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1
            INTRODUCTION

            ON VIOLENCE AND ON VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

         

         
            The evil that is in the world almost always stems from ignorance […] the most hopeless vice being ignorance which believes it knows everything and therefore grants itself the right to kill. The soul of the murderer is blind and there is no true kindness or loving and being loved without the utmost far-reaching vision.

            albert camus, the plague, 1947*

            We’re going to tackle the virus, but tackle it like fucking men.

            jair bolsonaro, president of brazil, public statement on covid-19, 30 march 2020

         

         It is a truism to say that everyone knows violence when they see it, but if one thing has become clear over the past decade it is that the most prevalent, insidious forms of violence are those that cannot be seen. A group of identical-looking white men in dark suits are photographed as their president signs an executive order banning US state funding to groups anywhere in the world offering abortion or abortion counselling.1 The passing of this ‘Global Gag Rule’ in January 2017 effectively inaugurated the Trump presidency. The ruling means an increase in deaths by illegal abortion for thousands of women throughout the developing world. Its effects are as cruel as they are precise. No 2non-governmental organisation (NGO) in receipt of US funds can henceforth accept non-US support, or lobby governments across the world, on behalf of the right to abortion. A run of abortion bans followed in conservative Republican-held US states. In November 2019, Ohio introduced to the state legislature a bill which included the requirement that in cases of ectopic pregnancy, doctors must reimplant the embryo into the woman’s uterus or face a charge of ‘abortion murder’ (ectopic pregnancy can be fatal to the mother and no such procedure exists in medical science).2 At a talk in London in June 2019, Kate Gilmore, the UN deputy commissioner for human rights, described US policy on abortion as a form of extremist hate that amounts to the torture of women. ‘We have not called it out in the same way we have other forms of extremist hate,’ she stated, ‘but this is gender-based violence against women, no question.’3 The resurgence of hate-fuelled populism has become a commonplace of the twenty-first century. But it is perhaps less common to hear extremist hate, notably against women, being named so openly as the driver of the supreme legal machinery of the West. 

         Judging by that original photograph – which has become iconic of twenty-first-century manhood in power – the White House officials might just as well have been watching the president sign off on anything. They looked as bland as they were ruthless, mildly complacent and bored. No shadow across their brow, no steely glint in the eye or pursing of the lips to suggest that their actions were fuelled by hatred. Doubtless, they believed that their motives were pure, that they were saving the lives of the unborn. It is a characteristic of such mostly male violence – ‘violence regnant’, as it might be termed, since it represents and is borne by the apparatus of state – that it always presents itself as defending the rights of the innocent. These 3men are killers. But their murderousness is invisible – to the world (illegal abortions belong to the backstreets) and to themselves. Not even in their wildest dreams, I would imagine, does it cross their minds that their decisions might be fuelled by the desire to inflict pain. Neither the nature nor the consequences of their actions is a reality they need trouble themselves about. With their hands lightly clasped or hanging loose by their sides, what they convey is vacuous ease. Above all, they brook no argument. Their identikit posture allows no sliver of dissent (not amongst themselves, not inside their own heads). It is the central premise of this book that violence in our time thrives on a form of mental blindness. Like a hothouse plant, it flourishes under the heady steam of its own unstoppable conviction.

         I start with this moment because it stands as one of the clearest illustrations of the rift between act and understanding, between impulse and self-knowledge, which for me lies at the core of so much violence. We can name this male violence against women, as the UN commissioner did without reserve, but men are not the only human subjects capable of embodying it. Women throughout history have wrapped themselves in the mantle of state power. And men are also the victims of violence – the most prolific serial rapist in UK history, sentenced to life in January 2020, had preyed consistently upon vulnerable young, heterosexual men.4 But, in response to the crisis of the hour, the increasing visibility of gender-based violence, this book tilts towards male violence against women, and towards one deadly mix in particular: the link between the ability to inflict untold damage and a willed distortion – whether conscious or unconscious – in the field of vision. Violence is a form of entitlement. Unlike privilege – which can be checked with a mere gesture, as in ‘check your privilege’, and then left 4at the door – entitlement goes deeper and at the same time is more slippery to grasp. As if hovering in the ether, it relies for its persistence on a refusal to acknowledge that it is even there.

         To take another iconic moment of the last few years: Prince Andrew’s infamous BBC television interview of November 2019, when he tried to explain that his visit to the home of child trafficker and abuser Jeffrey Epstein in 2010, barely months after Epstein’s conviction for sexual assault, arose from his tendency to be too ‘honourable’ (staying with a convicted sex offender was the ‘honourable’ thing to do). Prince Andrew was floundering in the dark. His denials that he had ever met or had sex with Virginia Giuffre, formerly Roberts, who states that she was coerced into sex with him when she was a seventeen-year-old girl were the subject of ridicule. It was an extraordinary display of blindness: to the young women victims, trafficked by Epstein – allegedly with the support of Ghislaine Maxwell, who is now awaiting trial – not one of whom got a single mention; to the self-defeating farce of his own case (unlike Oedipus, his blindness was atoning for nothing). But he was also revealing a chilling truth, which I suspect played its part in the speed with which he was summoned by the Queen and dismissed from his royal duties without ceremony, despite the fact that he is reputed to be her favourite child. Honour, here in its royal incarnation, revealed its true colours as the right to violence with impunity (in the UK any investigation into Epstein has been summarily dropped). For that very reason Virginia Woolf warned women in the 1930s not to be tempted by the panoply of power and the trappings of national honour which would suck them into war.5 But the shiftiness is not an afterthought. It is hardwired into the whole 5process, the chief means whereby entitlement boasts its invincibility and hides its true nature from itself.

         
            *

         

         In one of his best-known formulas, Freud wrote of ‘His Majesty the Baby’, by which he meant the will to perfection and the burden of adoration which parents invest in their child. Narcissism starts with the belief that the whole world is at your feet, there solely for you to manipulate. Beautifully self-serving, its legacy is potentially fatal – as in the myth of Narcissus, who drowned in his own reflection in a pool – since it makes it well-nigh impossible for the human subject to see or love anyone other than themselves. Aggressivity is therefore its consequence, as the child struggles with the mother or whoever takes her place against the dawning recognition that they are as helpless as they are dependent on others to survive. ‘Every injury to our almighty and autocratic ego’, Freud writes in his essays on war and death, ‘is at bottom a crime of lèse-majesté’ (in the unconscious we are all royalty).6 But for those at the top of the social pecking order, narcissism mutates, not into loss, not into something you have at least partly to relinquish, but into an accursed gift, one which too easily leads to violence. No human, however powerful, is spared confrontation with the limits of their own power, with those realms, in the words of Hannah Arendt, ‘in which man cannot change and cannot act and in which, therefore, he has a distinct tendency to destroy’.7 Arendt was writing in the 1950s about the forms of murderous totalitarianism that had spread over the earth, but her prescient words are no less relevant now, when dictatorships are on the rise, we face the destruction of the planet, black 6men are being shot on the streets of America, and the rates of death from austerity, rampant inequality and impoverishment are increasing by the day. When the pandemic started to break across the globe from the end of 2019, it soon became clear that one of its most striking features would be the way it accentuates the racial and economic fault lines of the world – from the fact that BAME (black, Asian and minority ethnic) citizens in the UK are four times more likely than whites to die of Covid-19, to the killing of George Floyd which, mid-pandemic, repeated and underscored a historic context of violence. At the same time, the conduct of dictators and would-be dictators (or close) – Bolsonaro, Trump, Erdoğan – in their boastful and death-dealing defiance of the virus, has given Arendt’s idea of ‘impotent bigness’ a whole new, chilling dimension. Her concept will reappear in what follows as one of her most eloquent and suggestive (Arendt shot into the US bestsellers list on the election of Trump in November 2016).

         Who decides what is called out as violence? Who determines the forms of violence we are allowed, and permit ourselves, to see? Not naming violence – its often undercover path of destruction, its random disposal of the bodies it needs and does not need – is one of the ways that capitalism has always preserved and perpetuated itself.8 In one of her sharpest insights and most trenchant ripostes, socialist revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg cautioned against the charge that the 1905 Russian Revolution had spilt blood by pointing out that the level of suffering was nothing compared with the indiscriminate, mostly unremarked, cutting down of lives by the brute machinery of capital which had flourished up to then. ‘Abroad the picture created of the Russian Revolution is that of an enormous blood-bath, with all the unspeakable suffering of the people without a single ray of 7light,’ she stated at a rally in Mannheim in 1906. ‘The suffering during the revolution is a mere nothing compared to what the Russian people had to put up with before the revolution under so-called quiet conditions.’9 She then listed hunger, scurvy and the thousands of workers killed in the factories without attracting the attention of the statisticians. ‘Quiet conditions’ is key – she is referring to the skill with which capital cloaks its crimes.

