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            PREFACE

         

         ‘[S]tories are a major way we make communal, transcendent meaning out of human experience.’ – Paula Gunn Allen1

         
             

         

         As I wrote this book, I had cause to revisit ‘In the Clarity of a Third-Class Compartment’, from a short story collection edited by Khadija Sesay and Helon Habila. I had written it in my twenties but published the story the following decade. In the piece, the woman narrator and her partner travel in a third-class carriage through Cape Town’s Southern Suburbs.

         During the journey, he tells her a story about his day, but is oblivious to how distracted she is. Although they sit holding hands and touching shoulders in the physical realm, emotionally they could not be further apart. Because the narrator is a woman and her partner is not, and perhaps because the unfolding drama occurs in the mother tongue he does not share with her, he does not pay attention to the spectacular staging of the Female Fear Factory around them.

         Fellow occupants of the carriage include workers returning home at the end of the day, uniformed school children, and a group of young men whose entrance is marked by an ostentatious show of masculinity. As the group members loudly announce their arrival, the mood in the carriage shifts. Older men watch them attentively, while younger women move away as inconspicuously as possible, given the space limitations.

         Other passengers feign indifference, burying their faces in books, looking out the window, and willing the group’s gaze away from their own bodies. Overestimating their power, the young men misread the scene. They assume that the occupants are primed for an orgy of violent masculinities. It is the kind of society where people look away from eruptions of public violence in the name of ‘minding their own business’ and staying safe, but this carriage has one too many busybodies.

         First, one person challenges the group’s loutish behaviour towards the schoolgirls. Then another supports the first. Soon, it is clear that the youth are outnumbered and the travellers are not intimidated by them. The targets of the men’s aggression are relieved and freed by the older people’s intervention. For the startled posse, the next station cannot come soon enough for them to alight from the train.

         The narrator and her partner eventually arrive at their destination, just as he reaches the end of his story about whatever exciting things occupied his day, and this entire trip across town. As they make their way out of the station, the narrator has a second illuminating experience, from which her partner is once again excluded. She does not deliberately exclude him from these encounters, and neither one is engineered by her. She is deeply affected and changed by them. He has not even noticed them.

         Having recounted his story, he now turns to her to find out about her day. Her answer is brief and jars with what the reader has just witnessed. She offers a response that suggests that her day was unspectacular.

         At readings of this story in the 1990s, the audience would gasp or laugh nervously at her response. There was always recognition. Many in the audience had been in the position of the schoolgirls harassed in my story. In most cases, nobody had intervened.

         Until recently, I had not reread this story in twelve years, but I was grateful for the coincidence of another project requiring that I do so as this book was going to press.

         Although the ‘Female Fear Factory’ and the ‘manufacture of female fear’ were coinages from my 2015 book, Rape: A South African Nightmare, the story points to an earlier preoccupation with the ways in which fear and gender intersect in public places. In Rape, I sought to understand not only the constructions of rape culture, but also the strategies for interrupting the routine terrorisation of women. I called this form of disrupting patriarchy ‘the interruption of the Female Fear Factory.’ The rereading of my short story highlighted how the idea had been in formation long before that previous book’s inception.

         When I wrote the short story, I was living in Cape Town, and the train was one of the means of transport I sometimes used to travel to different parts of the Southern Suburbs, the city centre or Muizenberg. Trains and taxis had a prominence in the short stories I wrote in my twenties.

         At that time, short stories were part of what I regularly wrote and would later go on to publish, here and there, in various edited collections. I was already thinking through ideas of how to expand a feminist project that would change what it means to be a woman out and about, in any part of my country and in the world. Trains were particularly interesting to me, both as a mode of travel and for their symbolic potential for transformation when represented in literature. They featured frequently in the work I was analysing for my MA thesis on Staffrider literature.

         They also made regular appearances in Miriam Tlali’s work, which I was reading both inside and outside of Staffrider literary magazine. I was reading her work as a pioneering feminist writer who was deeply concerned with the ways in which Blackwomen responded to attempts to silence, humiliate, or kill them in public spaces. The short stories and poems of her peers were littered with the broken bodies of Blackwomen as the tablets on which lessons about proper behaviour were inscribed. Tlali was one of a handful of writers who wrote against this tradition.

         So, perhaps I owe a significant amount of my thinking about the organisation of public space in specifically gendered ways to the way in which that feminist, whose work has been very important to me, positioned her women characters in various spaces, including trains and other modes of transport. It is clear that hers is a project that is uninterested in the staging of victimisation, and there are many instances of delightful, disruptive solidarity among women characters. Instead of a slew of victims, her women characters are written in such a way that even when faced with the most brutal of circumstances, they offer a transformative vision of feminist imagination.

         And perhaps it was because her stories amplified the small daily acts of defiance that were part of my own and other women’s lives, that this story took the shape it did. Tlali’s protagonists escape patriarchal violence through very different registers, so my work was not a replication of hers. However, it clearly was in conversation with her oeuvre. I wanted to fantasise about ending sexual harassment not just through protest, but through the refusal of ordinary people to comply with patriarchal power. The specific fantasy became the short story.

         Rather than map my short story, Tlali’s writings, and my 2015 book chronologically, I embrace the recurring narrative, revisiting the idea of patriarchal threat and feminist imaginative resistance. At the time of writing the short story, I had already been a feminist activist as an undergraduate student, had recently trained as a rape crisis counsellor (where I still volunteered twice a week), went clubbing every weekend, and was consciously building a career as a future feminist professor and author.

         In 2015, as I wrote my third book, I was a feminist professor, still involved in feminist activist work outside the academy, and deeply disillusioned with the South African left. The story of the book Female Fear Factory is therefore not a linear one.

         In her editor’s introduction to Spider Woman’s Granddaughters, Native American feminist author and professor Paula Gunn Allen reminds us that, as defiant women, we write both out of and into traditions. She also underscores the ways in which both oppressive and liberatory registers construct stories.

         By story, I mean both what we recognise as a specific kind of narrative, as well as the less obvious tales through which violent, hierarchical power hides violence for purposes of domination. Some narratives present themselves clearly as such. Patriarchy relies heavily on the symbolic; on the arrangement of certain events as though they are not constructed, as though their internal organisational logic is natural, automatic, and inevitable.

