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Men Explain Things to Me 
Rebecca Solnit | April 2008 

I still don’t know why Sallie and I bothered to go to that party in the forest slope above 
Aspen. The people were all older than us and dull in a distinguished way, old enough 
that we, at forty-ish, passed as the occasion’s young ladies. The house was great–if you 
like Ralph Lauren-style chalets–a rugged luxury cabin at 9,000 feet complete with elk 
antlers, lots of kilims, and a wood-burning stove. We were preparing to leave, when our 
host said, “No, stay a little longer so I can talk to you.” He was an imposing man who’d 
made a lot of money. 

He kept us waiting while the other guests drifted out into the summer night, and then 
sat us down at his authentically grainy wood table and said to me, “So? I hear you’ve 
written a couple of books.” 

I replied, “Several, actually.” 

He said, in the way you encourage your friend’s seven-year-old to describe flute 
practice, “And what are they about?” 

They were actually about quite a few different things, the six or seven out by then, but I 
began to speak only of the most recent on that summer day in 2003, River	of	Shadows:	
Eadweard	Muybridge	and	the	Technological	Wild	West, my book on the annihilation of 
time and space and the industrialization of everyday life. He cut me off soon after I 
mentioned Muybridge. “And have you heard about the very	important Muybridge book 
that came out this year?” 
 
So caught up was I in my assigned role as ingénue that I was perfectly willing to 
entertain the possibility that another book on the same subject had come out 
simultaneously and I’d somehow missed it. He was already telling me about the very 
important book–with that smug look I know so well in a man holding forth, eyes fixed 
on the fuzzy far horizon of his own authority. 
 
Here, let me just say that my life is well-sprinkled with lovely men, with a long 
succession of editors who have, since I was young, listened and encouraged and 
published me, with my infinitely generous younger brother, with splendid friends of 
whom it could be said–like the Clerk in The	Canterbury	Tales I still remember from Mr. 



Pelen’s class on Chaucer–“gladly would he learn and gladly teach.” Still, there are these 
other men, too. So, Mr. Very Important was going on smugly about this book I should 
have known when Sallie interrupted him to say, “That’s her book.” Or tried to interrupt 
him anyway. 
 
But he just continued on his way. She had to say, “That’s her book” three or four times 
before he finally took it in. And then, as if in a nineteenth-century novel, he went 
ashen. That I was indeed the author of the very important book it turned out he hadn’t 
read, just read about in the New	York	Times	Book	Review a few months earlier, so 
confused the neat categories into which his world was sorted that he was stunned 
speechless–for a moment, before he began holding forth again. Being women, we were 
politely out of earshot before we started laughing, and we’ve never really stopped. 
 

I like incidents of that sort, when forces that are usually so sneaky and hard to point 
out slither out of the grass and are as obvious as, say, an anaconda that’s eaten a cow or 
an elephant turd on the carpet. 

When River	of	Shadows came out, some pedant wrote a snarky letter to the New	York	
Times explaining that, though Muybridge had made improvements in camera 
technology, he had not made any breakthroughs in photographic chemistry. The guy 
had no idea what he was talking about. Both Philip Prodger, in his wonderful book on 
Muybridge, and I had actually researched the subject and made it clear that Muybridge 
had done something obscure but powerful to the wet-plate technology of the time to 
speed it up amazingly, but letters to the editor don’t get fact-checked. And perhaps 
because the book was about the virile subjects of cinema and technology, the Men Who 
Knew came out of the woodwork. 
 
A British academic wrote in to the London	Review	of	Books with all kinds of nitpicking 
corrections and complaints, all of them from outer space. He carped, for example, that 
to aggrandize Muybridge’s standing I left out technological predecessors like Henry R. 
Heyl. He’d apparently not read the book all the way to page 202 or checked the index, 
since Heyl was there (though his contribution was just not very significant). Surely one 
of these men has died of embarrassment, but not nearly publicly enough. 
 
 
 



The	Slippery	Slope	of	Silencings	
 
Yes, guys like this pick on other men’s books too, and people of both genders pop up at 
events to hold forth on irrelevant things and conspiracy theories, but the out-and-out 
confrontational confidence of the totally ignorant is, in my experience, gendered. Men 
explain things to me, and other women, whether or not they know what they’re talking 
about. Some men. 

Every woman knows what I’m talking about. It’s the presumption that makes it hard, at 
times, for any woman in any field; that keeps women from speaking up and from being 
heard when they dare; that crushes young women into silence by indicating, the way 
harassment on the street does, that this is not their world. It trains us in self-doubt and 
self-limitation just as it exercises men’s unsupported overconfidence. 

I wouldn’t be surprised if part of the trajectory of American politics since 2001 was 
shaped by, say, the inability to hear Coleen Rowley, the FBI woman who issued those 
early warnings about al-Qaeda, and it was certainly shaped by a Bush administration to 
which you couldn’t tell anything, including that Iraq had no links to al-Qaeda and no 
WMDs, or that the war was not going to be a “cakewalk.” (Even male experts couldn’t 
penetrate the fortress of their smugness.) 

Arrogance might have had something to do with the war, but this syndrome is a war 
that nearly every woman faces every day, a war within herself too, a belief in her 
superfluity, an invitation to silence, one from which a fairly nice career as a writer (with 
a lot of research and facts correctly deployed) has not entirely freed me. After all, there 
was a moment there when I was willing to let Mr. Important and his overweening 
confidence bowl over my more shaky certainty. 

Don’t forget that I’ve had a lot more confirmation of my right to think and speak than 
most women, and I’ve learned that a certain amount of self-doubt is a good tool for 
correcting, understanding, listening, and progressing–though too much is paralyzing 
and total self-confidence produces arrogant idiots, like the ones who have governed us 
since 2001. There’s a happy medium between these poles to which the genders have 
been pushed, a warm equatorial belt of give and take where we should all meet. 

