s habitually 
inscrutable expression, thus by adopting a mask, she paradoxically reveals 
more feeling than she does unmasked’ (Barson 2006: 70). The inscrutability 
of faces in Petit and Kahlo is compared with the subversive face of the femme 
fatale in art and fi lm; in all of these cases, the face that is impossible to read 
becomes a source of power and a resistance strategy.

On Being ChingadaChingada

I paint my living natures
split open. (Petit 2005: 13.1–2)
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The symbolism of the wound is particularly relevant in Kahlo’s and Petit’s 
work. Broken bodies litter Kahlo’s paintings. The Suicide of Dorothy Hale 
(1939) is a retablo that graphically envisions Hale’s suicide after jumping from 
a skyscraper and pictures her broken body at the foot of the edifi ce. A Few 
Small Nicks (1935) is even more graphic and was inspired by a newspaper 
story about a brutal murder (cf. Kettenman 2003: 39); the murderer stands 
over the woman’s body with a knife as the many wounds in her torso bleed 
onto a sheet.

In the foreword to this volume, Moniza Alvi presents an illuminating com-
mentary on how the symbol of the wound can be a correlative for trauma suf-
fered by whole peoples. Alvi develops the symbolism of the wound beyond 
a reductive meaning, yet in the context of Mexico, to be wounded is to be 
violently broken open. Octavio Paz’s study, The Labyrinth of Solitude, com-
ments on the wound in Mexican culture and its relation to sexual violence. 
Paz provides a defi nition of what it is to be broken open: the Mexican term, 
chingada. The word is associated with the ‘idea of breaking, of ripping open’ 
and though it ‘has sexual connotations [ . . . ] it is not a synonym for the 
sexual act’ (Paz 1985: 77). The term describes not simply a bodily experi-
ence, but also a psychological one: ‘one may chingar a woman without actu-
ally possessing her’ (Paz 1985: 77). The participants in the chingada follow a 
typical rape script:

The person who suffers this action is passive, inert and open, in contrast 
to the active, aggressive and closed person who infl icts it. The chingón is 
the macho, the male; he rips open the chingada, the female, who is pure 
passivity, defenseless against the exterior world. (Paz 1985: 77)

That the term chingada is synonymous with rape is obvious when Paz con-
cludes that the words used to imply chingada ‘are projectiles or knives. They 
cause wounds’ (77).

This state of being broken open is linked to estrangement from ordinary 
society. The insult hijo de la Chingada is a term that excludes and ostracizes 
the ‘son of the violated mother’, since the greatest shame is to be ‘the fruit 
of a violation’ (Paz 1985: 80). Thus Kahlo’s painting My Birth is particularly 
shocking in its cultural context, because it pictures Kahlo’s grown adult 
head emerging from the vagina of a woman whose face is covered by a 
sheet, a traditional gesture of grief or shame. Kahlo is literally situated as 
being born from a Chingada, a mother broken open, her legs splayed wide 
for all to see. Petit’s ekphrasis, ‘My Birth’ (2005: 7), works against the nega-
tive connotations of being chingada to beautify the mother’s body, so that 
no longer is it a body of shame but a site of culture and ornament. Petit 
compares the mother’s body to the traditional Tehuana dresses that inspired 
Kahlo’s paintings, and she makes the seemingly grotesque seem fi ne and 
beautiful. Like Kahlo, she seeks to undermine the state of chingada, though 
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while Kahlo tries to shock the viewer, Petit re-imagines the scene entirely to 
remove it from shame.

The woman who has been violated is shamed and estranged, and Paz 
notes that in using the phrase Vete a la chingada (a variation of ‘Go to hell’), 
‘we send a person to a distant place. Distant vague and indeterminate’ (Paz 
1985: 79). The victim of chingada is exiled to ‘[a] gray country, immense and 
empty, that is not located anywhere’ (79). It is no coincidence that Paz locates 
this state geographically, because it is intimately bound up with the Spanish 
Conquest: ‘a violation, not only in the historical sense but also in the very 
fl esh of Indian woman’ (86). In the context of colonialism or gender domina-
tion, being chingada then comes to mean banishment and exile.

Kahlo’s art revels in this estrangement, and rather than evaporating into 
nothingness she probes the wound of her trauma and pain. In Petit’s interpre-
tation of Kahlo, the wound is bound to experiences of sexual violence and 
the state of being in chingada is where the poems begin. ‘Remembrance of 
an Open Wound’ explores what it is to be broken open, drawing on Kahlo’s 
1938 painting Remembrance of an Open Wound, a self-portrait of the artist in 
traditional Mexican dress. In the painting, the sprouting veins/roots lead 
from the fl owers in Kahlo’s hair to the bottom of the picture, in which Kahlo 
is pictured lifting her skirt, a gesture full of innuendo. Beneath the skirt are 
her bare legs; her left foot is bandaged and a large gash in her thigh blos-
soms blood onto her white petticoat. As an object of ‘public display’, Kahlo 
displays her vulnerability defi antly and without shame.

Petit’s poem elaborates on the theme instigated by Remembrance of an Open 
Wound and its treatment of being chingada though Petit seeks to comment on 
the legacy of sexual violence and the diffi culty of sexual love. The violated 
woman is the narrator addressing a lover who tries to understand her dif-
fi culty and aid her. The assumption is that the voice is Kahlo addressing her 
lover, probably her husband, Diego Rivera:

Whenever we make love, you say
it’s like making love to a crash–
I bring the bus with me into the bedroom.
There’s a lull, like before the fire brigade
arrives, flames licking the soles
of our feet. Neither of us knows
when the petrol tank will explode. (Petit 2005: 9.1–7)

The speaker presents us with her lover’s view of events, while the tension of 
the fi rst line-break drives on towards the image of a crash. The ambiguity of 
the description makes it diffi cult to know whether the sexual act is pleasur-
able or traumatic; sex is compared to a violent collision as a bus roars through 
the space of lovemaking. Even their private moments are painful as the inti-
mate act of licking is performed by fl ames rather than human tongues. The 
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image of burning bodies is reminiscent of the Judas fi gures that are burned 
traditionally in Mexican Easter celebrations. The Judas fi gures are burned 
in defi ance of death, but the violence of the Mexican fi esta is also a means 
to break open the self. Paz describes the ‘somber [sic] Mexican’ who ‘closed 
up in himself, suddenly explodes, tears open his breast and reveals himself, 
though not without a certain complacency, and not without a stopping place 
in the terrible mazes of his intimacy’ (1985: 53). In ‘Remembrance of an 
Open Wound’, the burning human beings represent courage and the pos-
sibility of breaking out of intolerable loneliness: The Labyrinth of Solitude to 
which Paz refers. This symbolism continues when the speaker explains that 
‘my skeleton [is] wired with fi reworks’ (Petit 2005: 9.9–10). Like the Judas 
fi gures, Petit’s version of Kahlo is wired for destruction to be blown apart or 
broken open and like Kahlo, Petit displays this state of chingada defi antly.

Kahlo is also represented via another Mexican symbol, the female version 
of death represented by the crone, the bald one or la fea, a fi gure known 
to Petit (cf. 2005: 10.20–21). Petit describes Kahlo in ‘gold underwear’ as 
‘a crone of sixteen, who lost / her virginity to a lightning bolt’ (Petit 2005: 
9.12; 9.13–14). In Mayan and Aztec culture, one aspect of the moon was 
the ‘elderly moon’ which often fi gured as ‘a decrepit, sometimes toothless 
woman’ (Longhenna 2000: 122). The contrast between the sexuality of the 
gold underwear and the image of the elderly woman is subversive, as is the 
moment of intercourse which seems to have been precipitated by a god with 
a ‘lightning bolt’. The struggle at least briefl y seems to reposition La Chingada 
(the archetypal violated woman or mother), and her relation to the Western 
patriarchal gods, to follow a different script of power. This is perhaps con-
fi rmed in the moment when climax does come, because what occurs is not a 
penetration, but a release:

It’s time to pull the handrail out.
I didn’t expect love to feel like this–
you holding me down with your knee,
wrenching the steel rod from my charred body
quickly, kindly, setting me free. (Petit 2005: 9.15–19)

The iambic rhythm of the fi rst line in this passage creates a feeling of readi-
ness and expectancy about the possibility of release. The lover performs a 
selfl ess act that releases the narrator from a state of being in chingada. The 
act of pulling out the handrail is not only a bodily release, but the removal 
of trauma. As Sarah Lowe notes, the ex-voto ‘pictures two registers of reality: 
the earthly—an incident recorded with journalistic verity—and the divine, in 
the form of a patron saint shown fl oating above the victim’ (Lowe 2006: 61). 
Here the lover becomes a kind of divine patron saint who with superhuman 
strength wrenches the handrail out, a struggle that is performed in a set of 
two long stresses, ‘steel rod’. The succession of adverbs reveals though that 
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this is a liberating process and the fi nal line refl ects the entire poem’s move-
ment towards release. When the poem concludes, Petit’s speaker is no longer 
in a state of chingada, although it has been necessary to tear open her old 
wound, to probe her shame and display it defi antly. As Ngaire Naffi ne com-
ments, ‘Possession is not inevitable’ (Naffi ne 1994: 37).