         In contrast, I use feminist accounts to poke holes in this façade of inevitability, by laying bare the lies at the heart of oppressive, intersecting systems, and amplifying the possibilities for imagining freedom. The recital of women’s continuous defiance, feminist resistance and multigenerational claims to freedom matter as much more than mere examples.

         
             

         

         Patriarchy is brutal. It is normalised in public and private spaces. It deploys entire institutions explicitly and through deception. As a key feminist principle, therefore, I write against the Female Fear Factory in defamiliarising and energising ways. As such, I never just portray patriarchy’s brutality at work without gesturing towards its unmaking. We must never leave patriarchy uncommented on as we illustrate its workings. This principle informs how most of my chapters are written: illustrations of the differing dimensions of the Female Fear Factory are juxtaposed with stories of defiance and feminist courage. It is never enough to simply illustrate how patriarchy works in order to understand it. The feminist imperative is to think against it, strategise against it, and consistently work to destroy it. The feminist articulations in each chapter are not romanticised as victory. But they always matter because they create something: sometimes illumination, and at other times strategies for the smashing of patriarchy. It may be a long, bloody battle, but I am committed to the consistent creation of feminist hope and a patriarchy-free future.

      

   


   
      
         
            INTRODUCTION:

The Genesis of an Idea

         

         ‘Female Fear Factory’ is a formulation from one of my previous books, Rape: A South African Nightmare. I had coined the term there as one of my explanations for how rape as a patriarchal tool became so commonplace. I had focused on South Africa, partly because this is where I live, and partly because it is the location for the bulk of my anti-rape work. I understood that many of the dimensions of rape I outlined and analysed in that book, as well as the strategies I developed to interrupt rape culture, were applicable to patriarchal societies elsewhere.

         When I wrote Rape, I focused exclusively on rape and how it has historically been set up and propped up as a language. Rape is an expression of patriarchal violence, and one that is enabled by the Female Fear Factory. In turn, rape culture contributes to sustaining fear.

         I understood then, as I do now, that history is always much more than context and/or background. I wanted to zoom in on specific eras to illustrate the ways in which certain institutions were implicated in how South Africa experiences and responds to rape.

         When we understand the roles of institutions in building rape culture, giving it legitimacy, we temper our expectations that these same institutions will offer a way out of the very same system of violence they have helped to shape. In many places around the world, the police and courts are called ‘the legal justice system’ and/or ‘the criminal justice system.’ This may have a particular history, but this naming hides the differences between legal justice requirements and the use of justice to refer to fairness. Consequently, many people – including activists engaged in struggles for a fair, equal world – expect justice and fairness from legal offices.

         They do so, fully aware of how the law is implicated in legitimising inequality, and they do so often in recognition of the urgency of creating feminist jurisprudence. After all, slavery and indenture were once legal practices, as was apartheid, which underscores the importance of its declaration as a crime against humanity.

         The wage gap continues to be legal. In other words, despite the fact that law has historically created – not just enabled – inequality and injustice, many turn to the police and courts, and are disappointed when these offices and institutions do not deliver fairness. Far from being naïve expectations, these are legitimate demands for recognition, and the overhaul of the existing systems through which justice can be attained. The law is a powerful mapping and regulatory system that cannot be left in the hands of what US feminist theorist bell hooks calls ‘white supremacist capitalist patriarchy.’

         Concerned with how deeply embedded rape culture was in these systems, I specifically used certain examples that trace the roots of the current South African legal system to a slavocratic past, and later, the colonial order that enabled the routine rape of enslaved and other Blackwomen as a matter of course – while at the same time refusing to officially recognise such rape as rape. Slowly, as the rape of Blackwomen became institutionalised, normalised and mythologised, these women were constructed as ‘unrapeable.’ To be unrapeable does not mean ‘to be impossible to rape.’ It means the opposite. The unrapeable is that category of humans constructed and marked as free to be raped without consequence. Blackwomen are constructed as unrapeable through the marking of their bodies as available for rape as enslaved women, and partly through the refusal of the court system to ever convict a man for the rape of a slave woman throughout the era of slavery in the Cape.

         Second, layered onto what I have just outlined, is the cruel mythologising of the slave prison as the Cape’s ‘first brothel,’ obscuring the fact that both Dutch and English men participated in the large-scale permitted rape of those enslaved women who had escaped and then been recaptured, the women captured and awaiting sale, and other enslaved women being held at the Cape Lodge. To call it a brothel imputes agency, choice, and compensation – however limited – to those women who held the legal status of mere objects and were therefore unable to either consent or resist.

         Third, during colonial warfare, British soldiers routinely celebrated wins in battle by raping ‘native women,’ effectively cementing the relationship between warfare and large-scale rape, and normalising rape as part of warfare. Importantly, while the pairing of rape and warfare has a long history in Western Europe, this phenomenon was introduced to southern Africa (and possibly beyond) through colonialism. In other words, while rape predated colonialism because rape is a necessary part of all patriarchal societies, southern African men did not rape women of the vanquished army as part of the business of warfare and celebrating their victories. Indeed, the fact that they did not rape white women and kill white children when they won colonial battles and wars caused extensive confusion for the British. Ultimately, this was seen as further evidence of unsophisticated native masculinity.

         The construction of Blackwomen as unrapeable becomes an important stage in the creation of permissible forms of violence, and the impossibility of justice, since the rape itself is not recognised as harm. Is it reasonable, then, to expect a criminal justice system built partly on establishing permission to Blackwomen’s bodies to provide justice for Blackwomen who have been raped? The question is deceptively simple. The contemporary South African legal justice system routinely fails to offer justice for women, especially Blackwomen, who report cases of rape and other forms of gender-based violence. The relationship I trace in Rape is more than causal; it is linked to a question I ask later in this book, Female Fear Factory, about the relationships that exist between institutions and violence.

         As a former student feminist activist, and then, for over two decades, as someone who teaches at university, I am keenly aware of the ways in which sexual violence continues to be an enduring aspect of university life across the globe, while university policies to deal with sexual violence and gender-based harm in their various iterations abound. I wanted to know exactly how rape culture was constructed historically, to understand the specific role fear played in this, as well as what opportunities exist for feminist intervention, once we better understand the intersections of rape and fear.