         In January 2019, Conservative ministers in the UK recommended that grant allocations to local authorities no longer be weighted to reflect the higher costs of deprivation and poverty so that money could be redirected to the more affluent Tory shires (a move variously described as a ‘brutal political stitch-up’ and ‘an act of war’).10 These moments of violence move silently, as do the women today who are so often the most affected: threatened by Brexit with the loss of equality and human rights protection, including employment rights and funding for women’s services, notably in relation to sexual violence where the level of reporting amongst survivors is around fifteen per cent, with prosecutions falling; or forced into sex work as a result of the Universal Credit system, part of a Conservative overhaul of benefits for people on low household income which is now acknowledged as catastrophic for the most socially vulnerable (six previous benefits rolled into one, with payment delays threatening many with destitution). When Iain Duncan Smith, architect of the policy, was knighted in the 2020 New Year’s Honours List, 237,000 people signed a petition objecting to the award for a man ‘responsible for some of the cruellest, most extreme welfare reforms this country has ever seen’.11 The Department for Work and Pensions denies any link between the new credit system and survival sex, dismissing the tales of women as ‘merely anecdotal’.12 8

         Today the concentration of wealth in the hands of the few has never been so high. From the time of the Conservative government’s first election in 2010 (in coalition) up to 2020, tax cuts for the rich have been accompanied by the slashing of public spending in the UK. As a direct consequence, thousands of people were left to die on beds in the corridors of NHS hospitals over the three years from 2016 to 2019.13 It is generally recognised that the spending ‘free-for-all’ inaugurated by Boris Johnson after his 2019 election victory is intended to secure a further electoral term but will have no effect on the basic gulf between the rich and the dispossessed (the monies released for the NHS are a fraction of what is needed). Nor is there any confidence that the flurry of NHS spending brought on a year later by the pandemic will be significantly sustained. The pay increase announced in July 2020 for NHS staff excludes nurses; there is no increase mooted for workers in care homes. Meanwhile, Johnson refuses to sack Robert Jenrick, his minister for housing, communities and local government, despite troubling allegations of corruption in his dealings with the former porn baron, publisher and property magnate Richard Desmond, who boasts that Johnson promised to change the gambling rules on his behalf.14

         Why, I once asked someone whose opinion I valued, do millionaires like Richard Branson, Robert Maxwell and Rupert Murdoch go on accumulating past the point at which their riches could possibly serve any tangible, let alone benign, purpose? His reply was as instant as it was illuminating: because they only feel powerful in the act, only in the very moment when they accumulate; and because they cannot take their wealth with them when they die. For Arendt, such grandiose, ultimately self-defeating behaviour would fall under the rubric 9of the ‘impotence of bigness’, words which might help explain, for example, why the level of sexual abuse in Hollywood and in the corridors of Westminster is so high and persistent – as we will see, the public fight against sexual harassment in the US and UK has significantly increased awareness, but we cannot be sure of its long-term effects. These places are full of men who have been led to believe they rule their domain, but who somewhere know they are deluded, since even the wildest success, the most obscene wealth, does not spare anyone from potential humiliation, or from the perils of life and death, although it can cushion you for a while. Abuse is the sharpest means, the one most readily to hand, to repudiate such knowledge with hatred.

         This book is not exhaustive. It makes no claim to cover violence in all its forms or violence everywhere. Its focus is mainly on male violence. But it is central to my argument that the masculinity enjoined on all men, and paraded by so many, is a fraud. Throughout, I take my distance from radical feminism, notably of the influential school of Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin, which sees violence as the unadulterated and never-failing expression of male sexuality and power, a self-defeating argument if ever there was one (if true, then men will rule the world for ever).15 Instead of which, it is crucial for me that, even while calling out masculinity in its worst guise, we allow to individual men the potential gap between maleness and the infinite complexity of the human mind. How can we as feminists make that gap the beating heart of women’s fight against oppression, against the stultifying ideology of what women are meant to be, and not allow the same internal breathing space to men? Surely it is on the ability of all of us to stop, think and reject the most deadly requisite behaviours 10that our chance of a better world relies? No man comfortably possesses masculinity (any more than, other than by killing, one person is in total possession of anyone else). Indeed such mastery is the very delusion which underpins the deranged and most highly prized version of masculinity on offer. Prowess is a lie, as every inch of mortal flesh bears witness. But like all lies, in order to be believed, it has to be endlessly repeated.

         One of the most striking aspects of the saga of Hollywood producer and sexual abuser Harvey Weinstein, as told by Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey who broke the story in the New York Times, is that he seems to have been at least as keen on the slow burn of coercion and resistance, which would sometimes go on for hours, as on any act of so-called consummation. Rowena Chiu, for example, describes how, shortly after being hired as his assistant, she endured four hours of threats, cajoling and bribes. At the end, ‘He parted her legs, and told her that with one single thrust it would all be over.’16 She managed to get out of the room. (What exactly, we might ask, was in it for him?) Emily Nestor, a temporary receptionist in Weinstein’s Los Angeles office, described him as ‘very persistent and focused, though she kept saying no for over an hour’. (Nestor chose not to file a complaint so these words come from a first-hand account by someone in whom she confided.17) Clearly, for Weinstein, the revulsion he provoked was a core component of his pleasure, which is not to say that he did not also wish to get his way with these women. ‘If he heard the word “no”,’ commented one of the key witnesses in the February 2020 New York rape trial, who chose not to be named, ‘it was like a trigger.’18 For Zelda Perkins, another assistant who was subjected to his assaults, he was ‘pathologically’ addicted: ‘It was what got him out of bed in the morning.’19 11

         If sexual violence always tends to spiral out of control, it is because the agent of that violence must know deep down he is on a losing wicket (an English cricket term which means your turn at batting will fail). Jessica Mann, one of the two main witnesses in Weinstein’s rape trial, stated that he lacked testicles, appeared to have a vagina and was therefore intersex – to the objections of Weinstein’s lawyers, sketches of his anatomy were then distributed to the jury.20 The point is not whether the claim was correct but the unstable, sexually uncertain image of the human body which had suddenly erupted in the courtroom. Seen in this light, Weinstein’s physical collapse after his arrest should be read not just as a staged plea for sympathy – a day after photos were released showing him using a Zimmer frame on his way into court in December 2019, he was seen walking around a supermarket unaided – but also as an inadvertent display of the fragility and eventual bitter truth of the human body, a truth which his predatory behaviour was designed to conceal from the women he abused, from the world, and from himself. In which case, for him at least, the party is truly over. (‘I feel like the forgotten man,’ he said in a December 2019 interview with the New York Post.21) This suggests to me that one reason why he got away with it for so long, why so many people in the profession chose to turn a blind eye, was not only brute negligence towards women, nor fear of the career-destroying consequences for anyone who dared to speak out, but also because no one wanted to open the Pandora’s box of a man like Weinstein’s inner world, to look too closely at his greatest fears, any more than they wanted to recognise what, given half a chance, such a man might be capable of. ‘The #MeToo movement’, writes novelist Anne Enright, ‘isn’t just a challenge to male entitlement; it may also pose a general 12question about male sanity.’22 Although not the sanity of all men, as she is careful to qualify.

         In 2012, Jimmy Savile, British TV comedian, charity entrepreneur and chat show host, was found to have run a regime of systematic sexual abuse for most of his fifty-year career, including the abuse of patients at Leeds General Infirmary ranging in age from five to seventy-five. Savile had been the cherished mascot of two of the UK’s most venerable and prized institutions, the National Health Service and the BBC, though many people – myself included – had always found him repellent (and not just with hindsight). Pretty much everyone he worked with, certainly at the BBC, had had some inkling of his crimes and misdemeanours, a fact which suggests that the worse, and more blatant, the offence, notably in the domain of sexual life, the more the blindness seems to increase. Like Weinstein’s, Savile’s acts of violence had hovered for decades on the threshold of the visible world. He had been hiding in plain sight.