The Face of the Femme FataleFemme Fatale

[ . . . ] my face in the full sunlight
can rip open
to release the flames
of the bird-of-paradise flower (Petit 2005: 17.35–38)

Beyond the state of chingada and working in antithesis to it is the mask as 
was outlined in the introduction. In discussing Kahlo’s use of masquerade, 
Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen discover a link between two states: being 
chingada and being masked; they observe that in Kahlo’s paintings (and par-
ticularly her self-portraits), ‘whatever the degree of pain implied, by tears 
or wounds, her face remains severe and expressionless with an unfl inching 
gaze’ (Mulvey and Wollen 1992: 157). Using the theorizing of Bhabha and 
Kristeva, I have outlined the power of this gaze to refl ect back the colonizing 
or objectifying scrutiny of the observer so that they begin to examine the 
strangeness in themself and recognize their own foreignness. Paz has said 
that the ultimate fate of those in chingada is to become nothingness itself, yet 
as Bhabha notes, such a state might be useful because ‘[i]nvisibility erases 
the self-presence of that “I” in terms of which traditional concepts of political 
agency and narrative mastery function’ (1994: 79). In many of Petit’s poems, 
the mask works as a kind of defence against the breaking open of chingada 
and refl ects back the colonizing or objectifying gaze.

It is, however, worth pausing for a moment to briefl y mention the paral-
lels of Frida Kahlo’s face and the visage of the femme fatale in fi lm and art. 
Mary Ann Doane describes the femme fatale as ‘a fi gure of certain discursive 
unease, a potential epistemological trauma’, because ‘she never really is what 
she seems to be’ (Doane 1991: 1). In antithesis to the vulnerable state of chin-
gada, the femme fatale presents ‘a threat which is not entirely legible, predict-
able or manageable’ (Doane 1991: 1). In the context of the fi lm noir detective 
fi lm, the femme fatale ‘is fully compatible with the epistemological drive of the 
narrative’ where ‘something [ . . . ] must be aggressively revealed, unmasked, 
discovered’ (Doane 1991: 1). In representations of the femme fatale, ‘the face 
of the woman in close-up is masked, barred, shadowed or veiled’, and Doane 
suggests that sometimes an aspect of race or cultural difference is bound up 
with the dubious face of the femme fatale recalling Freud’s commentary on 
femininity and his description of it as being a ‘dark continent’ (48; Freud qtd 
in Doane 1991: 209).
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To some extent then, the impassive face of the femme fatale is equivalent 
to the mysteries of the colonial female subject under the gaze of the colo-
nizer, yet Jack Boozer fi nds a link with sexual violence too. Although in 
her initial manifestations the femme fatale is ‘beautiful but also treacherous, 
criminally depraved and castrating in [her] desires’, Boozer explains that 
she develops in complexity in 1970s American fi lm (1999: 21). In movies 
like Marnie (Allen and Graham 1964) and Chinatown (Polanski and Towne 
1974), the femme fatale ‘is revealed to be an object of ongoing social and 
personal abuse’ (Boozer 1999: 24). In these fi lms, the femme fatale is gradu-
ally revealed and in the process, is able to ‘unveil [society’s] brutish aspects 
through the illumination of her personal disasters’, though of course this 
means rejecting her status as what Doane calls an ‘epistemological trauma’ 
and giving in to becoming chingada, broken open by the detective-hero of 
the fi lm (Boozer 1999: 24).

The impassive face of Kahlo and Petit’s interpretation of that mask are 
equivalent to the femme fatale’s initial illegibility (though she is later broken 
open). Commenting on the femme fatale as a fi gure of mystery, Boozer goes as 
far as to suggest that ‘as with Kristeva’s notion of the inspired poet [ . . . ], the 
spider woman too can be associated with that which is otherwise repressed 
by the symbolic, denotative language of cultural logic’ (26). Like the femme 
fatale, Kahlo and Petit gain a kind of power by working with ‘issues of read-
ing and readability’ (Doane 1991: 39). Kahlo’s paintings are not untypical 
portrayals of the femme fatale in the visual arts, and Martha Kingsbury’s 
summary of her signifi cance in art provides a familiar picture:

a woman seen frontally; her upright and frequently taut posture is com-
bined with a thrown back head and lowered eyelids. Concentric pattern-
ing [ . . . ] frequently reinforces the image. The upright carriage projects 
power and control, over self or others. (Kingsbury 1973: 183)

This pose is reminiscent of Kahlo’s self-portraits, although Kahlo’s uncon-
ventional appearance (the hirsuteness of her face, the grave expression, the 
less conventionally feminine features) subverts the surface of beauty in the 
femme fatale’s face. Writing about fi lm noir though, Doane discusses close-ups 
of the femme fatale, noting that ‘[t]he scale of the close-up transforms the face 
into an instance of the gigantic, the monstrous: it overwhelms’ (Doane 1991: 
47). Most of all the femme fatale’s face is monstrous in its impassivity, though 
Mulvey and Wollen suggest that in the case of Kahlo ‘the mask-like face is 
surrounded by luxuriant growths, accoutrements, ornaments and familiars—
a monkey, a doll, a hairless dog’ (2003: 157). Like the concentric patterning 
that surrounds the femme fatale in art, the paraphernalia in Kahlo’s paintings 
represents more than just fetishism and ‘becomes a bearer of signs, some 
legible, some esoteric’ (Mulvey and Wollen 2003: 158). Kahlo’s masquer-
ade then extends to the objects in the painting too, which are, according to 
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Mulvey and Wollen, ‘a mode of inscription, by which the trauma of injury 
and its effects are written negatively in metaphor’ (158).

Like the femme fatale of fi lm noir, who before being broken open remains 
an ‘epistemological trauma’, Kahlo’s paintings use the mask as a means to 
combat the state of being chingada, and Petit fi nds this strategy particularly 
useful near the end of The Wounded Deer, where she presents a series of inter-
rogative poems focused on Kahlo’s most impassive self-portraits. Typical 
examples might be the poems based on Kahlo’s Self-Portrait with Monkey and 
Parrot and Self-Portrait with Monkey, which I discuss in detail here offering 
commentary on Petit’s symbolism as it re-formalizes the state of being chin-
gada and adopts the mask.

In Self-Portrait with Monkey and Parrot, Kahlo pictures herself bound up 
with a golden background, which might be compared with the concentric 
patterning characteristic of paintings of the femme fatale. Kahlo’s relation 
with this background reminds one of the chingada, as the sheaves of corn 
enter Kahlo’s body through the roots that emerge from her head and the 
yellow material wound through Kahlo’s hair. Corn is a sacred symbol for 
the Maya and the Aztecs and, as Longhenna notes, ‘According to ancient 
belief, maize, a primary element of the myth of creation, was a vital part of 
human beings and partook of their daily lives’ (2000: 156). In Kahlo’s paint-
ing, the subject is not a hermetically sealed unit like the rapist in Olds’s ‘After 
the Rape in Our Building’. Rather she is connected to fecundity and fertil-
ity, but still refuses to reveal her vulnerability maintaining an immoveable 
mask. In response to the impassivity of the face in the painting, Petit begins 
her poem with a refusal: ‘I who painted this with brushes of fl ame / cannot 
tell you where I have been’ (Petit 2005: 18.1–2). The tongues of fl ame from 
‘Remembrance of an Open Wound’ reappear here, but they are coupled with 
a defl ection of opening up.