More extreme versions of our situation exist in, for example, those Middle Eastern 
countries where women’s testimony has no legal standing; so that a woman can’t 



testify that she was raped without a male witness to counter the male rapist. Which 
there rarely is. 

Credibility is a basic survival tool. When I was very young and just beginning to get 
what feminism was about and why it was necessary, I had a boyfriend whose uncle was 
a nuclear physicist. One Christmas, he was telling–as though it were a light and 
amusing subject–how a neighbor’s wife in his suburban bomb-making community had 
come running out of her house naked in the middle of the night screaming that her 
husband was trying to kill her. How, I asked, did you know that he wasn’t trying to kill 
her? He explained, patiently, that they were respectable middle-class people. 
Therefore, her-husband-trying-to-kill-her was simply not a credible explanation for 
her fleeing the house yelling that her husband was trying to kill her. That she was 
crazy, on the other hand…. 

Even getting a restraining order–a fairly new legal tool–requires acquiring the 
credibility to convince the courts that some guy is a menace and then getting the cops 
to enforce it. Restraining orders often don’t work anyway. Violence is one way to 
silence people, to deny their voice and their credibility, to assert your right to control 
over their right to exist. About three women a day are murdered by spouses or ex-
spouses in this country. It’s one of the main causes of death in pregnant women in the 
U.S. At the heart of the struggle of feminism to give rape, date rape, marital rape, 
domestic violence, and workplace sexual harassment legal standing as crimes has been 
the necessity of making women credible and audible. 

I tend to believe that women acquired the status of human beings when these kinds of 
acts started to be taken seriously, when the big things that stop us and kill us were 
addressed legally from the mid-1970s on; well after, that is, my birth. And for anyone 
about to argue that workplace sexual intimidation isn’t a life or death issue, remember 
that Marine Lance Corporal Maria Lauterbach, age 20, was apparently killed by her 
higher-ranking colleague last winter while she was waiting to testify that he raped her. 
The burned remains of her pregnant body were found in the fire pit in his backyard in 
December. 

Being told that, categorically, he knows what he’s talking about and she doesn’t, 
however minor a part of any given conversation, perpetuates the ugliness of this world 
and holds back its light. After my book Wanderlust came out in 2000, I found myself 
better able to resist being bullied out of my own perceptions and interpretations. On 



two occasions around that time, I objected to the behavior of a man, only to be told that 
the incidents hadn’t happened at all as I said, that I was subjective, delusional, 
overwrought, dishonest–in a nutshell, female. 
 
Most of my life, I would have doubted myself and backed down. Having public standing 
as a writer of history helped me stand my ground, but few women get that boost, and 
billions of women must be out there on this six-billion-person planet being told that 
they are not reliable witnesses to their own lives, that the truth is not their property, 
now or ever. This goes way beyond Men Explaining Things, but it’s part of the same 
archipelago of arrogance. 

Men explain things to me, still. And no man has ever apologized for explaining, 
wrongly, things that I know and they don’t. Not yet, but according to the actuarial 
tables, I may have another forty-something years to live, more or less, so it could 
happen. Though I’m not holding my breath. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Words are Our Weapons 
Rebecca Solnit | 2 June 2014 

It was a key match in the World Cup of Ideas. The teams vied furiously for the ball. The 
all-star feminist team tried repeatedly to kick it through the goalposts marked 
Widespread Social Problems, while the opposing team, staffed by the mainstream 
media and mainstream dudes, was intent on getting it into the usual net called Isolated 
Event. To keep the ball out of his net, the mainstream’s goalie shouted “mental illness” 
again and again. That “ball,” of course, was the meaning of the massacre of students in 
Isla Vista, California, by one of their peers. 

All weekend the struggle to define his acts raged. Voices in the mainstream insisted he 
was mentally ill, as though that settled it, as though the world were divided into two 
countries called Sane and Crazy that share neither border crossings nor a culture. 
Mental illness is, however, more often a matter of degree, not kind, and a great many 
people who suffer it are gentle and compassionate. And by many measures, including 
injustice, insatiable greed, and ecological destruction, madness, like meanness, is 
central to our society, not simply at its edges. 

In a fascinating op-ed piece last year, T.M. Luhrmann noted that when schizophrenics 
hear voices in India, they’re more likely to be told to clean the house, while Americans 
are more likely to be told to become violent. Culture matters. Or as my friend, the 
criminal-defense investigator who knows insanity and violence intimately, put it, 
“When one begins to lose touch with reality, the ill brain latches obsessively and 
delusionally onto whatever it’s immersed in—the surrounding culture’s illness.” 

The murderer at Isla Vista was also repeatedly called “aberrant,” as if to emphasize that 
he was nothing like the rest of us. But other versions of such violence are all around us, 
most notably in the pandemic of hate toward and violence against women. 

In the end, this struggle over the meaning of one man’s killing spree may prove to be a 
watershed moment in the history of feminism, which always has been and still is in a 
struggle to name and define, to speak and be heard. “The battle of the story” the Center 
for Story-Based Strategy calls it, because you win or lose your struggle in large part 
through the language and narrative you use. 



As media critic Jennifer Pozner put it in 2010 about another massacre by a woman-
hating man: 

“I am sick to death that I have to keep writing some version of this same article or 
blog post on loop. But I have to, because in all of these cases, gender-based violence 
lies at the heart of these crimes—and leaving this motivating factor uninvestigated 
not only deprives the public of the full, accurate picture of the events at hand, but 
leaves us without the analysis and context needed to understand the violence, 
recognize warning signs, and take steps to prevent similar massacres in the future.” 