         In this book, Female Fear Factory, I examine the deeply embedded sexual violence that is part of university institutional culture and foundational history. In Rape, only one chapter is dedicated to the place of fear in the construction of patriarchal violence. I called that particular chapter ‘The Female Fear Factory.’ In the intervening six years, my thinking on the Female Fear Factory has shifted considerably, as I spent more time thinking about it.

         What is the ‘Female Fear Factory’ in that previous book chapter?

         It is a theatrical and public performance of patriarchal policing of and violence towards women and others cast as female, who are, therefore, considered safe to violate. It requires an audience, and relies on a series of recognisable cues to communicate with those who watch, because patriarchy ensures that we are socialised to recognise these cues in a process of fluency on which I expand in this book, in the chapter titled ‘Fear, Fluency, and Control.’ The Female Fear Factory travels through respectability and through shame, and is normalised through repetition so that we no longer recognise it for what it is, consequently taking it for granted as ‘life.’ I argued in my first coinage that questioning it is urgent, as is interrupting it and making it strange. Rendering it ‘strange’ can also be how we make the Female Fear Factory unnatural and ultimately how we take it apart, to create new ways of living.

         The Female Fear Factory threatens women, mostly to remind us that nothing belongs to us – not even our bodies, neither in private nor public spaces. Its spectacular aspect is important because it communicates both to the target and to the audience the possibility of being the victim, and teaches and enshrines power in patriarchal society.

         As a system of production, it relies on several aspects to be able to work, including the recognition of people as falling into categories of female (and therefore safe to violate), as well as the recognition of the safety of the aggressor. The relationship between sex as coded in our chromosomes and the status of women, gender, and sexual minorities as female, is not an automatic one. Nor is it merely a biological slippage, as I show in the first chapter.

         In chapter 1, ‘Manufacturing Female Fear,’ I demonstrate how women are rendered as socially female, and therefore safe to violate. Women are not automatically female, but are made so, in a process that leads to different genders being made female.

         To be socialised as female makes women, and sometimes other sexually minoritised people, safe to be subjected to the Female Fear Factory. Fluency in fear – and making us police ourselves – is how women are kept in check. It also sometimes works to remind some men and transgender people that they are like women – because they too can be made female – and are therefore not just rapeable, as originally conceived, but also generally safe to target for different types of patriarchal violence.

         Since that first coinage, I have had time to fine-tune aspects of the Female Fear Factory and to think of it in relation to patriarchy and patriarchal violence of different forms. I extend the definition of the Female Fear Factory in the ‘Manufacturing Female Fear’ chapter, and extend conceptions of how fluency is achieved in the chapter that follows. From chapter 3 onwards, I pay attention to varied sites of the Female Fear Factory, not to offer a conclusive and definitive cartography, but to show the ways in which it can express itself under the banners of institutionality, femicide, xenophobic Afrophobia, different forms of anti-feminist backlash, and the mythologisation of women as victims of violence.

         As a feminist, I am as interested in the strategies adopted – and made possible – to make the Female Fear Factory visible, as I am in understanding it. Consequently, I interrogate various imaginative, courageous feminist energies put to this use from distinctly different societies across the globe. When the Chilean feminist collective Las Tesis composed ‘Un Violador en Tu Camino’ (A Rapist in Your Path), the accusation that ‘El Violador Eres Tu’ (‘The Rapist is You’) was directed at everyday rapists as well as institutional rapists: the police that routinely use sexual and other forms of violence, the courts, universities and many other sites which provide cover for sexual violators. It resonated with women across the world and quickly went viral beyond Chilean and other Latin American cities. This recognition of the entanglements of individual rape acts enabled and protected by patriarchy, on the one hand, with institutional brutality on the other, illuminates both micro and macro dimensions of patriarchal violence. Many of the lessons we learn from studying and agitating against rape apply to other aspects of patriarchal domination, as evidenced in Las Tesis’ viral anthem that speaks of institutionalised patriarchy broadly – naming rape, femicide, the judiciary, political leadership, and police forces as violators.

         Put differently, we can do anti-rape work because we understand how patriarchy works, but anti-rape work further illuminates patriarchy in aspects unconcerned with rape. In Rape, I use the phrases ‘Female Fear Factory’ and ‘the manufacture of female fear’ interchangeably. I recognised as I did so that by the dawn of the twenty-first century, there had been significant shifts in the various meanings of the word ‘manufacture,’ which, on the one hand, attach to specific conditions of capitalist production. On the other hand, I was also referring back to the use of the word to gesture towards forms of making through synthesis – putting things together – that predate the conveyor-belt-type factory process. I wanted to highlight its social production through evoking this older meaning of ‘made by human hand,’ to signal ‘made through human agency.’ This is productive tension because, while the Female Fear Factory has become a critical aspect of post-industrial revolution life, its roots lie in older forms of patriarchy.

         Put differently, it is important to simultaneously keep in mind the ways in which fear has a ‘factory,’ and the ways in which it predates and exceeds this type of production. To use both these phrases, then, is how I keep both the ancient traces of fear and its mutating capitalist, globalised articulations in view.

         Both phrases refer to the spectacular staging of a product (fear) that is key to the control of women. Female fear (the product), and its production (the factory) are necessary for patriarchal control. Fear is fostered through exaggerated visual performance, audible cues, and other coded signs, all of which are repeated until the target audiences have mastered the form of communication and have started to take fear for granted, as something that is inevitable. This fear colours decisions made about movement, aspiration, desire, and other aspects of life in an automatic manner once fluency is achieved. In other words, fluency in the registers of the Female Fear Factory shapes areas of life that appear unlinked to violence and control.

         It made sense to use the language of manufacture and factories, because female fear works like other, easily recognisable systems of production that are found everywhere in capitalist economies. The Female Fear Factory works like a real-life factory in its rationale, its processes, as well as its position within the realm of the public, as I show below.