In Kahlo’s painting The Mask (discussed in my introduction), the props 
surrounding Kahlo have more emotion than Kahlo herself. In this case too, 
Kahlo projects emotion onto her pet monkey Fulang-Chang and her parrot 
Bonito. In her poem, Petit responds to Bonito’s comical stare when the nar-
rator explains, ‘I can’t silence Bonito’, describing him ‘repeating / sounds he 
learnt from the sun, when he fl ew / into its core’ (Petit 2005: 18.3–6). While 
Kahlo refuses to speak, the parrot does talk though not in a recognizable 
language. The sounds that he makes are gifts gained after proximity with 
fi re, the sun being to the Maya and Aztecs ‘the star of life and light’ without 
which ‘the most dire consequences would ensue, the world would end, as 
had already happened in a previous era, according to the sacred scriptures’ 
(Longhenna 2000: 130). The sun is related to sacrifi ce in Aztec culture; 
in the cults of eagle and jaguar warriors, it was necessary to participate in 
‘ritual war through which sacrifi cial captives were taken in combat’ (Hassig 
24: 2001). Torture and sacrifi ce is bound up with the state of chingada, which 
is emphasized by Kahlo’s association of the colour yellow with ‘madness 
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sickness fear’ (Kahlo 1995: 211). Petit’s human subject refuses to reveal itself, 
to become chingada, and the parrot becomes its proxy.

The other stand-in is the pet monkey Fulang-Chang. In Kahlo’s art, 
Fulang-Chang has a special signifi cance in relation to masking, and in this 
particular painting, he looks away to one side towards Bonito and out of 
the frame. Fulang-Chang’s gaze suggests that something else is beyond the 
frame of the painting hidden from the viewer. Like the femme fatale, Kahlo 
offers clues to the trauma that leaves traces in the painting, though overall 
it is dominated by the emotionless face. Fulang-Chang’s gaze represents the 
denied knowledge that would allow an opening up, a denial that is repeated 
in Petit’s poem when she sends Fulang-Chang as an emissary:

swinging through the canopies of fire forests,
searching for the tree that burns
at the centre of my life (Petit 2005: 18.6–9)

Fire again serves to signify trauma and the wound is represented by the 
burning tree at the centre of everything. Returning from his journey, Fulang-
Chang brings back ‘gold leaves’ that ‘still hum many years / after my body 
has cooled’ (Kahlo 2005: 18.10–13). The ‘gold leaves’ might be the sheaves in 
the background of Kahlo’s painting, referring back to the cycle of life, death 
and sacrifi ce inherent in Mayan and Aztec culture. The gift might be gold 
leaf which was prized by pre-Columbian cultures as being the ‘sun’s sweat’ 
and for being ‘impregnated with its light and strength’ (Longhenna 2000: 
130). The trauma of the past as represented by the burning tree is contained 
within these leaves and traces of a wound are redolent in the fi ery imag-
ery, but the leaves as a source of displacement could also simply be paper 
thus gesturing to the process of art itself. The poem concludes with another 
denial, offering a challenge and yet refusing to open up: ‘And you—/ how 
long will you listen to these colours / before you hear the language of light?’ 
(Petit 2005: 18.12–14). The ending is sardonic, provocative and enigmatic; 
there is no possibility of breaking open this speaker.

The challenge of the gaze which provokes in ‘Self Portrait with Monkey 
and Parrot’ is reformulated in ‘Self-Portrait with Monkey’. While yellow is sig-
nifi cant in the former, the latter is dominated by green, which according to 
Kahlo’s diary represents ‘good warm light’ (Kahlo 1995: 211). In the painting 
Self-Portrait with Monkey, green rather than golden leaves fl ank the subject like 
a door to another world. Fulang-Chang appears again in this painting with his 
arm wrapped around Kahlo’s neck as if in fear or reassurance. In Petit’s poem, 
she interprets the monkey’s expression as one of fear and describes how:

When the mirror starts to rustle,
Fulang-Chang grips my neck,
too frightened even to yelp. (Petit 2005: 22.3–5)
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The leaves close in claustrophobically, and an earlier version of ‘Self-Portrait 
with Monkey’ published in Free Verse foregrounds the sense that the mon-
key’s fear is really that of the narrator:

His fur has the same texture as my hair.
His left hand looks like a loose braid

Figure 13.1 Frida Kahlo (1938), Self-Portrait with Monkey. Oil on masonite 40.6 × 30.5 
cm. Buffalo (NY), Albright-Knox Gallery, Bequest of A. Conger Goodyear 1966.
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that could choke me. Some days
are like this—my black hair
must be restrained by red ribbons. (Petit 2003: online)

The meshing of hair and fur indicates sympathy and doubling of Kahlo in 
the fi gure of monkey. Imagery of choking is iconic in Kahlo’s work, as she 
often paints herself with objects around the neck restraining her. This ver-
sion of Petit’s poem is actually gesturing to another version of Self-Portrait 
with Monkey painted two years later than the earlier picture. Whereas Kahlo’s 
1938 version of Self-Portrait with Monkey displays the monkey’s hand and a 
shell necklace strung with red string choking the human fi gure, the 1940 Self-
Portrait with Monkey features red ribbons winding their way around Kahlo 
and this symbolism is echoed in Petit’s early draft of her poem. Kahlo’s paint-
ings often feature these red umbilical cords that rework the mythology of the 
Mayan Cosmic Tree, since as Longhenna notes: ‘To cross from one universe 
to the other, souls and gods slid along the red lymph of the tree’ (2000: 70). 
Unlike the wounded and broken bodies in some of Kahlo’s paintings, the red 
umbilical ribbon works as a grotesque deconstruction of the body but one 
which promises the possibility of moving into other worlds: those of pain and 
death (the netherworld) or imagination and beauty (the ‘Upper Worlds’). 
The burning tree of trauma is replaced by the Cosmic Tree and the possibil-
ity of moving beyond physical pain to a place of epiphany and spirituality.

Petit, however, omitted the passage analyzed above in reworking this 
poem, possibly because it does signal motifs surrounding the chingada: sac-
rifi ce, torture and punishment. In the version of ‘Self-Portrait with Monkey’ 
that was published in The Wounded Deer, Petit focuses more on the mask and 
the impossibility of breaking open the narrator of the poem. In exploring 
her own mystery, the narrator tells how ‘the leaves are hiding a forest fl oor 
/ where I have buried a troop of monkeys / alive’ (Petit 2005: 22.6–8). If 
the leaves represent the displacement of pain onto art as established earlier, 
then beneath the poem itself the narrator directs us to secrets that cannot 
be revealed in her impassive face. The monkeys again work as proxies onto 
which pain and suffering is projected, and Petit conveys their presence pow-
erfully when she describes the sound of monkeys breathing ‘through thin 
straws’ (22.10). This sound which represents the trauma beneath the mask 
reverberates through the poem:

[ . . . ] even tonight,
when it’s too late, and I am long dead.
And you, brave viewer, meet my gaze. (22.10–12)

The mask of Kahlo here takes on the ‘mythic proportions’ of the femme fatale 
as it tantalizes with its mystery. The gaze presented is challenging and com-
bative as it praises the ‘viewer’ for being ‘brave’. Rather than being an abject 
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degraded being, Kahlo is presented here as a mala mujer, who is described 
by Paz as ‘hard and impious and independent like the macho’ (1985: 39). 
Kahlo becomes invulnerable through presenting her impassive, emotion-
less face, and Petit similarly adopts a strategy that refl ects the colonizing or 
exploitative gaze back to its origins to force interrogation of the self. This is 
the meaning of the fi nal lines in ‘Self-Portrait with Monkey’, when Petit yet 
again directs us back to our own secrets, our own traumas and sufferings; 
the breaking open is not of Petit but of ourselves.

The mask then works to produce what Kristeva describes in terms of the 
stranger or foreigner as ‘[a]n impervious fullness: cold diamond, secret trea-
sury, carefully protected, out of reach’ (Kristeva 1991: 16). Put another way 
in terms of Bhabha’s politics of identifi cation, the mask that refl ects back the 
colonizing or appropriating gaze acts out a kind of ‘baffl ing [ . . . ] a principle 
of undecidability in the signifi cation of part and whole, past and present, self 
and Other’ (1994: 77). This confusion is what brings attention to ‘the fasci-
nated rejection of the other at the heart of [ . . . ] our self’ (Kristeva 1991: 191). 
In this context, the wound, which usually acts to open up women’s bodies 
as a site of fascination, eroticism and voyeurism, is redirected to the native’s 
perception of the self rather than scrutiny of the other. Though the chingada 
is explored in Kahlo’s paintings and Petit’s poems, the possibilities of not 
speaking, of presenting a cold and impassive face that refuses to give up the 
desired confession is particularly effective. It is this strategy that enables the 
project ‘[t]o discover our own disturbing otherness’ (Kristeva 1991: 192).