         
            *

         

         This puts anyone seeking to combat these forms of violence in something of a double bind, or at least imposes on us the need for special vigilance. If, as I argue here, sexual violence arises from a form of tunnel vision, on burying those aspects of the inner life that are most difficult to acknowledge or see, it is also the case that raising violence to the surface of public consciousness is not always transformative in the ways we would want it to be. Perhaps nowhere so much as in the field of sexual oppression does the adage apply that recognising an injustice, bringing it to the world’s attention, does not mean in and of itself that the offence will be obliterated and justice prevail. Despite the sea-change of 13#MeToo for the film industry, across the run of the 2019 festivals, there was still a palpable ‘predatory vibe’ (Roman Polanski was welcomed and awarded the Grand Jury Prize in Venice while Weinstein awaited trial).23

         Meanwhile, from the summit of English sport, another of the UK’s celebrity-packed and most venerated institutions, cricketer Geoffrey Boycott, who had been convicted in a French court of assaulting his girlfriend in 2014, was knighted in Theresa May’s 2019 resignation Honours List. The French judge responded that she stood by her decision to find him guilty. When told that a leading domestic violence charity in the UK had condemned the award, Boycott replied that he did ‘not give a toss’.24 The sporting world would seem to be another domain with a special proclivity to sexual abuse, which cannot be unrelated to the superhuman prowess that athletes are meant to have on permanent display. Certainly this expectation, compounded by his disability, was central to the life and stellar sporting career of Oscar Pistorius, whose killing of Reeva Steenkamp in 2013 and the trial that followed is the subject of a chapter here. In April 2018, Paddy Jackson and Stuart Olding, defendants in the notorious Belfast rugby rape trial, were acquitted, to the consternation of many who had watched the sustained ritual humiliation of the plaintiff in court, and listened to the verbal violence of the defendants towards her (in their shared messages, they boasted of having ‘pumped’ and of ‘spit-roasting’ a bird). According to journalist Susan McKay, ‘they had been treated like young gods’ from the moment they showed signs of real talent on the playing fields. ‘All of them had the macho swagger that goes with it.’25

         Harvey Weinstein’s February 2020 conviction for criminal sexual assault in the first degree and rape in the third degree, 14together with his jail sentence of twenty-three years the following month, are a victory for women. He was, however, cleared on the two most serious charges of predatory sexual assault, which means that one of the women – the actress Annabella Sciorra, who had been the first woman to testify against him in a criminal court – was not believed. The suggestion by Weinstein’s lawyer, Donna Rotunno, that she would be an ‘excellent witness’ as she had spent her whole life ‘acting for a living’ appears to have been effective, as if only liars make acting their career. The idea that this trial dismantled once and for all the image of the ‘perfect’ rape victim – unknown to the assailant, certainly not in a relationship with him that continued after the rape, able to recover and recount her experience with perfect clarity almost from the moment it happened – might also have been premature. There is also the risk that the celebrity which put him under the spotlight might turn out to have served as a distraction from the perennial, ‘mundane’, nature of sexual crime.

         In this case, revulsion against a sexual felon – the revulsion that also appears to have fuelled his own desire – and the law were on the same side. But time and again in what follows, we will see the legal struggle for redress against sexual assault brought up against the most stubborn forms of resistance and sidelining, due at least in part, I suggest, to the fact that human subjects can be roused by what disgusts them, that licentiousness, even in the political order which is meant to tame and subdue it, can be a draw. This certainly seems to have played a part in the 2016 election of Donald Trump, when his ugly misogyny was either dismissed as mere masculine playfulness or else championed, and positively fired up his base (in the same way as the charge of sexual assault against Brett Kavanaugh did 15nothing to damage, and may indeed have increased, his chances of being elected to the US Supreme Court in 2017). Chelsea Clinton has described such misogyny as ‘the gateway drug’, a soporific which lulls the senses and opens the door to greater nastiness to come.26 Permission granted to a vicarious frisson of erotic pleasure and rage, so often directed towards women, which no one is in a hurry to admit to. In her article on the Belfast trial, McKay describes how much she enjoyed watching, as a form of ‘light’ relief, the popular Irish TV drama The Fall, notably the episode in which the main detective, played by Gillian Anderson, undresses for the camera unaware – unlike the viewer – that she is being watched by the serial killer she is hunting and who has just rifled through her clothes: ‘I hated the show’s pornographic gender politics, the way it made me feel like a voyeur, but did not miss a single episode.’27 She is trying to understand why the trial had become a major tourist destination, the vicious communal sexism of the defendants seeming to have been part of the appeal.

         By common assent, Trump is a law-breaker: two rape charges, one made and then withdrawn by his first wife, Ivana, and one from the journalist E. Jean Carroll, who has sued Trump for defamation on the grounds of his denials and aspersions; multiple cases of sexual harassment, by his own boastful acknowledgement; numerous alleged illegal and exploitative hiring and financial practices swept under the carpet or settled out of court, but still publicly known; not to mention the grounds for his impeachment in 2019 – abuse of power for political gain (passed by the House of Representatives and then blocked in the Senate). ‘Obstruction of justice as a way of life’ is how his conduct is described by former national security adviser John Bolton, who alleges that Trump promised to halt 16criminal cases against one Turkish and one Chinese company to placate Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Xi Jinping.28 Likewise Boris Johnson: there is the strongest evidence that on one occasion in 1990, he agreed to provide the address of a journalist to a friend who wanted to arrange for the journalist to have his ribs cracked as revenge for investigating his activities. In the transcript of the conversation between them, Johnson asks, ‘How badly hurt will he be?’ He then insists, ‘OK … I’ve said I’ll do it. I’ll do it, don’t worry’, when he is reassured that it won’t be that bad. (The journalist’s requests for an apology from Johnson have so far been without effect.29)

         To say they get away with it is therefore misleading. In the case of Trump’s impeachment, for example, it was not that his supporters even necessarily agreed with him that the charges were a ‘hoax’, as he repeatedly claimed in the face of mounting evidence against him. Or even that he could do no wrong. But rather that he was adulated in direct proportion to the wrong which he clearly could do. It is because he was transgressive – because, in the words of US TV host Rachel Maddow, he could be relied upon to do something ‘shocking, wrong or unbelievably disruptive’ – that it became ‘a rational newsworthy assessment to put a camera on him at all times’.30 A law-breaker at the summit of politics is enticing. Arendt wrote of the danger to the social fabric posed by a world in which state authority and its laws have degenerated to the point where it is civil order and democracy, or even mere decency, that come to be felt as treacherous: ‘Evil in the Third Reich had lost the quality by which most people recognise it – the quality of temptation.’31 A lawless regime relies on the hidden guilt of human subjects, drawing them into the illicit, dissolute world to which everybody already at least partly belongs in the unconscious (no one is fully innocent in their 17heart of hearts; forbidden thoughts are the property of everyone). Or, in the words of a Southern Baptist woman, asked on BBC television how she could vote for Trump given his moral failings, ‘We are all sinners.’32

         ‘Why’, asked German columnist Hatice Akyün in the newspaper Der Tagesspiegel, after the murder in June 2019 of Walter Lübcke, a member of Angela Merkel’s Christian Democratic Union party (CDU), ‘are the people of my country not flooding to the streets in disgust?’33 Lübcke had been killed by a neo-Nazi as revenge for his sympathetic stance on migration. In October 2019, a video was released by a pro-Trump group with connections to the White House which showed Trump killing opponents and political journalists (in one sequence, the faces of all those shot, stabbed and punched were covered with the logo of CNN). When challenged, the organiser of the website insisted that the video was merely ‘satirical’: ‘Hate-speech is a made-up word. You can’t cause violence with words.’34

         
            *

         

         There is a poison in the air and it is spreading. This world of sanctioned violence, violence elevated to the level of licensed pleasure, is by no means exclusive to Trump and Johnson, even if, by general recognition, they uniquely combine the qualities of self-serving autocrat and clown – the glow of attraction between them now rivalling that between Reagan and Thatcher, whose belligerent neo-liberalism in the 1970s prepared the ground for so much of the destructive global order that has followed. But the rise of dictators across the world who boast of their prowess and nurse their distastes – in Hungary, Turkey, Poland, Brazil, India – suggests that we are living, or may be on 18the verge of living once more, what Arendt described as temptation gone awry. In Brazil, President Bolsonaro has proclaimed that he will finish the task of the military regime that ruled Brazil for two decades from 1964 to 1985 – ‘if a few innocents get killed, that’s OK’; he states openly that he is in favour of torture (only acknowledged by the military in 2014).35 In 2003 he told Maria do Rosário, a fellow member of Congress, that he could not possibly have raped her because ‘you do not deserve it’ (shades of Trump telling E. Jean Carroll that he could not have raped her as she was not ‘his type’).36 Perhaps most telling of all, he once quipped that only a ‘moment of weakness’ can explain why one of his five children ‘came out a woman’.37 The formula ‘came out a woman’ is the real giveaway, as if an infant’s sexual destiny as woman were fixed from the beginning and she has no right to any other ideas. His words resonate with potential sexual violence, not just because he clearly holds all women in such brazen contempt. Ensuring that women will be women and nothing else, pinning them down as women, can be seen as one of the core motives of rape, which is why all rapes, not only those which are targeted at lesbian women, should be defined as ‘corrective’ (in Brazil, a woman is the victim of physical violence every 7.2 seconds).38 All of which makes the struggle for redress against injustice, especially when charged with sexual valency, more pressing – even though, or rather because, it has another hill to climb.