 
The Isla Vista murderer took out men as well as women, but blowing away members of 
a sorority seems to have been the goal of his rampage. He evidently interpreted his lack 
of sexual access to women as offensive behavior by women who, he imagined in a sad 
mix of entitlement and self-pity, owed him fulfilment. 

#YesAllWomen	
 
Richard Martinez, the father of one of the young victims, spoke powerfully on national 
TV about gun control and the spinelessness of the politicians who have caved to the 
gun lobby, as well as about the broader causes of such devastation. A public defender in 
Santa Barbara County, he has for decades dealt with violence against women, gun 
users, and mental illness, as does everyone in his field. He and Christopher Michaels-
Martinez’s mother, a deputy district attorney, knew the territory intimately before they 
lost their only child. The bloodbath was indeed about guns and toxic versions of 
masculinity and entitlement, and also about misery, cliché, and action-movie solutions 
to emotional problems. It was, above all, about the hatred of women. 

According to one account of the feminist conversation that followed, a young woman 
with the online name Kaye (who has since been harassed or intimidated into 
withdrawing from the public conversation) decided to start tweeting with the hashtag 
#YesAllWomen at some point that Saturday after the massacre. By Sunday night, half a 
million #yesallwomen tweets had appeared around the world, as though a dam had 
burst. And perhaps it had. The phrase described the hells and terrors women face and 
specifically critiqued a stock male response when women talked about their oppression: 
“Not all men.” 



It’s the way some men say, “I’m not the problem” or that they shifted the conversation 
from actual corpses and victims as well as perpetrators to protecting the comfort level 
of bystander males. An exasperated woman remarked to me, “What do they want—a 
cookie for not hitting, raping, or threatening women?” Women are afraid of being 
raped and murdered all the time and sometimes that’s more important to talk about 
than protecting male comfort levels. Or as someone named Jenny Chiu tweeted, “Sure 
#NotAllMen are misogynists and rapists. That’s not the point. The point is that 
#YesAllWomen live in fear of the ones that are.” 

Women—and men (but mostly women)—said scathing things brilliantly. 

—#YesAllWomen because I can’t tweet about feminism without getting threats 
and perverted replies. Speaking out shouldn’t scare me. 

—#YesAllWomen because I’ve seen more men angry at the hashtag rather than 
angry at the things happening to women. 

—#YesAllWomen because if you’re too nice to them you’re “leading them on” & 
if you’re too rude you risk violence. Either way you’re a bitch. 

It was a shining media moment, a vast conversation across all media, including millions 
of participants on Facebook and Twitter—which is significant since Twitter has been a 
favorite means of delivering rape and death threats to outspoken women. As Astra 
Taylor has pointed out in her new book, The People’s Platform, the language of free 
speech is used to protect hate speech, itself an attempt to deprive others of their 
freedom of speech, to scare them into shutting up. 

Laurie Penny, one of the important feminist voices of our times, wrote, 

“When news of the murders broke, when the digital world began to absorb and 
discuss its meaning, I had been about to email my editor to request a few days off, 
because the impact of some particularly horrendous rape threats had left me shaken, 
and I needed time to collect my thoughts. Instead of taking that time, I am writing 
this blog, and I am doing so in rage and in grief—not just for the victims of the Isla 
Vista massacre, but for what is being lost everywhere as the language and ideology of 
the new misogyny continues to be excused… I am sick of being told to empathize with 
the perpetrators of violence any time I try to talk about the victims and survivors.” 

 



Our	Words	Are	Our	Weapons	
 
In 1963, Betty Friedan published a landmark book, The	Feminine	Mystique, in which she 
wrote, “The problem that has no name—which is simply the fact that American women 
are kept from growing to their full human capacities—is taking a far greater toll on the 
physical and mental health of our country than any known disease.” In the years that 
followed, that problem gained several names: male chauvinism, then sexism, misogyny, 
inequality, and oppression. The cure was to be “women’s liberation,” or “women’s lib,” 
or “feminism.” These words, which might seem worn out from use now, were fresh 
then. 
 
Since Friedan’s manifesto, feminism has proceeded in part by naming things. The term 
“sexual harassment,” for example, was coined in the 1970s, first used in the legal 
system in the 1980s, given legal status by the Supreme Court in 1986, and given 
widespread coverage in the upheaval after Anita Hill’s testimony against her former 
boss, Clarence Thomas, in the 1991 Senate hearings on his Supreme Court nomination. 
The all-male interrogation team patronized and bullied Hill, while many men in the 
Senate and elsewhere failed to grasp why it mattered if your boss said lecherous things 
and demanded sexual services. Or they just denied that such things happen. 

Many women were outraged. It was, like the post-Isla Vista weekend, a watershed 
moment in which the conversation changed, in which those who got it pushed hard on 
those who didn’t, opening some minds and updating some ideas. The bumper sticker “I 
Believe You Anita” was widespread for a while. Sexual harassment is now considerably 
less common in workplaces and schools, and its victims have far more recourse, thanks 
in part to Hill’s brave testimony and the earthquake that followed. 

So many of the words with which a woman’s right to exist is adjudicated are of recent 
coinage: “domestic violence,” for example, replaced “wife-beating” as the law began to 
take a (mild) interest in the subject. A woman is still beaten every nine seconds in this 
country, but thanks to the heroic feminist campaigns of the 1970s and 1980s, she now 
has access to legal remedies that occasionally work, occasionally protect her, and—even 
more occasionally—send her abuser to jail. In 1990, the Journal of the American 
Medical Association reported, “Studies of the Surgeon General’s office reveal that 
domestic violence is the leading cause of injury to women between the ages of 15 and 
44, more common than automobile accidents, muggings, and cancer deaths combined.” 