The interpretation of the wound and the mask is signifi cant in Kahlo 
in terms of the positioning of women in a postcolonial context, whilst in 
Petit’s poems the issues manifest themselves in relation to the rapist and the 
survivor of rape rather than the colonizing and colonized subjects. Neither 
artist denies the pain and suffering of being broken open, of being chingada, 
but both present the situation subversively, employing ‘a constant oscillation 
between masking and unmasking, self-concealment and self-exposure’ (Bar-
son 2005: 70). The oscillation between these two positions is symbolized in 
the title poem of The Wounded Deer where the narrator is a stag whose ‘nine 
points of [ . . . ] antlers’ are counterpoised by ‘nine arrows in my hide’ (Petit 
2005: 12.6, 12.8). Like the suffering and sacrifi cial Saint Sebastian, the deer 
is wounded, yet it retains its combative antlers and impassive face that per-
severe through pain and suffering. Through the mask of Kahlo, Petit is able 
to avoid the confessional voice and can comment on the parallels and dis-
crepancies in the situations of violated women from different contexts. Petit is 
certainly not saying that she and Kahlo are one and the same, but what does 
emerge from The Wounded Deer is the suggestion that similar scripts of power 
regarding gender and violence reoccur in a variety of cultural and gendered 
settings. Petit’s own experience of abuse and the details of her biography 
remain mysterious, yet for Petit to break open the details of her life is hardly 
the point. Writing about Yeats, Parini suggests that ‘[w]hether [ . . . ] there 
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is “love or deceit” behind these masks becomes an irrelevancy, so long as 
there is fi re in the speaker’ (Parini 2008: 51). To know the details of Petit’s 
life would be to undermine the political strategy that the mask represents, 
but what this poetry does offer is ‘a passionate point of view’ that gestures 
towards the scripts of power between man and woman, colonizer and colo-
nized, native and stranger (Parini 2008: 51).

Notes

1. In using Kristeva in this manner, I am well aware of her limitations as a theorist. 
Kristeva’s studies can be problematic. Her early travelogue Des Chinoises/About 
Chinese Women (1977) strikes one as rather naive, and its ‘ethnocentric shortcom-
ings’ have been commented upon (Smith 1996: 130). Kristeva’s commitment 
to poetic discourse also means that is also diffi cult to tell sometimes whether 
the views she expresses are her own or whether she is giving voice to Western 
assumptions in order to challenge them. Anna Smith notes this problem in her 
study Julia Kristeva: Readings of Exile and Estrangement, and she suggests that in 
Kristeva’s writing ‘providing an ego for the author is prohibited: the place of 
the subject is a mobile positionality, and if it were to be fi lled with an authorial 
presence would result in a turning away from the renewing effects of negativity 
and jouissance’ (Smith 1996: 130). Kristeva’s slant towards the poetic would 
seem though to be particularly useful in an essay on poetry, and I argue that 
in particular my reading and interpretation of Kristeva’s study Strangers to Ourselves 
works especially well in tackling issues surrounding the readability of the self 
and estrangement from society. 

2. Brent Hayes Edwards notes the lack of scholarship on postcolonial poetry and 
he suggests that ‘[t]he point is not that poetry is less prevalent or less important 
[ . . . ] but that it is less convenient’ (Edwards 2004: 2). Hayes infers that the 
ambiguity of poetic language has been incompatible with the political projects of 
postcolonial criticism. Jahan Ramazani, however, highlights that ‘[d]islocations 
of discourse, meaning or culture from one context to another are fundamental 
to both metaphorical sentence and the postcolonial text’ (2001: 74). Ramazani is 
adamant that ‘a rich and vibrant poetry has issued from the hybridization of the 
English muse with the long resident muses of Africa, India, the Caribbean and 
other decolonizing territories’ (Ramazani 2001: 1). In writing about poetry of 
violation and sexual violence, I have tried to maintain an awareness of both the 
English tradition and what Ramazani calls ‘the hybrid muse’, yet in both tradi-
tions writing about sexual violence is limited, perhaps because of its relation to 
the personal and confessional. 
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14 Rape, Power, Realism and 
the Fantastic on Television1

Lorna Jowett

‘You look so beautiful tonight’, he says, gazing into her eyes. Instead of lean-
ing towards him for a kiss, she stabs him in the neck with a fork. This scene, 
from television’s Battlestar Galactica (2003–9), makes sense primarily as a 
rape-revenge narrative, and exploring televisual representations of rape can 
tell us much about how our understandings of sex, gender and power are 
scripted through conventions and their subversion. Indeed, Tanya Horeck 
suggests that ‘representations of rape are one of the prime locations for deter-
mining popular ideas about femininity, feminism and post-feminism’ (2004: 
8). In the study of television programmes, it is worth noting that industry 
context and commercial imperatives inevitably infl uence the ways sexuality 
and violence are represented, and Elana Levine notes that in the 1970s tele-
vision ‘necessarily addressed the audience in ways that would be acceptable 
to advertisers fearful of controversy, to politicians fearful of public backlash, 
and to viewers fearful of radical challenges to their way of life’ (2007: 5). The 
same basic caveats still apply, despite gradual changes to popular thought 
and televisual representations.

Two forms of television drama, crime and fantasy, are compared here, 
and while each example presents rape as a violent act that shores up male 
power, the nature of television and the conventions of genre infl ect their 
representation of rape as a facet of gendered power relations in particular 
ways. While some crime shows adopt an aesthetic of gritty realism, fantasy is 
generally viewed as an escapist mode bearing little relation to the real world. 
Yet the conventions of fantasy potentially enable it to address gender and 
sexuality with more freedom than a text anchored in realism. In any case, 
both realism and fantasy make deliberate choices about visual style which 
also infl ect their representations. Examples used in this discussion might eas-
ily be described as ‘quality’ television, a term intended to suggest more about 
style and address than value. ‘Quality’ television generates discussion, from 
water-cooler chat to academic debate, and it is taken seriously partly because 
of its ‘literariness’. Its dramatic form is characterized by complex narrative 
and character development, affording scope for nuanced treatment of gen-
der, sex and violence regardless of genre. ‘Quality’ television is also thought 
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of as ‘cinematic’, and original programming from subscription channels like 
HBO attempts to distinguish itself by pushing televisual limits: ‘It’s not TV, 
it’s HBO’, as the slogan goes. Jane Arthurs notes that ‘genres addressed to 
high-status audiences are allowed to be more explicit and controversial’ in 
their representations of sex and violence (2004: 24), and ‘quality’ television 
is aimed at just such an audience. ‘Quality’ television is provocative or chal-
lenging in terms of subject matter too, and the shows discussed here have 
all made headlines because they negotiate controversial issues, be it corrup-
tion in LA (The Shield 2002–8), inner city problems in Baltimore (The Wire 
also 2002–8) or wartime torture and suicide bombings (Battlestar Galactica). 
Such issues are obviously public and political, though gender seems more 
invisible (a personal matter) especially in an era where men and women are 
supposedly equal. Negotiation of gender in relation to contemporary society 
is, however, readily apparent in all of the shows and infl ects their representa-
tion of rape.

Crime and Realism: ‘You ever 
suck dick like a cell bitch?’

Since crime drama is often characterized by an aesthetic of realism, adapt-
ing documentary-style techniques, there is the potential to interpret its repre-
sentations of rape as more authentic. In addition, structure and dynamic also 
infl ect representations of sexual violence as evidenced by The Shield and The 
Wire, both of which are forms of police procedural, and in this context rape is 
a serious crime with a victim requiring justice. Investigations in these shows 
emphasize analysis of evidence, while procedure foregrounds the ability to 
secure a conviction, highlighting two aspects of rape that have been critiqued 
by feminists since the 1970s. Cop shows traditionally focused on masculinity 
until examples featuring female protagonists, like Cagney & Lacey (1982–8), 
took a different approach. Recent trends in television mean that mainstream 
police drama has moved towards a more feminized form, now combining 
soap- or melodrama-style character development with action-based stories. 
While some still maintain that ‘male-driven cop shows fail to examine mas-
culinity as an issue in the text’ (McQueen in Feasey 2008: 84), I suggest that 
both The Shield and The Wire offer potentially strong critiques of traditional 
masculinity and patriarchal authority.