         Like a real factory, it takes up unapologetic public space, even if its products readily travel across the boundaries of public/private realms. The Female Fear Factory’s publicness is not accidental. This very publicness is vital to its successful operation. Substantial bodies of work by feminists in the twentieth century have taught us the ways in which patriarchal societies traditionally divide the worlds of women from those of men through an oppositional private versus public split. In this division, public space becomes the domain of ‘the masculine’ and men, as well as the location of valued political-economic labour, in the first instance. Thus, even in those societies which boast a previous, long history of women as political and economic leaders, both the ‘captains of industry’ and most of those in high political office are men. Even in democracies such as Rwanda and Sweden, which have the largest number of women in high political office, the idea of the public as being ‘the terrain of men’ is evident. This is so despite diverse historic traditions of divisions of labour in many societies, and directly because of the history of world formation over the last three hundred years.

         But what does it mean to speak about the Female Fear Factory as public, in a context within which definitions of publicness abound? By public, here, I intend two meanings. First, I refer to what Alubo defines as:

         
            geo-territorial space occupied by a country or its political divisions into provinces, regions or states. The public space is also used to refer to physical places such as parks, gardens and shopping malls which are open to the public. It also includes work-related spaces such as factory sites and bureaucracies.2

         

         This first sense of public then is the visible, largely political and economic realm, coupled with some areas of formal recreational and flexible use. In this first sense, along with the park, I intend the pavement, the street and all other places in which the possibility of coming into contact with others cannot be entirely predicted.

         The second meaning of public is ‘the public sphere,’ which is less a geo-spatial conception, and more a contested space of engagement. Ideally, the public sphere refers to a discursive terrain, in which all can participate democratically in the germination and development of the collective consciousness of the time.

         In what follows, I spend some time illustrating how the Female Fear Factory is public, and why it needs to be public to work.

         Fear and Confinement

         A range of examples illuminate how the Female Fear Factory is public in the first sense. In Saudi Arabia, although there are reportedly over ten million women who form part of that country’s general populace, until 2018 there were laws against women driving in that country. Despite significant increases in the number of women entering the labour force, and specifically high office in political and military posts, this unevenness tells us something about that country’s understanding of the relationships between public space entitlements and gender.

         To have a law that criminalises women’s ability to move freely in public space highlights the legitimised punishment for women staking claims over the public, and their actions within that realm. Freedom of movement is the articulation of ownership of public space. To legislate against something – in this case, women driving – is to offer a threat that can be met with force. Over many years, the women who petitioned monarchs (beginning with King Abdullah in the last decade of the twentieth century); the ones who drove and faced not just arrest but the confiscation of their passports; the ones who waged international media campaigns; the activists sentenced to lashings; and the ones who were kept in jail even after the law had been changed all form part of the defiance and enactment of the Female Fear Factory. These activists were fluent in the Female Fear Factory. More than this, however, they refused to be bound by its rules.

         When a state uses the threat of force to stop women driving, it communicates clearly, through the threat of bodily harm, not just that women are excluded from the definition of public (ownership), but also that any attempt to contest this exclusion will be met with violence. Confinement is the most consistently applied form of legal punishment, as is exclusion from public participation. Confinement is understood to be both oppressive and universally legal.

         Here, the enforced dependency created by the ban on women driving, and the imprisonment of women who defied the law by choosing to drive, are two sides of the same coin. Women can be frightened out of engaging in certain activities and occupying public space; this fear is heightened by the threat of legal consequences from the state’s actors: police, legislators, and courts. In a world where criminal courts and policing are named ‘the justice system,’ it is easy to confuse the law for the terrain of fairness (justice). However, laws regulate what is legitimate activity in a society, and here, in public. The banning of women’s driving and the imprisonment of women who defy this unjust set of laws legitimise keeping women confined. They are articulations of the same connections between publicness and fear. The additional confiscation of the protesting women’s passports forms a further layer of entrapment. Not only can these women not drive in their country, but they may also not opt out of such a society by moving to a country with rules different from their own. Their deliberate entrapment is emphasised by this additional layer of control.

         The threatening message is clear to these specific women, and to those who are their potential allies, supporters, and peer protestors. This threat and the accompanying punishment is not performed privately. Indeed, the punishment is the reinforcement of the threat. Spectators can see that the law has teeth. It is theatrical, spectacular, and forceful. Furthermore, that women activists were kept in detention after their victory in achieving legislative change is reinforcement of the manufacture of female fear, because even when women win substantial victories, they are not safe. Aziza al-Yousef, Loujain al-Hathloul, Eman al-Nafjan, Aisha Almane, and Madeha al-Ajroush were all kept in detention, uncharged, for more than a hundred days after the ban was lifted. What is more, a year after their detention, al-Nafjan was barred by her country from travelling to accept an international award. These feminists reported that the kinds of violence meted out against them in their extended detention included sexual assault. Sexual assault is routinely used by states to discipline women activists, as it is used to discipline all women everywhere. In detention, sexual assault reminds women of their legitimate place: powerless and weak. This is a particularly important lesson for those women who have exercised their power to claim the freedom to push against the boundaries of patriarchal states. Sexual violence is yet another attempt to break troublesome women down, make them smaller, make them female through violence and shame.

         However, feminists understand this, as do many other troublesome women, however they identify. Sexual violence is war against women for being women, but it is enacted individually, to isolate the victim and remake her through violence and shame. When these same women name sexual violence as part of the state’s brutal toolkit, they again exceed the categories into which the state-sanctioned violations try to lock them. They feel the effects of violence, but refuse the definitional power of this violence by publicly naming and refusing shame. In this regard, their experience mirrors the experiences of women in detention across many parts of the world under different regimes.

         The example of the experiences of Saudi feminists engaged in a three-decade struggle for the right to drive stages the manufacture of female fear spectacularly. While I refer specifically to a particular stage in Saudi women’s struggle for freedom, I recognise that the struggle against driving restrictions occupies the same continuum as the struggle to vote in their past, and the struggle for full recognition of their humanity. For watching women, the threat of imprisonment, sexual assault, public shaming, and prevention from leaving the persecution by fleeing to another country all communicate clearly the dangers that will befall wilful women.

         Public spaces are not theirs, and any confusion will be met with such virulent force that even victories will not guarantee their safety. Women being punished for illegitimately entering the realm of men must be repeatedly reminded, made to feel out of place through pain. They must also be imagined as conceptually out of place.

         However, the multi-generational movement of women activists continues to mobilise for further freedoms, refusing to be pushed back into seclusion, their rightful place under patriarchy.

         Feminism is the constant refusal to be held down; it is the fight against being kept in feminine place by the Female Fear Factory, in Saudi Arabia or anywhere else in the world.