         In what follows, trans experience will be central as it crystallises so many of these concerns, and clearly binds the issue of sexuality to that of political struggle – freedom achieved and withheld. Despite being far more widely accepted than ever before, trans people are still the target of violence for daring to present the world with the mostly unwelcome truth that sexual 19identity is not all it is cut out to be. Not everyone comfortably belongs on the side of the inaugurating, sexual divide where they originally started, or to which they were first assigned. Some cross from one side to the other, others see themselves as belonging on neither side, others on both (these options are by no means exhaustive). Sexuality creates havoc. Kicking it back into place – a doomed project – is one way in which an oppressive culture tries and fails to lay down the law. Bolsonaro has explicitly stated that removing ‘gender theory’ from the university curriculum is a chief objective of his educational reforms (cutbacks to the cultural humanities in favour of increased spending on national history subjects in schools). For ‘gender theory’, we can read a reference to the work of philosopher Judith Butler, who argues that our polarised gender identities are as unstable as the performance we muster to sustain them.39 Just over a year before Bolsonaro’s election, at the end of 2017, Butler visited São Paulo for an international conference she had co-organised, where effigies of her were burned on the streets to the chant: ‘Take your ideologies to hell.’40 In fact, the conference was not on gender but on the topic of democracy, which indicates how hard and fast political freedom under threat slams up against virulent sexual hatred.

         Repeatedly we see what intimate companions political and sexual coercion can be. In Poland, the Law and Justice Party placed the demonisation of LGBT people at the centre of its 2019 election-winning campaign, together with an assault on the independent media and judiciary, the cornerstones of liberal democracy. In October 2019, Marek Jędraszewski, Archbishop of Krakow, issued a pastoral letter – one of many such interventions on his part – describing LGBT ‘ideology’ as a ‘new form of totalitarianism’, which required parents who truly love their 20children to protect them from falling victim (there could be no greater tragedy).41 In São Paulo the demonstrators attacked the conference agenda as ‘Marxist’, and as supported by foreign money, while holding up placards inscribed with the words ‘family’, ‘tradition’ and ‘In favour of marriage as God intended, 1 man, 1 woman’. In Spain, the ultra-right Vox party made huge gains in the April and November 2019 elections (in November it entered the Congress of Deputies for the first time). Visiting Madrid in April that year, I was handed one of its flyers, which specifically targeted ‘supremacist feminism’, ‘radical animal rights activists’ and the LGBT lobby. ‘Supremacist feminism’ is the sister term to ‘feminazis’, coined by the US right-wing radio host Rush Limbaugh to describe radical feminists – by which he means militants and extremists – who, he claimed, ‘want to see as many abortions as possible’.42 In March 2019, the ultraright Catholic organisation Hazte Oír – ‘Make Yourself Heard’ – campaigned for the repeal of Spain’s laws on gender violence by driving through cities in buses sporting a picture of Hitler and the hashtag #Feminazi painted underneath. (A Barcelona judge rejected a call for the buses to be banned.)43

         In fact, the rise of Vox in Spain was propelled by the increased visibility of feminist protest against sexual violence, notably the nationwide demonstrations following the infamous manada or ‘wolf-pack’ rape of a young girl at the annual Pamplona festival of the running of the bulls in 2016 and the trial that followed two years later. When two of the judges ruled that the men were not guilty of rape as there had been no violent coercion and a third absolved the defendants completely of the charge, thousands of protesters filled the streets (‘Spain’s largest spontaneous feminist uprising in living memory’).44 A year later, in September 2019, protesters in more than 250 towns and cities 21across Spain declared a ‘feminist emergency’ after a series of high-profile rape cases and a summer in which nineteen women were murdered by current or former partners (the worst figures for more than a decade). Similar demonstrations have taken place across the world, in countries including Mexico, India, Italy, France, South Korea and South Africa, in each of which the incidence of violence against women over the past couple of years has visibly increased and is being recognised like never before.45 Addressing the protesters in Cape Town, Cyril Ramaphosa acknowledged that South Africa was one of the ‘most unsafe places in the world to be a woman’, one reason why the country will provide a test case for this book.46 In Seoul, South Korea, at a rally to legalise abortion in April 2019, most of the women wore black surgical masks (before Covid-19) in order to prevent identification. Isabel Cadenas, one of the organisers of the annual march on International Women’s Day in Madrid, praised a younger generation of feminists – sixty-five per cent of Spanish women under thirty describe themselves as feminist: ‘They know violence for what it is, in a way that we didn’t.’47

         This is the context in which Vox agitates for the repeal of laws passed in 2004 tackling gender-based violence, for the removal of all sex change and abortion procedures from public health services, and for the dissolution of all federally funded feminist organisations. They have also called for the abolition of the Law of Historical Memory, which was designed to ensure that the legacy of Franco is not forgotten, to be replaced by a ministry to protect the rights of the ‘natural family’ as an institution prior to the state, and for the building of a frontier wall to halt illegal immigration ‘encouraged by globalist oligarchies’ – child migrants were presented as a special menace.48 Each one of 22these is an unabashed incitement to violence – against women, migrants, and historical memory which is being wiped off the page. Each one will appear in what follows, as we slowly move from violence at the apex of the West to the countries (South Africa) and the places (the shores of Europe and the border with Mexico) which have been, and continue to be, where some of the clearest targets of such incitement are to be found.

         A staple of right-wing discourse, hatred of migrants is something which every single one of the leaders so far mentioned shares. In Hungary, Prime Minister Orbán has been accused by the Helsinki Committee, the human rights organisation, of systematically denying food to failed asylum seekers held in detention camps on the border, a human rights violation it described as ‘unprecedented in twenty-first-century Europe’.49 In the past decade, ten thousand child refugees have risked their lives to get into Britain. One of the first moves of the newly elected Conservative Party in January 2020 was to remove the clause protecting child migrants from the EU withdrawal bill.50 Donald Trump routinely refers to migrants at the Mexican border as ‘bad hombres’, ‘thugs’ and ‘animals’ (in the first nine months of 2019, only eleven out of ten thousand asylum applications were granted in the US).51 In December 2019, the advocacy group Human Rights First accused his administration of exposing asylum seekers to ‘life-threatening dangers’ after documenting 636 cases of violence against those who had been returned to Mexico under the new policy ‘Migration Protection Protocols’ or ‘Remain in Mexico’. These numbers included a nine-year-old girl and her mother who had been kidnapped and raped in the border town of Tijuana.52 The ways in which anti-migrant hatred is specifically targeted against women is the subject of the final chapter here.23

         Far-right parties do not all hold the levers of power, but they stalk its corridors, releasing their ugly permissions into the mental and social atmosphere. ‘We’re only saying what everyone is thinking’ is the common justification and refrain. They wrap themselves in the mantle of redemption, as if they were saving the world from burning injustice (righteousness raised to the pitch of frenzy is the particular skill of the far right). ‘Hate can exist without any particular individuals,’ comments the narrator of Edouard Louis’s bestselling 2016 History of Violence, which narrates the story of his rape after a casual encounter on the Paris city streets; ‘all it needs is a place where it can come back to life.’53 This too leads to a quandary, one which, in writing this book, I have had to confront at every turn. How to convey the psychic intensities released by the subject of violence without fanning the flames, adding to the spectacle, making the analysis complicit with the crime? ‘Even writing about sexual violence’, writes Anne Enright in the middle of her own article on sexual violence, ‘is a kind of complicity. You must have the fantasy in order to refuse it, because once a thing is named or imagined, it exists – if only as aversion.’54 There is always a risk – one which I have tried to avoid, though I am sure not always successfully – of turning sexual violence into the crime we love to hate.