In The Wire each season focuses on a single case: season two begins with 
the discovery of 13 dead women in a cargo container on the Baltimore docks, 
a fi nd soon linked to another female body retrieved from the river. This 
starts an investigation that uncovers theft, murder, drug traffi cking, prostitu-
tion rings and corruption. ‘Hot Shots’ (2.03) suggests that all 14 women were 
being shipped in as prostitutes and the body found in the river belonged to a 
woman who resisted this role and fought back (since, unlike most of the other 
women, post-mortem swabs were ‘negative’ for vaginal, anal or oral sexual 
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activity). This resulted in her murder, and then the murder of the other 13 
women to cover it all up.

While a popular forensic drama like CSI (2000–present) and its spin-off 
shows use reconstruction ‘fl ashbacks’ to provide spectacle, The Wire’s aes-
thetic of realism precludes fl ashback. As a product of HBO, The Wire pushes 
the televisual boundaries on profane language but its version of realism 
emphasizes the slow-moving, mundane aspects of police work rather than 
fast-moving action and effects-driven spectacle. Furthermore, crimes are often 
discovered after the event, so while in season two the bodies of the 14 women 
are shown, their prostitution and murders are not.2 Despite the description 
and explanation of the murders inferring rape is the motive, the assault on 
the fourteenth woman is never actually called rape, or attempted rape. This 
draws attention to the fact that rape is overshadowed in an economy of crime 
and policing where sexual violence perpetrated against women is not a social 
or political priority. The social critique of the commodifi cation of women’s 
bodies is explicitly foregrounded when one of the female police offi cers notes 
‘you can tap a guy’s phone if he’s selling drugs but if he’s selling women he’s 
out of bounds’ (‘Backwash’ 2.07). Indeed, this critique of commodifi cation is 
drawn out further as the women are never named, their identities remain a 
mystery and though the case is eventually solved, they are all buried anony-
mously as Jane Doe.

The mode of representation here has the possibility to be interpreted as 
an unconscious devaluing of women, in line with the view that so-called 
masculine genres exclude women and/or make men more important (cf. 
Feasey 2008: 86). In The Wire, however, it seems to be entirely self-con-
scious: here, the problematic representation of women operates in itself as a 
critique. That is, it is designed to demonstrate how women, especially illegal 
immigrants smuggled into the US for purposes of prostitution, are devalued 
by the systems they encounter; not only the criminal racket that profi ts 
from them, but also the legal system designed to protect people and seek 
justice for crime victims. David Simon, The Wire’s creator, intends it to show 
‘the lives of many in Baltimore as tragically bound by . . . institutions’ (in 
Ethridge 2008: 152) and specifi cally mentions how some characters repre-
sent ‘excess Americans’ who can never achieve the American Dream (155). 
His examples tend to be male, but The Wire’s women are far more obvi-
ously disenfranchized and invisible. Here, all of the criminals in the case 
are male,3 with the exception of the ‘madam’ who ‘chaperones’ the women. 
As the discovery in the cargo container suggests, the women victims are, 
on the whole, simply commodities, sold to male customers. Women are 
disposable objects of exchange, furthering profi t-making and interactions 
between men: rape and sexual exploitation are simply parts of ‘the vagaries 
and excesses of unencumbered capitalism’ described by Simon (in Ethridge 
2008: 154), as this and other examples demonstrate (such as the girl used for 
sex by several men at a party in season one, whose body is left in a dumpster 
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after overdosing). The Wire’s rape script inscribes female passivity, and its 
female victims are never allowed voices to articulate their experience. Male 
agency is implicated in a wider critique of American ideologies as institu-
tions form a corrupt, controlling patriarchy that commodifi es citizens and 
denies them subjectivity and self-expression. In representing the rape script 
in such a way, The Wire draws attention to how women are systematically 
and violently disenfranchised which articulates a social critique in and of 
itself (albeit, not an unproblematic one).

A slightly different version of this scenario is elaborated in The Shield, 
which consistently explores masculinity. At times it adopts problematic strat-
egies in representing rape, exemplifi ed in the Cuddler Rapist storyline from 
season three (so-called because he cuddles his victims for hours after the 
rape). The Cuddler’s victims, older women, grandmothers, are understand-
ably unwilling to discuss their violation, and their adult children fi nd it hard 
to come to terms with the fact that their mother has been raped. This is 
a side of rape rarely represented and it challenges several myths. No one 
can say a 70-year-old grandmother is ‘asking for it’, and rape here is clearly 
about power and domination, not about sex. Yet, while audience sympathy 
for these women is clearly encouraged, they are victims not agents. Detec-
tive Holland ‘Dutch’ Wagenbach is the investigator who breaks the case so, 
despite the involvement of his female partner, Claudette Wyms, the rapist 
is brought to justice by a man and the investigation is seen largely through 
male eyes. Horeck notes how critics of the cinematic representation of rape 
in The Accused suggest that the character Ken’s ‘privileged point of view as 
the “hero” of the narrative is deeply problematic’ (2004: 100) and that he 
functions as one ‘good man’, a version of reformed masculinity (101) in con-
trast with the rapists. Dutch does this too, since he both seeks justice for the 
victims of several rape cases (just as detective Jimmy McNulty tries to fi nd 
the identity of the dead woman pulled from the river in The Wire), and offers 
an alternative masculinity. Here, the rapes occasion a long confrontation 
between Dutch and another serial offender, a scenario Horeck identifi es as 
common to rape stories: ‘the bodies of raped women function as symbols of 
violent communication between men’ (2004: 42).

Dutch exposes a false accusation of rape in season fi ve, which focuses on an 
Internal Affairs investigation led by John Kavanaugh into central character 
Vic Mackey. During this investigation, Kavanaugh’s ex-wife, Sadie, reports 
she has been the subject of an attempted rape and asks for Kavanaugh’s help 
(‘Kavanaugh’ 5.08). When Kavanaugh asks Dutch to look into the case, he 
fi nds the ‘rape’ was invented by Sadie to get Kavanaugh’s attention. This 
may appear a trite rendering of another myth about rape—a woman accuses 
a man of rape as a way to gain power over him4—and certainly it pathologizes 
the female accuser and could be anti-feminist. Yet neither Sadie, nor the truth 
or falsity of her story is the point. The narrative focus is the struggle between 
Kavanaugh and Vic, and it makes explicit the way in which rape articulates 
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power between men. Seeing how upset Kavanaugh becomes over Sadie, Vic 
exploits this, having sex with her and then telling Kavanaugh (‘Of Mice and 
Lem’ 5.09). On the other side of this power struggle, Kavanaugh has already 
been in contact with Vic’s estranged wife as part of his investigation and the 
implication is that he will rape her in retaliation. After a cliffhanger ending, 
the next episode (‘Postpartum’ 5.10) reveals that he does not, but this inci-
dent clearly presents women as objects used to demonstrate male power.

Another key event shows how rape can articulate male power without 
involving a woman: in season three of The Shield a male character is raped, 
not new territory for television drama, but still signifi cant. Horeck argues that 
women in rape stories are sometimes raped to avoid men becoming ‘rape-
able objects’ (2004: 50). Here a man becomes a rapeable object and rape is 
presented as directly and unequivocally bound up with notions of masculin-
ity and power. One news article on The Shield reports how the ‘boy’s club’ 
atmosphere of the set was dampened when fi lming what was referred to as 
‘the incident’ and that tension was dealt with ‘by engaging in macho banter’ 
(Keck 2004): thus, the actors too perceive this as an assault on masculinity.

The episode’s title, ‘Mum’ (3.5), describes how ‘the incident’ is kept secret 
for some time. The victim, police captain David Aceveda, only tells his 
wife about it four episodes later (‘Slipknot’ 3.09) and notably employs more 
euphemistic terminology, admitting he was ‘assaulted’, not raped. Aceveda’s 
rape transpires following a house search, when he is caught alone by two 
gang members and, with a gun to his head, is forced to perform fellatio on 
one of them. Since the rape is part of an action scene, not a reported crime 
(as with the Cuddler Rapist case), we see it in progress. Given this is network 
television, however, it is not shown in explicit detail. The shot starts from 
behind, masking the action, then moves to a low angle that mimics Aceve-
da’s own kneeling position, so that The Shield’s signature hand-held camera 
simultaneously provides visceral immediacy and conceals the details. The 
suddenness with which typical action shifts to violation is shocking enough: 
Lara Stemple has also suggested that ‘men can’t manage to glamorize rape 
when other men are the victims’ (2003: 177). This rape is characterized by 
abjection and disgust and certain aspects function to ‘explain’ it. When the 
assailant asks, ‘You ever suck dick like a cell bitch, Cop Man?’ the recog-
nizable context for male rape (the high incidence of prison rape) is evident. 
This may even imply that the rapist was himself a rape victim (we know he 
has served time recently) and seeks to reassert his own power and masculin-
ity by turning Aceveda—a representative of the institution who incarcerated 
him, and by extension, made him rapeable—into his ‘bitch’. Furthermore, 
this act is revenge for an assault on the attacker by Vic in a previous scene 
when, seeking information, Vic forced the pipe of a bong down his throat. 
That act directly mimics oral rape here, so the connection is unmissable. 
This is not the only time that Vic’s violent actions rebound on another char-
acter; he never pays the price himself, establishing him fi rmly as an alpha 
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male (Vic is not rapeable, though other men may be). Aceveda’s rape is 
shocking, but it is just one part of a dynamic of male power enforced by 
violence and violation.