         Since examples can sometimes crystallise something about a specific society, I now turn to offer another example, from a very different society, and one which is closer to home. Examples work to illustrate, but one example can speak so definitively that people get lost in the detail. For this reason, throughout this book, I will use examples from very different societies to highlight dimensions of the Female Fear Factory. Wherever possible, I will choose examples that do not immediately lend themselves to easy comparison. It is too easy otherwise to make the mistake that many feminists from dominant countries make, of assuming that patriarchy is worse in ‘Muslim’ or ‘Asian,’ ‘African’ or ‘Latin American’ contexts, when the exact same abuse of power is in clear view in their own societies once they begin to look deeper. When feminists, wherever located, allow ourselves to be pulled into the obfuscations of ‘better’ or ‘worse’ patriarchy, we are distracted from the fact of patriarchy’s ubiquity. There is no better or worse patriarchy, only patriarchal obfuscation.

         My next example of how the Fear Factory works in public ways is from a society where women drivers are a taken-for-granted reality. Post-apartheid South Africa has some of the best protofeminist legislation and political representations in the world.

         It would be easy, if we pay attention only to legislation and whose bodies move about in public, to miss the connecting ways in which the Female Fear Factory operates here as it does in Saudi Arabia.

         In 2017, while the aforementioned Saudi feminists were fighting against the confinement of women and the legal regulation of women’s movement, one of my students invoked the Female Fear Factory in a class discussion that morning when she declared, ‘By the time I arrive for this class, at 9am, I have already fought a hundred wars.’

         This was a Blackwoman born post-apartheid, a student at the prestigious University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, where I was a full professor at the time. It was a literature class discussion on a topic I no longer recall.

         When I invited her to expand on this statement, she articulated her multiple encounters with the Female Fear Factory. Walking from her parents’ home to take a minibus taxi, several men had commented on her body and tried to get her attention in a manner that suggested sexual interest, but really communicated entitlement to her body and her exclusion from ownership of public space.

         More recently, Koketso Moeti wrote in a column for Mail & Guardian about how both verified data and straw polls show the pervasive nature of fear felt by women in public:

         
            In a popular Twitter thread, a social researcher informally ran a poll asking people to share what they do to avoid being sexually assaulted. All the men responded with different versions of ‘nothing,’ whereas women listed very specific actions they take daily, such as holding keys as potential weapons and feeling uncomfortable when strapping children into the car seat.

            What should be ordinary tasks in adult life, such as getting repairs done or having something installed, easily become very complicated because of the risk that goes with it if you are a woman.

         

         Moeti’s words underscore the centrality of fear in women’s daily lives. The women who responded to the poll surface the way fear shapes even mundane decisions in their lives, and the ways they have to proceed with the assumption that they will encounter some form of harassment. The stark contrast with the men who responded to the poll points to the manner in which fear operates differently in the lives of men and women.

         It is not that patriarchy does not brutalise men, merely that it terrorises women all the time, and the Female Fear Factory is woven into the very fabric of women’s lives, because women are always in the process of being made and kept female. Many women also constantly exceed this category. Those of us who are feminists deliberately escape and break parts of patriarchy.

         Patriarchy may be hard work for all people, but as feminists we are determined to wear patriarchy out. Street sexual harassment often pretends to be appreciative and complimentary, but its targets see through this lie and understand the intrusion and menacing effects of forced attention. It communicates clearly that they are not free to walk about in public, that they are not safe. Indeed, to step out into the public space between her home and her university requires that my student prepare herself daily to walk through threats in ways best suited to keep her body unharmed. This steeling of the self is recognition that there are no guarantees of safety. It is daily confrontation with and defiance of the Female Fear Factory. In her Sexual Harassment of Working Women: A Case of Sex Discrimination, Catharine MacKinnon long ago called this violence presenting as sexual play ‘eroticisation of women’s subordination.’ The author was writing about workplace sexual harassment, but it works here too. In that same book, she also suggests that ‘inequality is built into the social conception of female sexuality, of masculinity and femininity, of sexiness and heterosexual attractiveness’3 in one of many important questions asked in that study.

         In South Africa, when we routinely speak in anger against street sexual harassment, we are told that it is the performance of desire and appreciation; we are reminded of older times where this public approach by men was the African equivalent of ‘courting’ in previous centuries in Europe. This reminder is patriarchal correction. It is an attempt to read against ourselves, be complicit in the eroticisation of our domination. It is not a coincidence that African women are corrected through recourse to ideas of an old Africa that we are all raised to feel nostalgic for. This is violence too, because it places women outside this definition of an old African way of flirting or public exchange.

         In addition to being corrective, however, it is also opportunistic and farcical. Women can be harassed and still flirt elsewhere every day. We know the difference between violence and a respectful, playful approach, and since we are not raised in a parallel universe, the men of our societies know the difference too.

         My student related to us that eventually reaching the taxi rank and catching the minibus taxi comes with an additional expression of the manufacture of female fear, not relief from it. Upon entering the taxi that morning, she had experienced anxiety about her failure to jot down the vehicle’s registration.

         For several weeks, there had been news reports of a serial rapist taxi driver who continued to elude arrest, with no identikit circulated to assist the public in his apprehension. This serial rapist targeted women on Oxford Street in the Parktown area, not far from two university campuses situated in Braamfontein – the University of the Witwatersrand and the Auckland Park campus of the University of Johannesburg. Because several taxi routes intersect on Oxford Street, neither the driver’s taxi route nor his taxi association were clear from the circulating news reports.

         These news reports, coupled with the lack of clarity about the taxi route affected, meant that many women who rely on public transport felt obliged to be extra vigilant. It is important to pause here to imagine what ‘extra vigilance’ means for women who already always occupy public space with an underlying consciousness of their own unsafety. It also bears noting that while we were all preoccupied with the minibus-taxi-driver-rapist that particular month, we are actually always preoccupied with some version of male violence. Some weeks, we have a specific predator on the loose that has made headlines, and others we do not. However, being constantly bombarded with this kind of information means that vigilance is a permanent state of being for South African women. The Female Fear Factory is relentless.