I go to check this fact and arrive at an Indiana Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
website that warns viewers their browsing history might be monitored at home and 
offers a domestic-violence hotline number. The site is informing women that their 
abusers may punish them for seeking information or naming their situation. It’s like 
that out there. 

One of the more shocking things I read recently was an essay in The	Nation about the 
infamous slaying of Catherine “Kitty” Genovese in a neighborhood in Queens, New 
York, in 1964. The author, Peter Baker, reminds us that some of the neighbors who 
witnessed parts of her rape and murder from their windows likely mistook the savage 
assault by a stranger for a man exercising his rights over “his” woman. “Surely it 
matters that, at the time, violence inflicted by a man on his wife or romantic partner 
was widely considered a private affair. Surely it matters that, in the eyes of the law as it 
stood in 1964, it was impossible for a man to rape his wife.” Terms like acquaintance 
rape, date rape, and marital rape had yet to be invented. 
	
Twenty-First	Century	Words	
 
I apparently had something to do with the birth of the word “mansplaining,” though I 
didn’t coin it myself. My 2008 essay “Men Explain Things to Me” (now the title piece in 
my new book about gender and power) is often credited with inspiring the 
pseudonymous person who did coin it on a blog shortly thereafter. From there, it began 
to spread. 

For a long time, I was squeamish about the term, because it seemed to imply that men 
in general were flawed rather than that particular specimens were prone to explain 
things they didn’t understand to women who already did. Until this spring, that is, 
when a young PhD candidate at the University of California, Berkeley, told me that the 
word allowed women to identify another “problem with no name,” something that 
often happened but was hard to talk about until the term arose. 

Language is power. When you turn “torture” into “enhanced interrogation,” or 
murdered children into “collateral damage,” you break the power of language to convey 
meaning, to make us see, feel, and care. But it works both ways. You can use the power 
of words to bury meaning or to excavate it. If you lack words for a phenomenon, an 
emotion, a situation, you can’t talk about it, which means that you can’t come together 
to address it, let alone change it. Vernacular phrases—Catch-22, monkeywrenching, 



cyberbullying, the 99% and the 1%— have helped us to describe but also to reshape our 
world. This may be particularly true of feminism, a movement focused on giving voice 
to the voiceless and power to the powerless. 

One of the compelling new phrases of our time is “rape culture.” The term came into 
widespread circulation in late 2012 when sexual assaults in New Delhi, India, and 
Steubenville, Ohio, became major news stories. As a particularly strongly worded 
definition puts it: 

“Rape culture is an environment in which rape is prevalent and in which sexual 
violence against women is normalized and excused in the media and popular culture. 
Rape culture is perpetuated through the use of misogynistic language, the 
objectification of women’s bodies, and the glamorization of sexual violence, thereby 
creating a society that disregards women’s rights and safety. Rape culture affects 
every woman. Most women and girls limit their behavior because of the existence of 
rape. Most women and girls live in fear of rape. Men, in general, do not. That’s how 
rape functions as a powerful means by which the whole female population is held in a 
subordinate position to the whole male population, even though many men don’t 
rape, and many women are never victims of rape.” 

 
Sometimes I’ve heard “rape culture” used to describe specifically what’s called “lad 
culture”—the jeering, leering subculture in which some young men are lodged. Other 
times it’s used to indict the mainstream, which oozes with misogyny in its 
entertainment, its everyday inequalities, its legal loopholes. The term helped us stop 
pretending that rapes are anomalies, that they have nothing to do with the culture at 
large or are even antithetical to its values. If they were, a fifth of all American women 
(and one in 71 men) wouldn’t be rape survivors; if they were, 19% of female college 
students wouldn’t have to cope with sexual assault; if they were, the military wouldn’t 
be stumbling through an epidemic of sexual violence. The term rape culture lets us 
begin to address the roots of the problem in the culture as a whole. 

The term “sexual entitlement” was used in 2012 in reference to sexual assaults by 
Boston University’s hockey team, though you can find earlier uses of the phrase. I first 
heard it in 2013 in a BBC report on a study of rape in Asia. The study concluded that in 
many cases the motive for rape was the idea that a man has the right to have sex with a 
woman regardless of her desires. In other words, his rights trump hers, or she has none. 
This sense of being owed sex is everywhere. Many women are told, as was I in my 



youth, that something we did or said or wore or just the way we looked or the fact that 
we were female had excited desires we were thereby contractually obliged to satisfy. We 
owed them. They had a right. To us. 

Male fury at not having emotional and sexual needs met is far too common, as is the 
idea that you can rape or punish one woman to get even for what other women have 
done or not done. A teenager was stabbed to death for turning down a boy’s invitation 
to go to the prom this spring; a 45-year-old mother of two was murdered May 14th for 
trying to “distance herself” from a man she was dating; the same night as the Isla Vista 
shootings, a California man shot at women who declined sex. After the killings in Isla 
Vista, the term “sexual entitlement” was suddenly everywhere, and blogs and 
commentary and conversations began to address it with brilliance and fury. I think that 
May 2014 marks the entry of the phrase into everyday speech. It will help people 
identify and discredit manifestations of this phenomenon. It will help change things. 
Words matter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



City of Women 
Rebecca Solnit | 11 October 2016 

 

 

Cartography by Molly Roy, from “Nonstop Metropolis,” by Rebecca Solnit and Joshua Jelly-

Schapiro. 

 

It’s a Man’s Man’s Man’s World” is a song James Brown recorded in a New York City 

studio in 1966, and, whether you like it or not, you can make the case that he’s right. 