The rapist has another gang member photograph the rape on his phone 
and, as with other incidents of recording rape (see MacKinnon in Horeck 
2004: 83), this shows how some rapists construct their actions as events to 
be watched by others, perhaps because it is a performance of masculinity, 
as emphasized here. Issues of spectacle and spectatorship are raised and 
viewers are reminded that we are witnessing this violation along with other 
characters; the man who takes the picture seems repelled, or at least uneasy, 
encouraging a similar response in the viewer. Potentially the picture provides 
evidence of the rape, though Aceveda’s position and political ambition mean 
it functions more as a trophy and as potential blackmail material, than to 
secure a conviction. Reinforcing the stigma attached to rape, Aceveda never 
reports the rape, but instead he acts in future episodes to suppress this evi-
dence, even abusing his power to have the rapist killed in prison.

The Shield thus offers a male rape script that explains the gender shift 
(the context of prison rape and revenge for Vic’s violent actions) while the 
move from female to male victim demonstrates that gender and sex are not 
grounds for rape. As a key character, Aceveda’s subjective viewpoint is the 
main perspective here. He is an innocent victim and undergoes typical diffi -
culties in admitting the rape and dealing with the trauma of violation. Given 
the choice between dying and performing fellatio, Aceveda chooses to live 
and the show does not duck the fact that living means living with the conse-
quences, personal as well as political; the effects are felt for at least another 
two years.

Like The Wire, The Shield critiques machismo but walks a fi ne line in offer-
ing Vic Mackey as a compelling character whose violent, corrupt exploits 
provide entertainment. While Rebecca Feasey notes that 24 (2001–present) 
seems to uphold machismo through its protagonist Jack Bauer—‘we are being 
asked to overlook this man’s motives, his recklessness, his disregard for his 
family and his inability to face up to his personal responsibilities in favour 
of positioning him as a hard-boiled hero’ (2008: 89)—The Shield and The 
Wire both repeatedly draw attention to similar failings in their hypermascu-
line characters. McNulty’s excessive behaviour (drinking, womanizing, irre-
sponsible parenting) is often presented as grotesque or even comic,5 while 
Mackey is a villain as well as a protagonist. Furthermore, both McNulty and 
Mackey are part of an ensemble cast that includes a range of masculinities, 
making their hypermasculinity only one of many options. Vic in particular 
is also counterpointed by several strong female characters, though The Wire’s 
representation of women is more problematic.

While Shakima (Kima) Greggs challenges McNulty for lead detective in 
The Wire, she succeeds professionally by being masculinized. As a lesbian, 
she even has a wife and arguably her sexuality functions as an explanation 
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why she is not like other women. Her performance of gender, like McNulty’s, 
becomes hyperbolic: in season three during the breakdown of her relation-
ship, her drinking, sexual promiscuity and uncomfortable attitude towards 
family life mirror McNulty’s earlier characterization, while by this stage 
McNulty himself has become domesticated. Indeed, Greggs explicitly makes 
this connection, saying she is becoming McNulty. As an active female she 
is an exception on the show—as is the lawyer Rhonda Pearlman to a lesser 
extent—with most other female characters being girlfriends or mothers who 
are uncaring, manipulative or disloyal. In order to be such an exception, 
Kima’s activity must be problematically masculinized.

Masculinity is an issue too for the construction of female detectives in 
The Shield, as the character of detective Claudette Wyms was originally 
going to be male (Ryan, 2002). Claudette is less obviously masculinized 
though and, according to one writer, she is the only character whom Vic 
cannot ‘alpha male’ (Mazzara, 2002). Like Kima, she is female and black 
but her age makes her convincing as a seasoned professional and her hard-
won success is acknowledged at several points. The Shield featured a female 
captain, Monica Rawlings, in season four, and Claudette herself later 
becomes captain; casting CCH Pounder in the role (and Glenn Close as 
Rawlings) enhances the character’s presence and power. Yet, despite—or 
even because of—male and female characters that apparently blur gender 
roles, major power here still fl ows between men, and women are used as 
objects of exchange or dominance.

Fantasy and Potential Subversion: 
‘You can’t rape a machine’

If US detective shows work to create a certain kind of authenticity in repre-
senting sexual violence, it is important to remember that fantasy drama does 
not exclude an aesthetic of realism: emotional realism is apparent in char-
acter development and fantastic elements are set in a material reality. More-
over, fantasy can provide safe distance from serious issues, and its creation 
of whole new worlds offers ‘the very real notion of a culture beyond gender 
differentiation and sex role stereotyping’ (Feasey 2008: 67). Horeck suggests 
that rape ‘is a crime that dominates public fantasies regarding sexual and 
social difference’ (2004: 4) and since difference, as well as power, are often 
key themes of fantasy drama, rape can be a discernible motif. Like the crime 
shows, the fantasy drama Battlestar Galactica falls into a genre traditionally 
classed as masculine (science fi ction). Furthermore, it is committed to a real-
ist aesthetic, as discussed in detail by Dylan Pank and John Caro, who note 
that a tradition of material realism in science fi ction literature has infl uenced 
aesthetic choices in science fi ction television (2009: 203). Given that science 
fi ction often functions to defamiliarize the familiar, Pank and Caro argue 
that in Battlestar Galactica the recognizable realism of material objects from 
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our past (phones with cords, camcorders) are attention-grabbing to the point 
of causing an oscillation between defamiliarization and familiarization (205). 
This extends from aesthetic style to thematic concerns so that American val-
ues are tested and ‘apparently immutable assumptions can start to look vul-
nerable’ (211). This mingling of the familiar and the alien can be applied to 
the show’s negotiation of gender as much as to its overtly political aspects.

Unlike science fi ctions set in the ‘real’ world which must confront con-
temporary constructions of gender, Battlestar Galactica takes place in an 
indeterminate time where space travel is possible and humans live on 12 
planet ‘Colonies’. The series begins in peacetime; a war has been fought 
against artifi cial life forms called Cylons, created by humans, but they have 
now retreated from human contact. That is, until the Cylons ‘evolve’ into 
a new form, biological androids which are indistinguishable from humans 
(marking a signifi cant difference from the 1970s Battlestar Galactica). The 
new bioCylons appear human, but there are only a certain number of models 
from which countless copies or clones are made. Cylons do not die: their con-
sciousness is downloaded into new bodies if they are killed. The Cylons now 
attack and reduce the human population to a fragment, a cluster of ships on 
an odyssey for a new home with only the battlestar Galactica to protect them. 
Among the human characters who begin this mission are: technophobic 
Commander William Adama; star fi ghter pilot Kara ‘Starbuck’ Thrace; sci-
entist Gaius Baltar, who unwittingly aided a Cylon agent in attacking human-
ity; and schoolteacher turned education minister Laura Roslin, who becomes 
president of the remaining human population. Mistaking the inclusion of 
female characters as gender/sex equality, at least one scholar assumes that 
because Battlestar Galactica allows women to be fi ghter pilots or presidents, it 
is utopian in gender terms (Moore 2008: 110). Battlestar Galactica is, in fact, 
more nuanced as it uses science fi ction to de/familiarize a gendered power 
dynamic and, just as Horeck notes of female-authored crime fi ction, ‘sexual 
violence is a way of establishing the female heroine’s vulnerability, but also, 
signifi cantly, her determination and resistance’ (2004: 128).