         The young woman in my class then detailed how further self-awareness gripped her as she briskly walked to campus from the taxi drop-off point. This awareness articulated itself as simultaneous knowledge that she could be robbed and/or groped as she made her way to campus across a few blocks in the Johannesburg Central Business District (CBD) and Braamfontein. In other words, she had to walk through fear of ‘ordinary’ crime as well as fear of assaults on her person, which would not be considered ‘crimes.’

         The wars my student has waged in self-defence by the time she arrives for her first class at a prestigious institution are not left at the entrance to campus once she has swiped her way in and taken her place in a comfortable air-conditioned room for intellectual pursuit. Her arrival, participation, and excelling in this class are always coloured by this experience of being terrorised. Like the Saudi women who took to driving in defiance, she has to make this trip fully aware of its dangers, refusing the containment that is offered as the alternative. I will say nothing here of the violence that characterises university campuses too. In a later chapter, ‘Bodies of Knowledge,’ I use the brilliant strategies of other young African women at Nigerian campuses to speak to campus violence and the Female Fear Factory.

         It fills me with rage to imagine what we lose as a society – and as a world – when women are forced to excel under these conditions. What more could women like these offer us in the way of excellence if they were free to fully apply themselves under conditions of safety? Who else could we all be if we did not have to surrender a part of our brains to the ever-present fear that persists even when we make a lifelong commitment to dismantle the Female Fear Factory, sometimes brick by brick, and at other times by blowing parts of it up?

         Jessica Horn’s words on the body as a key site of contestation are particularly instructive here, with very clear connections between the South African woman whose very movement through her city is met with constant commentary, and all the Saudi women imprisoned through various regimes. Horn’s words also link forward to the example of ‘Schumacher,’ the bisexual soap opera character discussed in the next chapter. In her essay, ‘Re-righting the Sexual Body,’ Horn writes:

         
            Our bodies are our primary means of participating socially, economically, politically, spiritually and creatively in society. They are the beginning point of the application of rights; the place in which rights are exercised, and for women in particular, the place where rights are most often violated.4

         

         The body is the primary avenue for the control, as well as the vehicle used to escape and resist in all three examples. Schumacher, like the iconic champion race driver he renames himself after, flees the physical site of his dehumanisation. More than that, however, through hard work economically, emotionally, and socially, he creates a rewarding, free life for himself. He remakes himself and insists on an affirming life. The Saudi feminists recognise that their confinement is enforced partly through the control of their bodies. They make the connections between movement and freedom that are evident to all those in bondage. When they choose to drive, their bodies are the battleground over which freedom is fought for and won. In Horn’s terms, they are unapologetic in the assertion of what should be their rights. In a similar vein, the Wits student may walk through tumultuous terrain as threats are made both directly and indirectly; through comments on her body, and through her heightened awareness of what happens regularly to those who are embodied in a similar fashion. Yet, she must walk as an exercise of a right that is guaranteed to her on paper, but that requires daily assertion and claiming.

         In South Africa, there are no cultures of long-term confinement of women into the domestic sphere. Even the most violent patriarchs who make obscene jokes about women’s driving do not oppose women’s driving per se. They are simply demonstrating the general contempt they have for all women for existing – ingrained misogyny. The men from different generations who comment on my student’s body do not argue that women should be kept out of view; they simply feel entitled to comment on their appearance. Masculine entitlement of this sort is not just about the assumed right to (voice) an opinion, however. It is also about the assumption that they have a right to women entertaining all men’s opinions and responding in ways that show due deflection to them. Put differently, what these men enact is menacing, because socialisation into patriarchal masculinity has taught them that women have an obligation to treat men’s words and thoughts as both legitimate and important, especially when expressed in public.

         In ‘The Meaning of Spatial Boundaries,’ Fatema Mernissi teaches us that

         
            [t]he institutionalized boundaries dividing the parts of society express the recognition of power in one part at the expense of the other. Any transgression of the boundaries is a danger to the social order because it is an attack on the acknowledged allocation of power. The link between boundaries and power is particularly salient in society’s sexual patterns.5

         

         The ownership of public space is a male right in a very direct sense when women must rely on men for certain kinds of mobility beyond a short distance. To be allowed to drive as a woman and, moreover, to politically organise for the right to do so when denied this right – and then to win, is to thoroughly attack ‘the acknowledged allocation of power’ by claiming some of that power for women, and refusing to defer to the institutionalised power of men over women and all public space. For my student to make her way across the city to attend classes constantly troubles the unsaid – but nonetheless clear – boundaries about public space. It is not accidental either that the threats of violence are sexualised in her case.

         These men know that the oft-posited excuse that such commentary is playful, appreciative banter is a lie. This is why they refuse to offer the same kind of complimentary attention to other strange men in the same spaces. It is also why they are so quick to defend the women they love – mothers, daughters, friends, and sisters – from the same attention. The young woman in my class was fluent in the Female Fear Factory’s regulation of public space – before, during, and after the minibus taxi trip. She had acquired this fluency over nearly two decades of being a girl and a woman in a society with routine street sexual harassment.

         She was also determined to defy it in the streets – and wherever else it sought to flatten her. On the face of it, these South African and Saudi Arabian feminists appear to live in societies organised along very different relationships to the patriarchal policing of women’s bodies in public. Yet, the Female Fear Factory communicates to women like my student and the Saudi driving women in very similar registers. The Female Fear Factory’s publicness in this manner can co-exist with increasing statistics of women entering careers and leadership roles in public life. It does not simply melt away when challenged but needs consistent defiance.

         Here, I choose examples of women who feel the threat and nonetheless go out in public, because defiance of the Female Fear Factory is the only way we can chip away at it and ultimately blow it up. There is an additional investment in choosing examples of women who feel the fear and go out anyway: to illustrate that it requires courage to live as a woman in a patriarchal society; yet, courage does not, and indeed cannot, depend on fearlessness. (While women of all political persuasions brave the public daily in South Africa, the student whose story I choose here does self-identify as a feminist.)

         These examples demonstrate one way in which the Female Fear Factory is public in a physical, geo-spatial sense. The second sense of public I wish to invoke is what has often been called the public sphere, or arena, after Jürgen Habermas’s formulation, which was later problematised through the surfacing of gendered and classed power in the now equally canonical work of Nancy Fraser and others. The Habermasian public sphere may have emerged from public discussions in places like squares and coffee shops. However, it refers to something more abstract.