Walking down the city streets, young women get harassed in ways that tell them that 



this is not their world, their city, their street; that their freedom of movement and 

association is liable to be undermined at any time; and that a lot of strangers expect 

obedience and attention from them. “Smile,” a man orders you, and that’s a concise 

way to say that he owns you; he’s the boss; you do as you’re told; your face is there to 

serve his life, not express your own. He’s someone; you’re no one. 

In a subtler way, names perpetuate the gendering of New York City. Almost every city is 

full of men’s names, names that are markers of who wielded power, who made history, 

who held fortunes, who was remembered; women are anonymous people who changed 

fathers’ names for husbands’ as they married, who lived in private and were 

comparatively forgotten, with few exceptions. This naming stretches across the 

continent; the peaks of many Western mountains have names that make the ranges 

sound like the board of directors of an old corporation, and very little has been named 

for particular historical women, though Maryland was named after a Queen Mary who 

never got there. 

Just as San Francisco was named after an Italian saint and New Orleans after a French 

king’s brother, the Duc d’Orléans, so New York, city and state, were named after King 

Charles II’s brother, the Duke of York (later King James II), when the British took over 

the region from the Dutch. Inside this city and state named for a man, you can board 

the No. 6 train at the northern end of the line in Pelham Bay, named after a Mr. Pell, in 

a borough named for a Swedish man, Jonas Bronck, and ride the train down into 

Manhattan, which is unusual in the city for retaining an indigenous name (the Bronx 

was said to be named Rananchqua by the local Lenape, Keskeskeck by other native 

groups). There, the 6 travels down Lexington Avenue, parallel to Madison Avenue, 

named, of course, after President James Madison. 



As the train rumbles south under Manhattan’s East Side, you might disembark at 

Hunter College, which, although originally a women’s college, was named after Thomas 

Hunter, or ride farther, to Astor Place, named after the plutocrat John Jacob Astor, near 

Washington Square, named, of course, after the President. Or you might go even 

farther, to Bleecker Street, named after Anthony Bleecker, who owned farmland there, 

and emerge on Lafayette Street, named after the Marquis de Lafayette. En route you 

would have passed the latitudes of Lincoln Center, Columbus Circle, Rockefeller 

Center, Bryant Park, Penn Station—all on the West Side. 

A horde of dead men with live identities haunt New York City and almost every city in 

the Western world. Their names are on the streets, buildings, parks, squares, colleges, 

businesses, and banks, and their figures are on the monuments. For example, at Fifty-

ninth and Grand Army Plaza, right by the Pulitzer Fountain (for the newspaper 

magnate Joseph Pulitzer), is a pair of golden figures: General William Tecumseh 

Sherman on horseback and a woman leading him, who appears to be Victory and also a 

nameless no one in particular. She is someone else’s victory. 

The biggest statue in the city is a woman, who welcomes everyone and is no one: the 

Statue of Liberty, with that poem by Emma Lazarus at her feet, the one that few 

remember calls her “Mother of Exiles.” Statues of women are not uncommon, but 

they’re allegories and nobodies, mothers and muses and props but not Presidents. 

There are better temporary memorials, notably “Chalk,” the public art project that 

commemorates the anniversary of the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, in which a 

hundred and forty-six young seamstresses, mostly immigrants, died. Every March 25th 

since 2004, Ruth Sergel has coördinated volunteers who fan out through the city to 

chalk the names of the victims in the places where they lived. But those memories are 



as frail and fleeting as chalk, not as lasting as street names, bronze statues, the Henry 

Hudson Bridge building, or the Frick mansion. 

A recent essay by Allison Meier notes that there are only five statues of named women 

in New York City: Joan of Arc, Golda Meir, Gertrude Stein, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Har-

riet Tubman, the last four added in the past third of a century. Until 1984, there was 

only one, the medieval Joan in Riverside Park, installed in 1915. Before that, only men 

were commemorated in the statuary of New York City. A few women have been 

memorialized in relatively recent street names: Cabrini Boulevard, after the canonized 

Italian-American nun; Szold Place, after the Jewish editor and activist Henrietta Szold; 

Margaret Corbin Drive, after the female Revolutionary War hero; Bethune Street, after 

the founder of the orphan asylum; and Margaret Sanger Square, after the patron saint 

of birth control. No woman’s name applies to a long boulevard like Nostrand Avenue, in 

Brooklyn, or Frederick Douglass Boulevard, in northern Manhattan, or Webster Avenue, 

in the Bronx. (Fulton Street, named after Robert Fulton, the steamboat inventor, is 

supposed to be co-named Harriet Ross Tubman Avenue for much of its length, but the 

name does not appear to be in common usage and is not recognized by Google Maps.) 

No woman is a bridge or a major building, though some may remember that Gertrude 

Vanderbilt Whitney is the founder for whom the museum is named. New York City is, 

like most cities, a manscape. 

When I watch action movies with female protagonists—from “Crouching Tiger, Hidden 

Dragon” to “The Hunger Games”—I come out feeling charged up, superhuman, 

indomitable. It’s like a drug for potency and confidence. Lately, I’ve come to wonder 

what it would feel like if, instead of seeing a dozen or so such films in my lifetime, I had 

the option, at any moment, of seeing several new releases lionizing my gender’s 

superpowers, if lady Bonds and Spiderwomen became the ordinary fare of my 



entertainment and imagination. For men, the theatres are playing dozens of male-

action-hero films now, and television has always given you a superabundance of 

champions, from cowboys to detectives, more or less like you, at least when it comes to 

gender (if not necessarily race and body type and predilection). I can’t imagine how I 

might have conceived of myself and my possibilities if, in my formative years, I had 

moved through a city where most things were named after women and many or most of 

the monuments were of powerful, successful, honored women. Of course, these sites 

commemorate only those who were allowed to hold power and live in public; most 

American cities are, by their nomenclature, mostly white as well as mostly male. Still, 

you can imagine. 