         If violence is so rousing, it would seem to be in direct proportion to its ability to suspend anything vaguely resembling thought, to release the rush of blood that gives you no time to pause. No introspection, even though – or because – violence plunges so deeply into who we are (the claim that violence is declining in our times, which is presumably intended to make us all feel better about ourselves, drastically misses the point, sidestepping the key moment of recognition that violence requires permanent vigilance in so far as it is a potential for 24everyone).55 ‘Violence’, observes novelist Graeme Armstrong, who was involved in gang culture from a young age, ‘is very, very quick, and afterwards, you don’t always remember things … You remember what happens to you afterwards, the injuries or whatever, but the violence itself is often just a blur.’56 As if it is only in a state of blindness that violence can bear to conduct itself. The aim of this book is, therefore, to slow the pace, to resist the will to action at any price, to create the space for reflection. It is a paradox of human subjectivity that knowing you are capable of violence – recognising it as your problem, instead of blithely assigning it to someone else (race, class, nation or sex) – reduces the chances of making it happen. The idea of crushing violence – stamping it out or eradicating it from the earth – simply increases the quotient of violence we have to face. We have seen this before at the centre of twentieth-century Europe, in the belief that the First World War would be the war to end all wars, a delusion which allowed that same war and its aftermath to carry on silently laying the groundwork for the next.

         
            *

         

         A key focus of this book is post-apartheid South Africa, because it is the place where all these forms of violence – historic, intimate – coalesce and rearrange themselves, spread throughout the social fabric and intensify. If South Africa feels so urgent in this context, it is because of the acute contradictions of its history: crucible of apartheid, one of the deadliest embodiments of state violence in the twentieth century, and of the steadfast political passions that succeeded in bringing it to an end. During the Rhodes Must Fall student uprising 25of 2015–17 – which will be the focus of a chapter here – the country was also the site of one of the most eloquent and far-reaching social protest movements against injustice which the past decade has seen. The urgency of that protest could not be more resonant today. In May 2020, in the midst of the pandemic, protesters against the US police murder of George Floyd tore down the statue of slave dealer Edward Colston from the city centre of Bristol and dumped it in the harbour. The link to Rhodes Must Fall was explicit. Weeks later, Oxford University students secured approval from the governors of Oriel College for the removal of the statue of Cecil Rhodes from the facade of the building, having failed to do so two years before. (It is still unclear whether the university will finally concur with the college governors.)

         Rhodes was a mining magnate, Prime Minister of the Cape Colony from 1890 to 1896, founder of the Southern African territory of Rhodesia; he believed the Anglo-Saxons were the ‘first’ race, with the God-given right to rule the world. In her study of totalitarianism, Arendt explains how it was Rhodes who propelled the British into the African continent, persuading the British government that ‘expansion and export of the instruments of violence was necessary to protect investments, and that such a policy was a holy duty of every national government.’57 For violence, read subjugation and exploitation of the native people. ‘“Expansion is everything,”’ he once said, but then, she elaborates, he ‘fell into despair, for every night he saw overhead “these stars […] these vast worlds, which we can never reach. I would annex the planets if I could.”’58 Impotent bigness which, given half a chance, will stop at nothing.

         Today South Africa has one of the worst rates of sexual violence across the world: a woman murdered every three hours, 26more than a hundred rapes reported every day (Cape Town is known as the ‘rape capital of the world’). ‘It began’, writes journalist and crime writer Margie Orford, ‘with a new flag, a new anthem and a new constitution and it was lost […] to corruption and a plague of gendered violence.’ Violence against women and girls she describes as the ‘collateral damage’ of a society whose ongoing inequality and injustice have snatched away the dream.59 In September 2019, partly fired by the boldness of the Rhodes Must Fall campaign, thousands of women demonstrated on the streets of Cape Town against such violence. When Cyril Ramaphosa addressed the protesters, he was handed a memorandum with a list of demands, including the demand that a state of emergency should be declared. The protest had been called in response to the death of Uyinene Mrwetyana, a nineteen-year-old Cape Town student who was raped and murdered by a post office worker who had tricked her into returning to the office after closing time. At the funeral, her mother, dismayed at having been unable to protect her daughter, said that the post office had never figured on her list of places she needed to be wary about (Mrwetyana being a student and the fact it happened at a post office were seen as the unexpected stand-out features of this case). In the same month, police reports had included a woman killed by her husband, who set fire to her body after a marriage-counselling session; a former boxing champion shot dead by her ex-boyfriend, who was a policeman; four young girls hanged by their father/stepfather after he was handed divorce proceedings by their mother. ‘There are many stories like these,’ South African journalist Rosa Lyster wrote in the New Yorker, ‘[but] there is no template for how to proceed after you have reached the conclusion that what is happening is not 27normal.’ Or isn’t it rather, as she also suggests, that we need to acknowledge just how ‘distorted our definition of “normal” has become’?60 Days before the killing of Reeva Steenkamp by Oscar Pistorius, a seventeen-year-old black girl, Anene Booysen, was gang-raped and disembowelled in Bredasdorp on the Western Cape. She died a few hours after being found by a security guard. Although she told the police before she died that several men had been involved in the attack, only one stood trial (he was given two consecutive life sentences). The case provoked a national outcry – though it is little known outside South Africa, and even inside the country it gained a fraction of the attention accorded to the killing of Steenkamp. ‘It sometimes feels’, Lyster wrote on her Twitter account with reference to the death of Mrwetyana, ‘like you can’t tell people who aren’t South African about what happens to women and girls here because they find it too upsetting, but I hope that people read this story.’61 The day before she died, Steenkamp had been preparing a talk in honour of Booysen to be delivered in a school in Johannesburg in support of the Black Friday campaign for rape awareness.

         In South Africa, the slogan of the campaign against sexual violence is not #MeToo or #TimesUp but, far more chillingly, #AmINext. Like Steenkamp’s act of race solidarity and gender empathy, it cuts through racial boundaries to make violence against women the responsibility and possible destiny – or rather the responsibility because it might be the destiny – of anyone (although Steenkamp can hardly have known that it was about to be her own). While both lay claim to a common experience, #MeToo focuses on the woman making her claim, whereas #AmINext strikes me as stronger because of the way it creates a community of potential targets, alerting the world to a 28continuum, not only of violence which has already happened but of violence to come. Indiscriminately, the hashtag draws everyone, regardless of race, class or status, into its net. To this extent, #AmINext oddly echoes the ‘veil of ignorance’ posited by legal theorist John Rawls as the sole precondition for justice: only if individuals have no idea of where they are likely to find themselves in the final dispensation will they contemplate for a second the possibility that they might land up amongst the most destitute, and cast their die on the side of a fairer world.62 By being so inclusive, #AmINext stands as a one-line answer to the continuing divisions of the nation.

         South Africa’s first racially democratic elections, in 1994, heralded an unprecedented constitutional and legal transformation, but the forms of racial and economic inequality which that moment was supposed to bring to an end continue to seep through the social fabric of the nation, a cruel rebuke to the belief and hope that everyone would now be living in a just world. Hence the euphoria when the Springboks, South Africa’s national rugby team, won the 2019 Rugby World Cup, a victory which, in the words of veteran anti-apartheid activist Archbishop Desmond Tutu, had restored the faith of ‘a self-doubting nation’ (even though the victory would be powerless in the face of widespread corruption, soaring joblessness, patchy delivery of basic services and power cuts which have pushed the country close to recession).63 Once again, we see an impossible burden of idealisation laid on the heroes of the sporting world, who are raised to the status of gods and burdened with the task of redemption. Likewise, the stellar career of Oscar Pistorius was held up as proof that the fight for social justice had been won. If a disabled man could succeed in the new South Africa, then, whatever the odds stacked against them, so could anyone. 29

         South Africa presents us with the problem of what happens to a legacy of violence and an ongoing history of injustice that cannot bear fully to acknowledge itself. It brings us up against another version of how violence enters, and is rebuffed by, the human mind. What happens to violence in a world where it is meant to have been transcended? Where does violence lodge itself in the social, physical and mental body of a nation? When the students erupted in protest in March 2015, they were telling the universities, telling the whole world, that the project of equality was not working and the process of ‘decolonisation’ – shedding the debris of a colonised history – had barely begun. Rhodes Must Fall, and then Fees Must Fall, had two core demands: rejection of the emblems of the colonial past – the same demand that erupted in the US and around the world after the killing of George Floyd – and free education for all. It stretched back into the history of colonialism and forward into what was felt by this young generation to be a betrayal of the radical promise of 1994.

         In 2017, I visited Cape Town in an attempt to understand these protests, whose energies I knew were at least partly directed at the cruel colonial legacy of Britain. My sense of responsibility for that legacy as a British subject, even though I come from a Polish-Jewish émigré family, has fuelled a special interest in South Africa that goes back decades. I was the awkward guest of the university which had sparked the protests. They had not subsided; if anything positions were becoming more entrenched. On the plane, I found myself sitting next to a black South African woman who worked in the Land Registry Department and asked her what she thought. I was not expecting a sympathetic reply. The students, she said, were ‘alerting’ the nation. I was struck by ‘alerting’, the idea that 30the students were warning the nation of a hidden danger yet to come.