         The public sphere is less physical and more conceptual. It is the public space of ideas, the general understanding of how things and specific relations work, the valuation logics, and the terms through which meaning can be made and unmade.

         Public spheres are public because they are collectively owned worlds of ideas. In theory, everybody has access to the making and unmaking of a collective consciousness, or an awareness of the guiding ideas of the time, akin to what Raymond Williams long ago termed ‘structures of feeling.’ This is Habermas’ notion, presented as descriptive, but shown by Fraser and subsequent feminists to be both uncritically masculinist and aspirational.

         Fraser showed that rather than being truly democratically and publicly constituted, Habermas’ public sphere had significant gendered and class dimensions beyond those he makes explicit reference to. Like Fraser, I think the distinctions between ‘public’ in relation to the state and economy, on the one hand, and ‘public sphere,’ on the other hand, are very important to retain, rather than collapse. In my earlier examples, I refer to how the Female Fear Factory is enacted through collusion of state and physical spatial regulation – but also in times where legislation and patriarchal spatial regulation appear to pull in different directions. The Female Fear Factory can be a project of the state, but it need not be exclusively so. To this end, I find Zine Magubane’s insistence that we think about ideology as inherently contradictory – rather than seamless – useful.

         This is how it is possible in both societies used as examples to have the simultaneous embrace of the ideals of ‘women’s empowerment’ in the public sphere, and the circulation of pervasive practices that place women under surveillance. Women’s advancement can be seen in the increasing movement of women into professions, including the military, while confinement is enacted by the state. The boundaries may appear blurry, but transgressing them is met with very clear consequential violence.

         The public sphere is the fluid, contested realm in which consensus is sometimes reached about the ‘common sense,’ through a shifting and shiftable agreement. Thinking on the public sphere has advanced to embrace the existence of counterpublics. Viewed as ‘an institutionalized arena of discursive interaction,’ Fraser nonetheless insists that the Habermasian conception of the public sphere needs considerable work to meaningfully ‘yield a category capable of theorising’ current relations between counterpublics and the inherent contestation. The public sphere is not an unchanging bourgeois structure but one that is permeable enough for shifts in ideas in directions both transformative and conservative, and for co-existence with these counterpublics.

         Indeed, as Fraser herself reminds us in her highly influential essay, ‘Rethinking the Public Sphere’: ‘It is the idea of the public sphere that provides the conceptual condition of possibility for the revisionist critique of its imperfect realization.’6 Both definitions of what is public illustrate something very important about how the Female Fear Factory exists. There is no automatic, objective reason why the public – in the geo-territorial spatial sense – should be male space. Nor do ideas about how to read and treat women in varying public activities and roles stem from inevitability. This is especially the case when we accept that in most countries, women outnumber men. Even where there are equal numbers of people of all genders, the only reason public space has become synonymous with men’s space is due to historical developments of patriarchal power across the globe. This historical trajectory has also marked the public space as where substantial, valuable work occurs, because this is where visible, valued work and activity occur in late capitalist patriarchies. Therefore ‘formal work’ is located in the realm of the public and the most devalued work is kept largely out of public view.

         In the quotation above, Alubo mentions both parks (the recreational) and factories or offices as public. The public has clear rules, and it is also visible. The Female Fear Factory works like a real factory in its logic and relationship to publicness. Like a factory that produces physical products, it takes up space. And although we work with seemingly commonsensical ideas about public space as collectively owned by all of us, another meaning of a collective is a ‘public’.

         Factories show the asymmetrical relationships between space and ownership, or power. Factories occupy public space, yet even collectively administered production lines work on lines of distinction when it comes to ownership. They may be owned by a group, say, in a publicly listed company. However, they do not belong to everybody in that society in the same way. Nor do all members of the public enjoy the same benefits or relationships of proximity to collectively owned factories and factory processes. The seemingly commonsensical understanding of public space as shared, collectively owned space nonetheless continues to clash significantly with power as played out in public. This means women – and all other oppressed in any space – walk around with something akin to Du Bois’s double consciousness, and therefore multiple senses of truth. For women to survive and live, we have to proceed as though we believe public spaces are ours too – in literal and symbolic ways. They do belong to us, and they do not. At the same time, messages passed on through the pervasive preoccupation with our unsafety communicate clearly that public spaces belong to men. To make women feel out of place in public is how public spaces are ring-fenced in patriarchy. Street harassment, restrictions on women driving, and the many other tools of the Female Fear Factory are how public space is taken away from women. Continuing to take up space is how we claim space as belonging to all of us.

         The Female Fear Factory takes up publicness as a performance of legitimacy, since it is visible to all to witness. Spectators are affected by it in one way or another – either recognising it, to later perform in similar ways, or understanding the threat in the performance of who can be harmed in public.

         In societies where public sexual harassment is acceptable, women and gender-fluid people learn early that when they are attacked and/or belittled in public, others will look away.

         They learn just as quickly that the best way to avoid the escalation of this violence – which, again, is unlikely to be stopped by those witnessing it – is to pretend that it is not happening. We are taught over a lifetime that the only way to remain safe is to look away, that it is dangerous to defend ourselves.

         The publicness of the performance of these threats – in other words the public production of fear – marks public space as belonging to those who perform ownership over others. The repetition is authorised and sets up a series of certainties: that the harassed will retreat and the harasser will remain unchallenged.

         Those who witness it learn from the inaction of all others. Inaction and deflection become the normalised response to the Female Fear Factory. That which occurs repeatedly without question becomes the norm. Once normalised, it is harder to question recurrence, until there have been so many instances that it ceases to be seen. However, when we refuse to keep quiet when trivialisation happens in front of us in public, we make more cracks in patriarchy’s manufacture of female fear. We create a new normal. Therefore, some of this work must be done in small, everyday public acts, repeatedly.

         There is risk.

         In May 2017, Mandla Hlatshwayo and Oupa Duma, two prominent Black men in the South African entertainment industry, interrupted the scene of women being robbed outside a pub in Pimville. They did not know the women or their assailants as they left a trendy pub in Pimville, Soweto. Mandla Hlatshwayo, a former actor in the prime time soap opera Generations, who was a JoziFM DJ at the time of the incident, and his friend Oupa Duma were fatally shot for this interruption of the Female Fear Factory. Patriarchy is murderous. Interrupting it comes with a cost. However, patriarchy is always murderous even when we comply. The lie of safety is something I pay attention to in a later chapter, ‘The False Promise of Safety.’