In the map “City of Women”—which appears in the forthcoming book “Nonstop 

Metropolis,” a creative atlas of New York City that I co-authored with Joshua Jelly-

Schapiro—we tried on what it would look like to live in such power, by paying homage 

to some of the great and significant women of New York City in the places where they 

lived, worked, competed, went to school, danced, painted, wrote, rebelled, organized, 

philosophized, taught, and made names for themselves. The New York City subway 

map is the one map that nearly everyone in the city consults constantly; it is posted at 

nearly every station entry and on every platform and subway car. The station names are 

a network of numbers and mostly men’s names and descriptives, but the map is an 

informational scaffolding on which other things can be built. So on it we have built a 

feminist city of sorts, a map to a renamed city. 

It’s a map that reflects the remarkable history of charismatic women who have shaped 

New York City from the beginning, such as the seventeenth-century Quaker preacher 

Hannah Feake Bowne, who is routinely written out of history—even the home in 

Flushing where she held meetings is often called the John Bowne house. Three of the 



four female Supreme Court justices have come from the city, and quite a bit of the 

history of American feminism has unfolded here, from Victoria Woodhull to Shirley 

Chisholm to the Guerrilla Girls. Many of the women who made valuable contributions 

or might have are forgotten or were never named. Many women were never allowed to 

be someone; many heroes of any gender live quiet lives. But some rose up; some 

became visible; and here they are by the hundreds. This map is their memorial and 

their celebration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Silence and Powerlessness Go Hand in Hand –  

Women’s Voices Must be Heard 

Being unable to tell your story is a living death. The right to speak is a form of 
wealth that is being redistributed. No wonder powerful men are furious.  

Rebecca Solnit | 8 March 2017 

 
Silence is golden, or so I was told when I was young. Later, everything changed. Silence 
equals death, the queer activists fighting the neglect and repression around Aids 
shouted in the streets. Silence is the ocean of the unsaid, the unspeakable, the 
repressed, the erased, the unheard. It surrounds the scattered islands made up of those 
allowed to speak and of what can be said and who listens. 
 
Silence occurs in many ways for many reasons; each of us has his or her own sea of 
unspoken words. English is full of overlapping words, but for the purposes of this essay, 
regard silence as what is imposed, and quiet as what is sought. The tranquillity of a 
quiet place, of quieting one’s own mind, of a retreat from words and bustle is 
acoustically the same as the silence of intimidation or repression, but psychically and 
politically something entirely different. What is unsaid because serenity and 
introspection are sought and what is not said because the threats are high or the 
barriers are great are as different as swimming is from drowning. Quiet is to noise as 
silence is to communication.  
 
The quiet of the listener makes room for the speech of others, like the quiet of the 
reader taking in words on the page, like the white of the paper taking ink. “We are 
volcanoes,” Ursula Le Guin once remarked. “When we women offer our experience as 
our truth, as human truth, all the maps change. There are new mountains.” The new 
voices that are undersea volcanoes erupt in what was mistaken for open water, and new 
islands are born; it’s a furious business and a startling one. The world changes. Silence 
is what allows people to suffer without recourse, what allows hypocrisies and lies to 
grow and flourish, crimes to go unpunished. If our voices are essential aspects of our 
humanity, to be rendered voiceless is to be dehumanised or excluded from one’s 
humanity. And the history of silence is central to women’s history. 



 
Words bring us together, and silence separates us, leaves us bereft of the help or 
solidarity or just communion that speech can solicit or elicit. Some species of trees 
spread root systems underground that interconnect the individual trunks and weave 
the individual trees into a more stable whole that can’t so easily be blown down in the 
wind. Stories and conversations are like those roots. 
 
Being unable to tell your story is a living death, and sometimes a literal one. If no one 
listens when you say your ex-husband is trying to kill you, if no one believes you when 
you say you are in pain, if no one hears you when you say help, if you don’t dare say 
help, if you have been trained not to bother people by saying help. If you are considered 
to be out of line when you speak up in a meeting, are not admitted into an institution of 
power, are subject to irrelevant criticism whose subtext is that women should not be 
here or heard. 
 
Stories save your life. And stories are your life. We are our stories; stories that can be 
both prison and the crowbar to break open the door of that prison. We make stories to 
save ourselves or to trap ourselves or others – stories that lift us up or smash us against 
the stone wall of our own limits and fears. Liberation is always in part a storytelling 
process: breaking stories, breaking silences, making new stories. A free person tells her 
own story. A valued person lives in a society in which her story has a place. 
 
Violence against women is often against our voices and our stories. It is a refusal of our 
voices, and of what a voice means: the right to self-determination, to participation, to 
consent or dissent; to live and participate, to interpret and narrate. 
 
A husband hits his wife to silence her. A date rapist or acquaintance rapist refuses to let 
the “no” of his victim mean what it should, that she alone has jurisdiction over her 
body. Rape culture asserts that women’s testimony is worthless, untrustworthy. Anti-
abortion activists also seek to silence the self-determination of women. A murderer 
silences forever. 
 
These are assertions that the victim has no rights, no value – is not an equal. 
 
Other silencings take place in smaller ways: the people harassed and badgered into 
silence online, talked over and cut out in conversation, belittled, humiliated, dismissed. 