         South Africa has taught me that violence never belongs solely in the present tense, that it cannot be severed from the historic legacies of oppression which so often trail behind it. It was the 1913 Natives Land Act, enacted by the British colonial power, which laid the ground for racial segregation and eventually apartheid. It was Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher who made the decision to allow multinational corporations, without let or hindrance, into the global south, a decision which made possible the racialised economic injustices which continue to scar the nation. This would be an example of violence in so-called ‘quiet conditions’, as Rosa Luxemburg put it, an economic order fostering brute forms of social inequality, which formed the steady, unerring backdrop to the more visible atrocities of apartheid.64 In such circumstances, a nation invested in the belief that it has left violence behind, that it has ‘done’ with violence, is all the more likely to find itself confronted with violence once more: in the intimacies of domestic life, in the shadows of the cities, in the anger of the young who were tasked with escaping it, and deep inside the corridors of power.

         If South Africa brings this reality into such sharp focus, it is also because the country staged a unique public confrontation with the legacy of violence in the shape of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission set up in 1995, an unprecedented experiment in listening, where the victims and perpetrators of apartheid were summoned to tell their stories in a bid to lay the past to rest. For today’s students, the process has failed because it traded racial and economic justice for truth, and decolonisation for democracy. The Commission was, for example, powerless to impose reparations for violence or to guarantee 31the more equitable distribution of resources in the new South Africa; whites still dominate the universities in terms of who teaches and the content of what is taught. But there is another way of seeing it, that such a process could only be interminable (the project of justice is endless). There can be no ‘being done’ with violence. Reckoning with violence has to be enacted over and over again. This at least is the wager of the Historical Trauma and Transformation Centre, based at the University of Stellenbosch, founded in 2006 by Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela, psychologist and participant in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which I visited in 2018 and which forms the subject of one of the final chapters here. In Stellenbosch, the widow of Fort Calata, murdered by the apartheid state, and the grandson of Hendrik Verwoerd, one of the chief architects of apartheid, told their tales (the grandson had spent his adult life struggling against the legacy of his grandfather). It was precisely because the project of reconciliation is now seen to be faltering that their doing so under the same roof felt so urgent.

         
            *

         

         Throughout this book, fictional writing plays a central role. It is for me one of the chief means through which the experience of violence can be told in ways that defy both the discourse of politicians and the defences of thought. As will be clear in what follows, one of the greatest challenges I see in the fight against violence today, notably sexual violence, is to expose it, to call for legal redress, without sacrificing the ungovernable aspects of human sexuality, not least because bringing sexuality to heel would be a pretty accurate descriptor of sexual violence itself. All the writers presented here upend the clichés which 32imprison, dislodge the stereotypes which bind identities to the floor. Haitian-American writer Roxane Gay, Temsula Ao in Nagaland, Virginia Woolf and Daisy Johnson in England, Eimear McBride and Anna Burns from Belfast, Han Kang from South Korea and Hisham Matar from Libya. Each one moves across myriad forms of violence, from the struggle for secession in post-Independence India as met by the violent barrage of the new state, to military massacres by dictators in South Korea and Libya, to sexual violence in Haiti, Belfast and in the heartlands of middle England, to Britain basking in false innocence on the threshold of the Second World War.

         In every case, the writing takes us deep into parts of the world crying out unambiguously for justice while refusing to reduce by one iota the contrary pathways of the mind. An old man in Nagaland who had been a fighter in the secessionist war against India remembers the violence of his own actions at the risk of his heroic pride. A young man searching for the truth about his father’s political murder finds himself, despite his strongest impulses, recoiling against the knowledge he desperately seeks because he knows it might defeat him. A young woman subjected to sexual violence goes looking for the violence which has scarred her; another, also damaged by assault, embraces her own capacity for bloody violence as deepest pleasure. Both these stories turn the tables on the accusation that women sometimes ask for the violence they suffer, since in each case violence went after them long before they made the vocation of violence their own (the argument that women ‘ask for it’ fatally mistakes symptom for cause). These stories have inspired me. Their willingness to go so deep into the entrails of violence I see as grounds for hope. Like, for example, the story of a state massacre of students whose spirits, against all 33human and inhuman odds, lift themselves out of the bodies in the morgue into the shadows of a new communal world.

         My sister, the philosopher Gillian Rose, wrote of ‘the equivocation of the ethical’, by which she meant the importance of not assuming that ethical rightness is something that anybody ever completely owns. We are all subjects of violence, not least because we are embedded in a violent social world.65 There is always a point in any ethical position or turn – the struggle against injustice, the fight for a better, less violent order – where it starts and stutters, trips and breaks, before setting out on its path once more. At the beginning of The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt writes: ‘What I propose, therefore, is very simple: it is nothing more than to think what we are doing.’66 If there is one thing of which writing about violence has convinced me, it is that if we do not make time for thought, which must include the equivocations of our inner lives, we will do nothing to end violence in the world, while we will surely be doing violence to ourselves.34
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            1

            I AM A KNIFE

            Sexual Harassment in Close-up

         

         Given the media coverage, not to say frenzy, it might seem as if the sexual harassment of women had never been in the public eye before. At the very least we need to question why it took the fall of a powerful media mogul to turn the story into front-page news, and whether the endless photo spreads of his female targets weren’t designed to provoke not just outrage and a cry for justice, but the pleasure of the voyeur. This of course is the pleasure on which the cinema industry thrives and which had made these women vulnerable at the outset. Past pictures of actresses smiling with Harvey Weinstein, his arm proprietorially around various parts of their bodies, only repeated the offence, since everyone looked as if they were having such a good time. Later these images would be used by Weinstein’s lawyer to undermine the charges against him, as if the photos ‘were proof that nothing untoward had happened’.1 More institutions and public figures were to follow – from news anchors and comedians to MPs, celebrity chefs, financiers, billionaire businessmen, cult gurus, schoolteachers, cardinals and Benedictine monks – with less screen potential, one might say. But I could never quite get out of my head the feeling that these women were once again being asked to audition for their parts or were being paraded across the red carpet on Oscar night.

         This is just one reason why celebrations of #MeToo as a historic breakthrough in attitudes towards harassment should be 36viewed with caution. Remember the images of Angelina Jolie walking across the international stage, arm outstretched to greet William Hague as part of their 2014 London ‘summit’ (sic) against rape as a war crime? It struck me then that she was being offered as a trade-off or collateral damage – woman as bait served up to the fantasy life of everyone – as the price for bringing such violence to an end. The initiative is now seen as a costly failure since the number of rapes recorded in the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo, on which they focused their attention, rose in the following year and has shown no signs of any significant decrease since then. It is just one facet of this ugly reality – one more thing to contend with – that, while attention to violence against women may be sparked by anger at harm and a desire for redress, it might just as well be feeding vicariously off the forms of perversion towards women that fuel the violence in the first place.

         Sexual harassment has existed ever since there has been a world of work, while sexual violence against women goes back way before then. Feminists have long insisted that harassment occurs whenever women find themselves in the vicinity of men in positions of power. It also takes place on the street. Vanessa Grigoriadis of the New York Times Magazine had often been whistled at and catcalled as she walked through the city, but when researching her book on campus sexual harassment in 2016, she noticed that men seemed to be stopping and harassing her even more than usual.2 Her father was dying at the time. It was not exactly that these men could read her thoughts, but certainly she felt that they were picking up on her vulnerability, seizing their moment to probe into what was already an open wound. They were excited by her distress (just as one target of Weinstein’s advances said he was clearly roused by 37her fear3). The aim of harassment, this would suggest, is not only to control women’s bodies but also to invade their minds. Grigoriadis’s experience is telling. Though the modern city is scarred by dereliction and poverty, it can also be a place of relative freedom where a woman can muse and fantasise (the great thing about fantasy as inner freedom is that it interferes with no one other than yourself). Harassment is always a sexual demand, but it also carries a more sinister and pathetic injunction: ‘You will think about me.’ Like sexual abuse, to which it is affiliated, harassment brings mental life to a standstill, destroying the mind’s capacity for reverie.