         In this book, although I trace and illuminate diverse dimensions of the manufacture of female fear, I offer examples of its disruption in a variety of ways. I return in the chapter ‘Fearing Feminists’ to some other ways in which interrupting the manufacture of female fear is necessary, dangerous work.

         Finally, although I initially developed the concept in relation to rape specifically, in the examples already provided, as well as in what follows, I show how the Female Fear Factory is a regulatory framework whose tools and promise of violence is not only rape. Although I had initially thought of the chapters of this book as distinct illustrations of specific aspects of the Female Fear Factory, I have been delighted by the numerous connections that have developed across chapters as I wrote.

         Therefore, even as I outline the focus of the individual chapters below, drawing attention to some of these connections, it is my hope that even more overlaps will emerge as different readers interact with the book.

         In chapter 1, I unpack the core ideas for this book: how certain categories of people are made female, what it means to think about fear as a political idea and a patriarchal product, and why ‘factory’ is the specific metaphor I use to think about the specific conditions and textures of its production.

         Chapter 2 spends more time on fear, particularly how fear is taught, like a language in which patriarchy requires fluency. The Female Fear Factory cannot exist outside of fluency. However, because the word ‘fluency’ evokes so many disparate associations in different parts of the world, within scholarship, and depending on the linguistic landscapes of the place, I spend some time on the process of fluency and why fluency in fear matters.

         Chapter 3 is dedicated to the dangerous fictions of the monstrous rapists and powerful men as benign, through an examination of the British television series, Liar and Salma Hayek’s narrative of Harvey Weinstein’s sexual terrorisation of her. In both these chapters, I write against these dangerous fictions.

         Chapter 4 analyses ‘mythologising misogyny’ in the context of the Indian rape of Jyoti Singh and her naming as Nirbhaya, the fearless one, after a goddess. I ask: What does it mean to name her a fearless deity, when she was neither? I return to inversion of fear in chapter 9, ‘Fearing Feminists,’ to interrogate what sometimes happens to women who are publicly constructed as dangerous feminists when the patriarchal stakes are particularly high.

         Chapter 5 reads against ‘the false promise of safety,’ perpetually deferred in various creative and seemingly ‘commonsensical logics.’ These are further expanded on in the chapters that follow, ‘Femicidal Intimacy’ (chapter 6) and ‘Bodies of Knowledge’ (chapter 7).

         Chapter 8, ‘Foreign Familiars,’ turns to the site of South Africa’s xenophobic violence for traces of the Female Fear Factory. Analysing short films by two of South Africa’s most celebrated documentary filmmakers, Andy Spitz and Peabody awardee and twice-BAFTA winner, Xoliswa Sithole, I examine how the displaced women and girls they focus their cameras on speak against the Female Fear Factory in ways that suggest it functions similarly in different contexts.

         The COVID-19 pandemic has refocused our attentions on fear in ways that bring power into even sharper focus. While there continue to be wide declarations of ‘The New Normal,’ there is much evidence of older structural configurations, sometimes repurposed for a new time. In chapter 10, I revisit the meanings of ‘safety’ and argue that COVID-19 times have ushered in a return to nationalism.

         In place of a conclusion, I end on a personal diary, ‘Refusing the Prison of Fear,’ in which I map out my most enduring fears at different points in my life. It was not by design that so many journalists appear throughout this book as defiant, courageous, dissectors of patriarchal mythology. Yet, I found myself heavily reliant on a British feminist journalist’s book and on documentaries by a Nigerian journalist, and a Salvadorian journalist in chapters on the dangerous fiction of the monstrous rapist, femicidal intimacy, and mythologising misogyny.

         It is less surprising that I have relied on painting, documentary films, a television series, creative non-fiction, and a novel to think through some of my concerns and refine my concepts. The generative world of the imagination is my first love, and my best home. But as artist Penny Siopis reminds us in much of her work, home is very complicated terrain. From it springs joy, trauma, shame, connection and possibilities.

         Stranger danger is such an entrenched part of our lives across cultures by now that the relationships between stranger and familiar recur in different chapters here too. From the neighbour who turns violent, to the femicidal partner, to the serial killer who would fit perfectly in a detective squad.

         In each chapter, there are figures who fight powerfully against the Female Fear Factory. This is the first and most important task of the book you hold in your hand. To understand the Fear Factory so we can destroy it faster, more strategically and effectively, and, as much as possible, with feminist joy.

         Interestingly, while I was writing this book, and taking regular walks to get some exercise and clear my mind, I had an encounter with the Female Fear Factory I had not spent too much time thinking about prior to this point. To be clear, I have always known that men attack women in public places, but to be charged at aggressively by a stranger with a weapon in the middle of the day was a surprise. I wish I could say that as he tried to hit me, I had pounced on him in self-defence, raining my fists on him like Mona Eltahawy and all the women who tweeted her their stories of beating their own attackers.

         Alas, I simply stood my ground, and challenged him as he lunged at me. He never actually hit me, just threatened to with his body, several times. And although shocked and unnerved – not to mention weaponless – I neither cowered nor turned to run, although I did eventually get away from him.

         This was less than a kilometre from my home, just before noon, in the suburb where I live very comfortably and where there are walkers, joggers, and dog walkers most times of the day. I suspect that my potential assailant had mental health challenges, because I offended him by waving as he smiled his greeting. I was wearing a mask. He accused me of hurling demons at him, and claimed to be poised to attack me and my demons.

         When a young man who witnessed this public spectacle of the man repeatedly lunging at me stopped his car to offer me a getaway, my would-be assailant changed languages to very calmly address the young man. As a friend later remarked, patriarchy’s enduring logic and men’s investment in patriarchal privilege retains its grip even when all other logics are slippery. He had waved back at the man walking ahead of me a few minutes before I did the same. But he had lunged at me, sworn at me in our shared home language, hurling very gendered insults my way. When another man arrived at the scene, and a man whose linguistic ability he was uncertain of, he had calmly addressed him in English.

         I was not terrorised. I still walk the same route.
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