 
Having a voice is crucial. It’s not all there is to human rights, but it’s central to them, 
and so you can consider the history of women’s rights and lack of rights as a history of 
silence and breaking silence. Speech, words, voices sometimes change things in 
themselves when they bring about inclusion, recognition: the rehumanisation that 
undoes dehumanisation. Sometimes they are only the preconditions to changing rules, 
laws, regimes to bring about justice and liberty. 
 
Sometimes just being able to speak, to be heard, to be believed, are crucial parts of 
membership in a family, a community, a society. Sometimes our voices break those 
things apart; sometimes those things are prisons. 
 
And then when words break through unspeakability, what was tolerated by a society 
sometimes becomes intolerable. Those not impacted can fail to see or feel the impact of 
segregation or police brutality or domestic violence; stories bring home the trouble and 
make it unavoidable. 
By voice, I don’t mean only literal voice – the sound produced by the vocal cords in the 
ears of others – but the ability to speak up, to participate, to experience oneself and be 
experienced as a free person with rights. This includes the right not to speak, whether 
it’s the right against being tortured to confess, as political prisoners are, or not to be 
expected to service strangers who approach you, as some men do to young women, 
demanding attention and flattery and punishing their absence. 
 
Who has been unheard? The sea is vast, and the surface of the ocean is unmappable. 
We know who has, mostly, been heard on the official subjects; who held office, 
commanded armies, served as judges and juries, wrote books, and ran empires over past 
several centuries. We know how it has changed somewhat, thanks to the countless 
revolutions of the 20th century and after – against colonialism, racism, misogyny, 
against the innumerable enforced silences homophobia imposed, and so much more. 
We know that in the US, class was levelled out to some extent in the 20th century and 
then reinforced towards the end, through income inequality and the withering away of 
social mobility and the rise of a new extreme elite. Poverty silences. 
 
Silence is what allowed predators to rampage through the decades unchecked. It’s as 
though the voices of these prominent public men devoured the voices of others into 
nothingness, a narrative cannibalism. They rendered them voiceless to refuse and 



afflicted with unbelievable stories. Unbelievable means those with power did not want 
to know, to hear, to believe, did not want them to have voices. People died from being 
unheard. 
 
If the right to speak, if having credibility, if being heard is a kind of wealth, that wealth 
is now being redistributed. There has long been an elite with audibility and credibility, 
and an underclass of the voiceless.  
 
As the wealth is redistributed, the stunned incomprehension of the elites erupts over 
and over again, a fury and disbelief that this woman or child dared to speak up, that 
people deigned to believe her, that her voice counts for something, that her truth may 
end a powerful man’s reign. These voices, heard, upend power relations. 
 
A hotel cleaner launched the beginning of the end of IMF chief Dominique Strauss-
Kahn’s career. Women have ended the careers of stars in many fields – or rather those 
stars have destroyed themselves by acts they engaged in, believing that they had the 
impunity that comes with their victims’ powerlessness. Many had impunity for years, 
some for lifetimes; many have now found they no longer do. 
 
Who is heard and who is not defines the status quo. Those who embody it, often at the 
cost of extraordinary silences with themselves, move to the centre; those who embody 
what is not heard, or what violates those who rise on silence, are cast out. 
 
By redefining whose voice is valued, we redefine our society and its values. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Feminists Have Slowly Shifted Power: 

There’s No Going Back 

The #TimesUp and #MeToo movements are a revolution that could not have 
taken place without decades of quiet, painstaking groundwork. 

Rebecca Solnit | 8 March 2018 

 
This International Women’s Day comes five months after the revelations about Harvey 
Weinstein’s long campaign of misogynist punishments of women first broke, and with 
them more things broke. Excuses broke. Silence was broken. The respectable 
appearance of a lot of institutions broke. You could say a dam broke, and a wall of 
women’s stories came spilling forth – which has happened before, but never the way 
that this round has. This time around, women didn’t just tell the stories of being 
attacked and abused; they named names, and abusers and attackers lost jobs and 
reputations and businesses and careers. They named names, and it mattered; people 
listened; their testimony had consequences. Because there’s a big difference between 
being able to say something and having it heard and respected. Consequences are often 
the difference. 
 
Something had shifted. What’s often overlooked is that it had shifted beforehand so 
that this could happen. Something invisible had made it possible for these highly 
visible upheavals and transformations. People often position revolution and 
incrementalism as opposites, but if a revolution is something that changes things 
suddenly, incrementalism often lays the groundwork that makes it possible. Something 
happens suddenly, and that’s mistaken for something happening out of the blue. But 
out of the blue usually means out of the things that most people were not paying 
attention to, out of the slow work done by somebody or many somebodies out of the 
limelight for months or years or decades. 
 
Same-sex marriage arrived suddenly in the US when the supreme court legalised it 
nationwide, except that many states had already legalised it, and that came about as 
the result of the valiant work of countless non-straight people and their allies, making 
visible that not everyone is straight, making it important that everyone get rights, 



making queer people themselves believe they deserved and could win those rights. And 
it happened because the test case in California went before what appeared to be a 
conservative judge – federal judge Vaughn Walker, appointed by George Herbert 
Walker Bush – who had been in the closet himself at the time of his appointment, but 
was gay, and whose own attitudes toward his orientation must have evolved as the 
culture around him evolved. He found in favour of marriage equality and set up the case 
to be clear and thorough when it reached the supreme court. When judges rule on what 
seems self-evident common sense – be it Brown versus Board of Education or marriage 
equality – it often seems that way because of slow incremental changes in societal 
norms and beliefs. The judge gets the public finale, but the shift comes from the 
cumulative effect of tiny gestures and shifts. 
 