Nominally science fi ction, Battlestar Galactica has also been called ‘a war 
show’ by its creators (David Eick in Martin, 2007). Thus, given the high inci-
dence of rape during wartime, it is unsurprising that rape is a crucial aspect 
of the show. Susan Brownmiller’s seminal Against Our Will argues, ‘rape is 
the act of a conqueror. This . . . helps explain why men continue to rape in 
war’ (1993: 35). Both humans and Cylons use sex and sexual violence as a 
strategy. Seduction is adopted by the Cylons: by seducing scientist Baltar, 
the Cylon model Six manages to infi ltrate the Colonies’ defences, secure 
mainframe access codes and facilitate the success of the Cylon attack. Thus it 
seems her body, in this version a blonde femme fatale later known as Caprica 
Six, has been designed to capture men. The connection between Baltar and 
Six forged here continues: he survives the apocalyptic attack and thereaf-
ter frequently interacts with a Six visible only to him, a ‘hallucination’ still 
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imbued with sexual power. This develops further when in ‘Pegasus’ (2.10), 
he is sent to interview a captive Cylon on the newly rediscovered battlestar 
Pegasus: the captive is another version of model Six (named Gina), but one 
so abused by her captors that she is barely recognizable. The rape of Cylon 
prisoners by humans is apparently intended to ‘highlight the real-life abuse 
of prisoners’ (Bassom 2006: 63). While ‘real-life abuse’ would be infl icted 
on male prisoners, the show makes its victims female: the Cylons Gina and 
Athena (a model Eight).

Torsten Caeners notes ‘a consistent portrayal of the Cylons as victims’ 
(2008: 370) but there are differences in the treatment of males and females. 
When captive Cylon Leoben is interrogated by Kara in ‘Flesh and Bone’ 
(1.08) there is no overt indication that he is subject to deliberate sexual abuse, 
nor are human male prisoners like Helo, Tyrol, Baltar or Tigh6 (though view-
ers might read this as a subtext). Kara states of Leoben, ‘It’s a machine, sir. 
There are no limits to the tactics I can use’, but these tactics do not include 
rape. Whether Leoben responds like a man or a machine, he is not presented 
as a rapeable object.

This contrasts with the treatment of the Six, Gina, whose story is told in 
‘Pegasus’ and in Razor (a Battlestar Galactica television movie giving the back-
story of the Pegasus). Both texts reveal how the female commander, Admiral 
Cain, orders deliberate ‘degradation’ (implicitly sexual) to be enacted on 
Gina, making her a rapeable object in a mode that is never used as blatantly 
with men, though as with female rape in The Shield, male characters attempt 
to rescue the victims and to secure justice. In ‘Pegasus’, this is made clear 
by Baltar’s desire to save the violated Gina (who as a vulnerable, powerless 
woman may be preferable to Caprica Six) and it also emerges when Cain, 
having taken command of the fl eet, orders her dubious methods of interroga-
tion to be used on a pregnant model Eight, Athena, currently in the brig on 
Galactica. Athena’s violation by Cain’s man, Lieutenant Thorne, is intercut 
with scenes of the Pegasus Marines bragging about Thorne’s encouragement 
of Gina’s gang rape. Helo, Athena’s lover, and Tyrol, previously the lover 
of another Cylon model Eight (Boomer), both protest against this boasting 
(as does a female technician) but soon realize that Athena is under threat. 
Editing thus simultaneously defl ects full attention away from the horror of 
the attack and privileges male agency. Furthermore, Alison Peirse notes the 
difference between the version of the attack that aired on television and 
the DVD version (2008: 130, note 1); several commentators observe that the 
scene of assault was cut for US broadcast. Peirse reads the version aired as 
implying that Helo and Tyrol save Athena from rape, the DVD version as 
demonstrating that they do not, though the event is described in The Offi -
cial Companion as ‘an attempted assault’ (Bassom, 2006: 63). Typically for 
television, more is implied than shown: the one explicit shot is of Athena’s 
buttocks, exposed as Thorne jerks down her trousers. Most of the action is 
conveyed through tight close-up shots that suggest rather than reveal, and 
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that convey immediacy and confusion. Even so, director Michael Rymer 
notes that extra footage was discarded: ‘we needed to get rid of a lot of it, 
simply because it was so horrifi c’ (in Bassom, 2006: 63).

Urgency is conveyed by Helo and Tyrol’s race to the brig, and their inter-
vention saves Athena the extensive physical and psychological injury suf-
fered by Gina. When Thorne strikes his head during the altercation and 
dies, the focus shifts almost entirely to male-centredness (see Figure 14.1) 
as the plot follows the arrest of Helo and Tyrol, their court martial and sen-
tencing to death for treason and murder. Athena is only briefl y allowed to 
challenge this male interpretation of her rape. When asked whether the men 
who assaulted her were from the Galactica or the Pegasus, she replies, ‘They 
were from the Pegasus, so what?’ questioning distinctions between ‘bad’ and 
‘good’ humans, as well as dismissing the tension between the two command-
ers, Adama and Cain. She also questions the use of the word ‘attack’ as a 
euphemistic description (‘The attack? Is that what we’re calling it now?’) 
(‘Resurrection Ship Part 1’ 2.11), offering an interesting contrast to Aceveda’s 
avoidance of the term ‘rape’ in The Shield.

Whether the incident is represented as an ‘attack’ or a rape, it certainly 
becomes ammunition in the struggle between Commander Adama and Cain. 
In this case, Cain’s gender appears immaterial; she uses rape as an articula-
tion of power, as men do (a variant of what Carine Mardorossian in Chap-
ter 2 of this volume calls rape by proxy, perhaps). (Though Cain’s lesbian 
relationship with Gina, revealed in Razor, re/views her in order to ‘degrade’ 
the Cylon prisoner as emotionally motivated and perhaps potentially femi-
nized.) Cain’s condoning—even suggesting—Gina’s rape, and the responses 

Figure 14.1 Still from ‘Pegasus’, Battlestar Galactica Season 2 Episode 10.
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of Gina, Athena and various male characters to their violation all assume, 
even prove, that these Cylons do not just behave like humans: they behave 
like women. Tama Leaver notes that after Athena’s rape, Adama calls her 
‘she’ not ‘it’: the incident is designed to provoke ‘protective reactions, in both 
viewers and characters’ in contrast to the belief, stated by a Pegasus offi cer, 
that ‘[y]ou can’t rape a machine’ (2008: 136). Athena’s pregnancy underlines 
this and feminizes her further, while her position as vulnerable victim is 
also constructed by her ‘girl-next-door’ ordinariness and emotional ties (con-
trasting with Caprica Six’s usual glamour and heightened sexuality). The 
rape and torture of Gina is shocking, therefore, and exacerbates the effect of 
Athena’s rape but it is the latter that the narrative privileges here and which 
the audience are likely to fi nd more disturbing, simply because they know 
this character better. The humanizing (or feminizing) of Athena then spills 
over to Gina, who, adopting a very human urge for vengeance, eventually 
kills Cain in a rape-revenge scenario that suggests she recovers agency but 
also conveniently solves the tension within the hierarchical power structure 
(‘Resurrection Ship Part 2’ 2.12).

Rape is not confi ned to humans, however. While the Cylons can repro-
duce technologically, religious belief prompts them to investigate procreation. 
When fi ghter pilot Kara (call sign Starbuck) is hospitalized on Cylon-occupied 
Caprica after being shot, she becomes suspicious that she is being held by the 
Cylons, and fi nds human women hooked up to machinery on escaping (‘The 
Farm’ 2.05). She calls this rape and it is linked with medical procedures 
carried out on her own body. An unexplained ‘second scar’ near the bullet 
wound on her abdomen implies that the Cylons have removed ovaries/eggs 
from her. This extends the notion of physical violation, and though the image 
of women penetrated by machines is not a typical representation of rape, it 
is a visualization familiar from science fi ction and horror, one that presents 
violation of the female body as abject spectacle.

Given that her character is about role reversal (Starbuck was male in 
the original 1970s Battlestar Galactica), Kara presents typically ‘masculine’ 
behaviour in her professional, personal and sexual life; she screws around, 
has one-night stands and affairs, not unlike Jimmy McNulty and Kima 
Greggs in The Wire. The choice of Kara then for this act of violation in 
‘The Farm’ is made for the effect of suddenly seeing her feminized. While 
Carla Kungl argues that Kara’s combination of traditionally masculine and 
feminine characteristics distinguishes her from previous representations of 
tough women (2008), writer Carla Robinson admits that in ‘The Farm’ she 
‘wanted to put Starbuck, a fi erce character, in a truly vulnerable position’ (in 
Bassom 2006: 41). Robinson makes Kara a feminized victim, like those fi c-
tional female investigators noted by Horeck. Thus fantasy does not preclude 
typical gender scripts. Similarly, Kima Greggs is a victim of violence early 
in The Wire, made more vulnerable because of her gender when she is shot 
as part of an undercover sting (‘The Cost’ 1.10). A masculinized attitude is 
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adopted by (and sometimes critiqued in) male and female characters in both 
shows but Kima and Kara’s sudden vulnerability in such instances has more 
impact because of their gender. This is conveyed by the responses of male 
characters: Kara’s friends in the fl eet are visibly appalled at her mistreatment 
here and later at the hands of Leoben (see below), though to a certain extent 
these violations are aligned with many other violent incidents which repre-
sent oppressive military occupation. In The Wire Kima’s detective colleagues 
are shown behaving emotionally, rather than professionally, at the scene of 
her shooting: McNulty cradles her bleeding body in his arms, while Carver 
holds his head in his hands in disbelief and the objective camera shots, osten-
sibly from the helicopter above, intensify rather than dissipate the impact.