         As far back as 1982, in their pamphlet Sexual Harassment at Work, the UK National Council for Civil Liberties (NCCL), which became Liberty in 1989, described harassment as an ‘intentional assault on an individual’s innermost privacy’.4 Ironically, in the light of recent developments, it also noted that a ‘moral complaints bureau’ had been set up by the US Screen Actors’ Guild to deal with ‘casting couch complaints’. In October 2017, a Hollywood Commission on Sexual Harassment and Advancing Equality in the Workplace opened its inquiry, chaired by Anita Hill, famous for having brought sexual harassment charges against US Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas in 1991. We can only hope that this enquiry will be more effective (two years later, in October 2019, industry experts were reporting that the pace of change had been ‘glacial’).5

         In the past years, our understanding of what constitutes sexual harassment has been put under considerable strain. For all the remonstrations of the accused – ‘You are making a fuss about nothing’, ‘Things were different back then’ – the reality is crystal clear. Sexual harassment consists of unwelcome sexual advances which, pace the mostly – though not exclusively – male 38protests, are never innocent, a mere trifle, playful or a joke. And that is because however minimal the gesture, it nearly always contains the barely concealed message: ‘This is something which I, as a man, have the right to do to you.’ Women of course can also harass, but it is comparatively rare (the glee with which such examples are jumped on by those wanting to downplay the issue as a feminist issue is worth noting in itself). Sexual harassment, we might then say, is the great male performative, the act through which a man aims to convince his target not only that he is the one with the power, which is true, but also that his power and his sexuality are one and the same thing. As Judith Butler has argued, the performative always veils a hidden melancholia since, as the word suggests, performing, far from expressing a true, deep, essential self – something sacred and untouchable – is no more than skin deep (‘melancholia’ also because of all the other buried and unconsciously grieved sexual lives one might have led).

         To this extent, a feminism which takes harassment as the unadulterated expression of male power and authority is in danger of colluding with the very image of masculinity which it is protesting against. These men indeed hold the power, but they do what they do – advance and insult in one and the same breath – precisely because they are anything but cocksure (like the Wizard of Oz behind the curtain with precious little to show for himself). ‘Combine male fragility with white fragility and the perennial fear of falling,’ writes Dayna Tortorici, ‘and you end up with something lethal, potentially.’6 As psychoanalysts have pointed out, the idea of the phallus is a delusion, above all for any man who claims to own or embody it, since there is no such thing as an ever-ready penis that is permanently erect (a truly uncomfortable prospect, I am told). Harassment 39is ruthless, but it also carries a whiff of desperation about it, as if the one harassing knows somewhere that their cruelty, like all human cruelty in a precarious world, is sourced in a fraudulent boast. Not that this makes it any less of a threat. As Hannah Arendt argued, it is illegitimate and/or waning power that turns most readily to violence.

         But if we all now know exactly what harassment looks like – ‘in your face’ as recent coverage has sometimes felt to me – on the other hand, the borders around what constitutes harassment are blurred. Is harassment a form of violence? I have lost count of the number of times people have expressed outrage at the merest suggestion of an affinity between harassment and violence on the grounds that it tars the innocent (at worst thoughtless) and the guilty (at worst serial predators) with the same brush. It is true that the two should not be equated, but they are surely connected, like siblings or bedfellows. At the very least, they belong on a sliding scale since a sense of entitlement ready to turn nasty underpins both (Weinstein appears to have moved effortlessly along the spectrum). When Matt Damon insisted that some cases were really not so bad, Minnie Driver suggested men might not be the best judges of the issue: ‘We need good intelligent men’, she responded, ‘to say this is all bad across the board.’7

         Towards the end of her tribute to Fezekile Ntsukela Kuzwayo (‘Khwezi’), who brought rape charges against South African President Jacob Zuma, Redi Tlhabi writes:

         
            She fought for every one of us – every woman who has been too afraid to say, ‘I was raped,’ too afraid to say, ‘That man groped me’ or ‘He demanded sex in exchange for the job, the lift, the favour.’ She fought for all the women whose bodies have been 40appropriated by men, known and unknown, through lurid descriptions and graphic imagery, men who whistle and undress women with their eyes in public and private spaces. Uncles who wink at them when their parents are not looking, the managers and senior colleagues who, in a handshake, quickly turn their index finger to circle their palms, knowing that they will not call them out. That they are too paralysed to react. That, even when they are being disrespected, they will pull away quietly and carry on as if nothing had happened.8

         

         Khwezi was eventually driven into exile after her case had been mangled to pieces in the courts and her house burnt down.

         
            *

         

         In April 2011, the Assistant Secretary of the Department of Education under President Obama issued a ‘Dear Colleague’ letter on college harassment which became the defining document for policy in the US. The letter is a directive to universities on how to implement Title IX, originally part of the 1972 Education Amendments to the Civil Rights Act, which prohibits sex discrimination in education. Harassment is seen as a form of discrimination because it creates a hostile environment which impedes a student’s educational progress. Schools are required ‘to take immediate action to eliminate the harassment, prevent its recurrence, and address its effects’: investigate the complaint, appoint at least one Title IX co-ordinator, provide training for all campus law enforcement employees, publish grievance procedures and issue guidelines on what constitutes sexual harassment (a college where students are deemed in ignorance on this matter is automatically in violation of Title IX). Although 41it would be revoked under Donald Trump, it remains, in the words of Grigoriadis, ‘the era’s seminal text on college sexual violence’.9 ‘It is hard to overstate’, Jennifer Doyle writes in Campus Sex, Campus Security (2015), ‘the impact of this nineteen-page document.’10

         Sexual violence is upfront from the first page. Rape, sexual assault, sexual battery and sexual coercion are all included in the same category: ‘All such acts of sexual violence are forms of sexual harassment under Title IX’, although the use of the conjunctives – ‘harassment and violence’ here, ‘harassment or violence’ later in the letter – suggests a less steady link. This has been decisive. During her interviews with student activists against harassment, Grigoriadis found that refusal to define ‘assault’ as ‘sexual violence’, for example, was seen as a cop-out, immediately identifying the speaker as not aligned with ‘the radical cause’. (Though clearly on the activists’ side, she chooses to use ‘assault’ throughout her book.) ‘It’s all violence,’ one of them told her passionately.11 Likewise, calling out harassment as violence, they felt, was the only way to ensure that it would not be dismissed as petty interference or minor assault. This makes sexual harassment a safety issue: ‘The Department is committed to ensuring that all students feel safe in their school.’ In the 1982 pamphlet, the NCCL too defined harassment as a health and safety concern. Any university in ‘violation’ of the Department of Education directive – not enacting due process for the protection of its students and the pursuit of their claims – is considered ‘non-compliant’ and faces the possibility of having its federal funding withheld, a potentially catastrophic financial outcome which has never taken place. This made Grigoriadis wonder whether the Obama administration had not initiated a ‘political dance’.12 42

         Title IX was a breakthrough, but it is also flawed. Legal critics have claimed that it ignores ‘due process’: acting as a court of law while neglecting protections such as the right to an attorney, or full advance notification of charges against the accused. They also disapprove of the standard of evidence used in sexual misconduct cases: a ‘preponderance of evidence’ – meaning fifty-one per cent – rather than the higher standard of ‘clear and convincing’ evidence (‘hunting for a feather’, in the words of Brett Sokolow, introduced by Grigoriadis as ‘the nation’s top university sexual-misconduct adviser’).13 At moments, it is also unclear in these cases who is acting on behalf of whom. In one of its most striking clauses, the letter states that where confidentiality is requested or where there is a request not to pursue, the college concerned must take all reasonable steps to investigate and respond to the complainant, consistent ‘with the request not to pursue an investigation’. This is a rare moment when the possible human cost of assault, how it might silence someone who has been the target, is allowed to show through the legalese. In fact, this clause echoes anti-rape activists who have long insisted that no woman should ever feel obliged to make a formal complaint. ‘What’, asks Roxane Gay, ‘if she doesn’t want to tell her story?’14

         To which we might add: ‘What if she can’t?’ In May 2015 at Liverpool Crown Court, Farieissia Martin was convicted of murdering her partner after years of physical and mental abuse. Everything hung on how convincingly she could tell her story in the witness box. Sobbing and barely able to speak, she failed to persuade the jury that she was not guilty (for some reason, in their eyes, her vulnerability made her more likely to have been a cold-blooded killer rather than less). As Sophie Elmhirst asks in her investigation of the case, ‘how do you perform the story of 43your own abuse?’15 ‘Perform’ should give us pause, since it is so at odds with the legal priority of establishing the unvarnished truth. ‘I’d have to act the part, or no one would believe me,’ states the narrator of Louis’s History of Violence, as he explains his reluctance to press charges against his rapist – he wants to send no one to prison – or even to file a report with the police: ‘Being allowed to speak of a thing, and being obliged or summoned to speak, are entirely separate things.’16 Telling also takes time. ‘A big part of the problem’, actress Helen Hunt remarked in an interview about #MeToo in September 2019, ‘is that if a woman is assaulted, by the time they feel they can get the words out of their mouth there are statute of limitation laws that say “too late”.’17 How can you be expected to get the words out of your mouth when the very act of recall makes you choke? ‘That’s what they keep saying,’ the narrator protests in History of Violence, ‘file a report because that’s what they want, they want you to bear witness, they want you to bear it on your back […] and tough luck if the story is too much to bear, tough luck if it cracks my ribs, splits my skin, tears my joints, and crushes the organs inside me.’18