Another instance of Kara’s feminization occurs in her relationship with 
the Cylon Leoben. During his interrogation, Leoben tells Kara that she has a 
destiny and that he, as a religious believer and visionary, can help her fi nd it. 
This is revisited when she is held prisoner by him in an apartment on Cylon-
occupied New Caprica: he tells her ‘God wants us to be together’ and that he 
has ‘seen’ it happen (‘Occupation’ 3.01). In a series of increasingly disturbing 
scenes, he sets out a meal for them, only for her to stab him repeatedly and 
continue eating while he dies, downloads into an identical Cylon body and 
reappears to carry on as before. (This is the scene described at the opening of 
this chapter.) When Kara continues to resist, he brings a child, Kacey, to the 
apartment, telling Kara that the child is her daughter, raised from the ovary 
taken during ‘The Farm’ (though this later proves false). When an uprising 
frees the human population, Kara is rescued by her husband but returns to 
the apartment for Kacey and has a fi nal confrontation with Leoben. He asks 
her to say that she loves him, as his vision foretold; she does, they kiss and 
Kara stabs and kills him again, then escapes with Kacey. Sexual violence is 
never overt in this arc, which spans four episodes (3.01–04), though Peirse 
examines it as a form of rape-revenge narrative, arguing that ‘the threat 
of sexual violence is implicit’ from the start of Kara’s captivity and ‘sexual 
dominance . . . is the end aim’ (2008: 128). While the male rape story in The 
Shield had another man raped in revenge for Vic’s violent assault, this story 
has a typical female rape-revenge resolution, familiar from fi lms like I Spit 
on Your Grave, where male aggressors are seduced by their victim, attacked 
and often castrated, then left to die. Like these characters, Leoben is both 
rapist and victim and his (Cylon) body provides the abject spectacle, not the 
female, especially since here rape is only implied, never visualized. (Shots 
of Kacey’s watching face that are intercut with Kara killing Leoben, add a 
disturbing dimension to the experience of witnessing rape, perhaps more so 
because Kacey shows no emotion, unlike the witness to Aceveda’s rape in The 
Shield.) For Peirse, Leoben is ‘overcome by lust and at his most vulnerable’ 
when Kara kills him and escapes (128), but the situation seems more compli-
cated and Leoben’s mysticism adds a further wrinkle. Caeners identifi es how 
the Cylons are ‘obsessed with fi nding a way to procreate like humans do and 
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. . . fascinated by the human concept of love’ (2008: 371) and this offers a 
nuanced, if no less unsettling, explanation of Leoben’s behaviour.

The show’s sexualized violence works to suggest that power struggles 
between humans and Cylons are gendered. Discussing the rape of trans-
gender Brandon Teena in the fi lm Boys Don’t Cry, Horeck observes that ‘It is 
only by positioning him as a rapeable object that the men can reassert domi-
nant lines of sexual difference’ (2004: 112). Arguably, in Battlestar Galac-
tica humans try to subordinate Cylons by making them rapeable objects, 
a categorization that tends to redraw lines of difference (human/Cylon) as 
gendered (male/female). The Kara/Leoben story is an interesting angle, but 
even here, the female character is the target of sexual aggression, if not a pas-
sive victim. Kevin J. Wetmore Jr. suggests that all sex in Battlestar Galactica is 
related to violent domination—‘Play becomes violent and even sex becomes 
a kind of game for dominance, a competition not just for survival but for 
mastery over others’ (2008: 78)—and arguably this is just an extrapolation of 
rape, the gendered noun ‘mastery’ being particularly suggestive. The show 
offers what fi rst appear to be familiar rape scripts (female victim rescued by 
heroic males, female victim captured by male stalker) but the fantastic ele-
ment of the Cylons complicates issues. Moreover, sex, violence and emotion 
always coexist, with each case involving lovers, ex-lovers or obsessive attach-
ment, and featuring high emotional intensity confused by political motiva-
tion (torture as a tool in war) and religious belief (Kara’s destiny, Athena’s 
child), suggesting that how we read rape is still confused by other factors. 
The Cylons may be pure science fi ction but their use in rape scenarios draws 
attention to the dynamic of power and how gender is a dominant discourse 
in reading this dynamic.

The End?

Discussing Aceveda’s rape, Shawn Ryan, creator of The Shield, describes how 
the team discussed whether the character should ‘get roughed up, or have 
his life threatened, but we felt we had seen that before’ (in Keck 2004). He is 
keen to emphasize that the show ‘is not exploiting a controversial issue for a 
single episode’s shock value’ (Keck 2004), yet to an extent all the examples 
discussed above offer action and shocking violation as an attraction, despite 
their condemnation of characters like Vic or rapists like Thorne. There is an 
inherent problem with presenting rape as part of ‘entertainment’ even if the 
form of entertainment is capable of offering complex negotiations of gender 
and power. The shows adopt various strategies to offset this, either by not 
actually showing rape, or by presenting it unambiguously as a violation of a 
key character in whom the audience are invested.

Of course, crime shows like The Shield and The Wire refl ect sexist behaviour 
and attitudes, and while some viewers might interpret this, as I have done, 
as a challenge to certain constructions of masculinity, others simply read the 
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surface signals and assume they endorse or even glamorize such behaviour. 
All three shows attempt to deconstruct gender distinctions, though The Wire 
limits its female characters, with very few exceptions, to traditional roles 
and behaviours. Such gender ambiguity leads not only to female characters 
like Kima, Claudette and Kara, but inevitably changes the representation 
of men. Thus the range of masculinities in The Shield includes the cerebral, 
nerdy Dutch, and family man, politician and rape victim Aceveda, as well as 
the hypermasculine Vic. Helo and other males often function as objectifi ed 
bodies as well as rounded characters in Battlestar Galactica, while characters 
like the sentimental Adama or mystic Leoben offer more masculinities.

Blurring traditional gender distinctions and establishing rape as a crime 
of violence and power, as all three shows do, proves it need not be gen-
dered, or simply a female problem. Male rape in The Shield highlights this 
but foregrounds male power as vital to the scenario (potentially sidelining 
women, as in The Wire). Battlestar Galactica seems to use sexual violence 
deliberately to re-feminize characters. However, if its realism is engaged in 
a project of de/familiarization, then rape is both recognizable (and more so 
when women are its victims) and distanced (some of the recognizably female 
victims are actually Cylons, as are some of the male rapists), allowing for a 
very complex set of responses and a re-visioning of the dynamic of power 
that both removes gender from the equation and insists on it. Defamiliariza-
tion suggests that a woman, or any rapeable object, is reduced to the status 
of unfeeling machine, dehumanized by the power dynamic of victim and 
rapist, while the aesthetic of realism starkly presents the traumatized, all-
too-human responses of victims. This fantasy show is able simultaneously 
to reproduce the denial of subjectivity that is so disturbingly documented in 
The Wire and to challenge such denials and give voice to the ‘victims’.

Notes

1. Thanks to the editors for their insightful comments throughout the drafting of 
this chapter which helped develop interesting lines of enquiry. Thanks also to 
Richard Byles and Verity Milligan for technical help with the images.

2. One attack in a connected series of murders gets onscreen as video surveillance 
but the women were hidden in a cargo container and no such diegetic loophole 
is available.

3. This changes in the next season with the appearance of Snoop though, like 
Kima Greggs, she fi ts in by being masculinized.

4. As also seen when an ex-girlfriend accuses Aceveda of rape in season one; or in 
a minor incident during season four of The Wire.

5. Thanks to Stacey Abbott for pointing this out and for stimulating discussion of 
both The Shield and The Wire.

6. At the time they are held prisoner, Tyrol and Tigh are thought to be human 
by both humans and Cylons and are treated accordingly. Later, revealed as 
Cylons, there is still no indication that they might be raped.
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