         Look back over the objections to the ‘Dear Colleague’ letter and you can see that in each instance the letter was trying to facilitate the path for women plaintiffs notoriously let down by the system whenever they bring legal charges or try to press a case. What, for example, would count as ‘clear and convincing evidence’: that the woman wrote it in her diary? That she told her best friend? Or perhaps that she went straight to the police or to the hospital for a medical test? One of the main difficulties is that the letter obliges universities to adjudicate disputes and impose penalties but gives them no legal power to summon witnesses – who in any case are not to be found, since 44the only witnesses in such cases tend to be the plaintiff and the accused. This is just one reason why women who report harassment and assault have historically been so vulnerable: ‘Your word against his,’ as one British college adviser put it to a young undergraduate friend of mine who had been raped by another student, to discourage her from going to the police: ‘I am dealing with two traumatised, vulnerable people,’ the adviser said. (The student turned out to be a serial rapist who was eventually convicted and barred from the legal training which, unbelievably – or perhaps not – he had been pursuing since completing his undergraduate degree.) To say the absence of witnesses can be exploited is an understatement. In December 2018, four women in the US revived sexual allegations against Donald Trump first made during the 2016 presidential campaign, when Trump had immediately tweeted that they were part of a Democratic conspiracy. Pressed to produce evidence, White House Press Secretary Sarah Sanders said: ‘The president has first-hand knowledge of what he did and didn’t do’ (as if the women did not).19 As Grigoriadis puts it, sexual assault is at once ‘the problem from hell’ and ‘the perfect crime’.20

         One perhaps unanticipated consequence of Title IX has been that the university itself has started to feel under threat: ‘Anxiety about legal exposure’, writes Doyle, ‘registers on every campus as a background hum.’ As a result, administration and bureaucracy in American universities have swelled (as have the salaries of investigators), while Title IX cases take on ‘a mind-numbing fractal complexity’.21 At exactly the same time, across the US, university management has been increasingly aligning itself with campus security – hence ‘campus sex, campus security’, the title of Doyle’s book, although she is careful to insist that there is no seamless line that runs between the 45two. At Arizona State University, a campus police officer was recorded violently arresting a black woman faculty member, Professor Ersula Ore, who had refused to show her ID on the street (she was shoved up against a car, thrown to the ground and handcuffed). In November 2011, at the time of the Occupy movement, police pepper-sprayed students as they protested silently against higher tuition fees at UC Davis. A subsequent investigation, forced on the authorities because a student’s photo of the scene had gone viral, established that the police had been sent in by the university’s chancellor, Linda Katehi. In a subsequent statement, Katehi explained she had acted out of concern that the campus was under threat of outside infiltration – an age-old ploy to discredit and quash political protest. These vocabularies have chilling resonance across the globe. Note, for example, how effortlessly harassment – ‘groping’ – can slip into far-right discourse about the threat posed by migrants: ‘Our authorities submit to imported, marauding, groping, beating, knife-stabbing, migrant mobs,’ Alice Weidel, joint leader of the German AfD in the Bundestag, tweeted in January 2018 (a tweet eventually blocked by Twitter).22 Katehi feared the consequences for the university if ‘anything happens to any student while we’re in violation of policy’.23

         Who, we might ask, is violating whom? Who or what exactly is in danger? A student’s ‘experience of vulnerability’, Doyle writes, ‘has translated into a sense of the university’s impending doom, to which it responds with a militarization of all of its processes’.24 This was just one of several worrying moments I encountered while researching the topic of harassment, because it demonstrated the speed with which a progressive cause can be complicit with, or co-opted by, nasty political agendas (I realise that should hardly have been a surprise to me in the age 46of Brexit and Trump). Likewise Katehi’s suggestion of ‘outside infiltration’. Since ‘outsider’ usually means ‘foreigner’, danger to women, not for the first time, is being sidelined by a felt racial threat, another example of the short time span in which women’s issues are ever allowed to be the main event. There is an irony in this resurgence of racist tropes given that Obama saw the issue of campus assault as belonging to the agenda of civil rights. ‘There’s a reason the story of the civil rights movement was written in our schools,’ he stated at the 2009 NAACP Convention. ‘It’s because there is no stronger weapon against inequality.’25 ‘Education has long been recognized’, the Department’s letter states in its opening line, ‘as the great equalizer in America.’ Sexual harassment harms students. But I also wonder if it would be the focus of such official concern were it not seen to be chipping away at national pride, tarnishing what – for most US citizens and certainly for students burdened with crushing debt – has always been, and is even more today, the ever-retreating vision of the American dream (the debt part applying equally to students in the UK).26

         
            *

         

         From the very beginning there has been one particular feminist subtext to this story. Catharine MacKinnon was one of the earliest campaigners for the inclusion of sexual harassment in universities under Title IX.27 In her first book, Sexual Harassment of Working Women, published in 1979, she argued that harassment was a form of discrimination arising from inequality. Inequality is crucial, as distinct from difference. Case after collapsing case in the courts had shown that if you take as your starting point the idea of a pre-existing, God-given difference 47between the sexes, then it becomes much more difficult to prove discrimination, even in cases of harassment. Because men are different, you will be told, they are just behaving as normal (they cannot help helping themselves). Instead she insisted, in what is for me one of her strongest arguments to date, that only if such behaviour is seen to stem from unequal power relations, rather than expressing the natural order of things, can it be classified as illegal under discrimination law. Forms of behaviour ‘that would not be seen as criminal because they are anything but unusual may, in this context, be seen as discriminating for precisely the same reason’.28 The ‘usual’ – what passes as the norm for men – being precisely what anti-harassment activists consider themselves to be fighting against.

         As the pay gap in the UK widens, notably for young women entering the workforce for the first time, we should take note.29 In a special Channel 4 News report on harassment in December 2017, Maryann Brandon, one of Hollywood’s most successful film editors and producers – her list includes Star Wars – stated that as long as there is unequal pay, harassment will continue. I am less sanguine than Brandon that equal pay in and of itself would bring sexual harassment to an end (in April 2019, ten women filed a lawsuit against Disney for gender pay discrimination).30 When the NCCL published its pamphlet on sexual harassment, with specific reference to US civil rights legislation, it too defined harassment as unlawful discrimination and placed it firmly in the world of work, as a trade union matter. But, although it made reference to US legal recommendations, it was far more wary of the likely success of women having recourse to the law. MacKinnon, on the other hand, has spent much of her life trying to bring sexuality within the law’s remit. If sexuality were separated from gender inequality, 48she writes in the final pages of the book, then the risk is that sexuality ‘would become a law unto itself’.31

         Although I am sure MacKinnon did not intend it in this way, ‘a law unto itself’ might, however, be a perfect description of exactly what sexuality is. For psychoanalysis, sexuality is lawless or it is nothing, not least because of the way it plunges its roots into our unconscious lives, where all sexual certainties come to grief. In the unconscious we are not men or women but always, and in endlessly shifting combinations, neither or both. This is where I have from the beginning parted ways with MacKinnon and more generally with radical feminism which, brooking no ambiguity on such matters, sees masculinity as perfectly and violently in control of itself, whereas for me it is masculinity out of control – masculinity in a panic – that is most likely to turn ugly. ‘Toxic masculinity’, comments writer and hip-hop artist Jordan Stephens, ‘is being championed by men who are so terrified of confronting any trauma experienced as children that they choose to project that torture onto others.’32 Student-on-student harassment can be a way for anxious young men to launch themselves into a form of power which, they realise, just might be beyond them. For more than a decade now, male students in the US have consistently been getting lower grades than women.33 Across the US as a whole, the proportion of men earning BAs is declining, at thirty per cent of men between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four, compared with thirty-eight per cent of women. Women also gain more doctoral degrees than men and are now more likely to enter medical and law school. In high schools boys are also consistently underperforming girls, as indeed they are in the UK.34
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