This #TimesUp/#MeToo moment is no different; it is a revolt for which we have been 
preparing for decades, or perhaps it’s the point at which a long, slow, mostly quiet 
process suddenly became fast and loud. Part of the work was done over the past five 
years, more of it over the past 50. We have had a tremendous upheaval over the past 
few years – at the end of 2014, I wrote in these pages: “I have been waiting all my life 
for what this year has brought.” What this wave brought is recognition that each act of 
gender violence is part of an epidemic. It’s brought a (partial) end to treating these acts 
as isolated incidents, as the victim’s fault, as the result of mental illness or other 
aberrations. It’s meant a more widespread willingness to recognise that such violence is 
extraordinarily common and has an enormous impact, and arises from values, 
privileges and attitudes built into the culture. 
 
It’s a shift that’s often happened before, for other rights issues, as something long 
tolerated is finally recognised as intolerable, which means that the people for whom it 
was not a problem finally recognise the suffering of those for whom it was. This shift 
from tolerated to intolerable is often the result of a power shift in who decides, or a 
shift in what stories dominate, or in whose story gets told, or believed. It’s a subtle shift 
in who matters that precedes dramatic change. 
 
In this case, by 2012, a new generation of young women was not going to be 
intimidated by either shame or bureaucracy from talking about campus rape and, more 
than that, organising against it. Social media gave women a capacity to form a sort of 
Greek chorus when a story about gender violence erupted. We burned down a lot of the 
excuses that sought to diminish the impact of gender violence, as we apparently have 



at last with gun violence in the US. We are still working on getting some slow learners 
to recognise that workplace harassment is not a “few bad apples” problem; that 
removing some particularly egregious abusers from the scenes of their abuse doesn’t 
resolve a problem that arises from deeply held beliefs about who has the right to do 
what and who should just put up with it. 
 
But even the “we” has changed and I believe that that is central to why so much else 
has changed. Who determines what stories get told, who gets believed, whose words 
have weight, who’s in charge has changed. (Black Lives Matter was another movement 
to shift what is visible, whose version is heard, who matters.) We have not lost the 
proponents of the old worldview, in which men’s lives matter more and their words 
have more credibility, but we have gained people who don’t operate by those rules. 
Feminists have slowly, steadily gained power – and by feminists I mean everyone of 
whatever gender who thinks first that women deserve full equality and second that 
systematic misogyny remains a grave problem. 
 
And that’s where we can look to the long, slow work of feminism to put women in 
positions of power, in concert with the related work to change the racial makeup of who 
holds power. Who decided what stories mattered? Journalist Sharon Waxman says that 
when she was at the New York Times she tried to tell the truth about Weinstein in 
2004, only to be dismissed by her male editor, who didn’t understand why that aspect 
of the story mattered. We know that Ronan Farrow started his own investigation of 
Weinstein under the auspices of NBC, which declined to pursue it (some suspected 
because it shed too much light on their in-house super-harasser, Today Show co-host 
Matt Lauer), so he took his story to the New Yorker. Farrow is, of course, not a woman; 
the shift is not only women in positions of power but anyone who believes that women 
deserve equality in access to power, credibility and justice. We need to continue putting 
people in charge of the courts, the media, the laws, the economy, the schools, who have 
understanding and empathy for those who are not white, not straight, not rich or 
otherwise advantaged, not native-born, not male. Who believe in equal justice and 
equal value. 
 
This insurrectionary moment is already subsiding, but things will not be what they 
were. A friend recently told me about a major media outlet where women report that 
after some harassers were fired, people are feeling more confident, inspired and 
creative. We have had too many stories about men who don’t feel comfortable because 



things are changing, rather than women who feel more comfortable than they ever 
have before, for the same reason. 
We are going to return to a phase in which change happens slowly and subtly enough 
that it is invisible to most people, though not to the people who take the long view and 
those who drive the change or who benefit from one small change in their home or 
workplace or relationship. And then the slow changes will reach a point at which there 
will be another rupture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 1 
 
One evening over dinner, I began to joke, as I often had before, about writing an essay 
called “Men Explain Things to Me.” Every writer has a stable of ideas that never make it 
to the racetrack, and I’d been trotting this pony out recreationally every once in a 
while. My houseguest, the brilliant theorist and activist Marina Sitrin, insisted that I 
had to write it down because people like her younger sister Sam needed to read it. 
Young women needed to know that being belittled wasn’t the result of their own secret 
failings; it was the boring old gender wars. So lovely, immeasurably valuable Sam, this 
one always was for you in particular. It wanted to be written; it was restless for the 
racetrack; it galloped along once I sat down at the computer; and since Marina slept in 
later than me in those days, I served it for breakfast and sent it to Tom later that day. 
That was April 2008 and it struck a chord.  It still seems to get reposted more than just 
about anything I’ve written at TomDispatch.com, and prompted some very funny 
letters to this site. None was more astonishing than the one from the Indianapolis man 
who wrote in to tell me that he had “never personally or professionally shortchanged a 
woman” and went on to berate me for not hanging out with “more regular guys or at 
least do a little homework first,” gave me some advice about how to run my life, and 
then commented on my “feelings of inferiority.” He thought that being patronized was 
an experience a woman chooses to, or could choose not to have–and so the fault was all 
mine. Life is short; I didn’t write back. 

Young women subsequently added the word “mansplaining” to the lexicon. Though I 
hasten to add that the essay makes it clear mansplaining is not a universal flaw of the 
gender, just the intersection between overconfidence and cluelessness where some 
portion of that gender gets stuck. 

The battle for women to be treated like human beings with rights to life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of involvement in cultural and political arenas continues, and it is 
sometimes a pretty grim battle. When I wrote the essay below, I surprised myself in 
seeing that what starts out as minor social misery can expand into violent silencing and 
even violent death. Last year’s Nobel Peace Prize went to women, two Liberians and a 
Yemeni, “for their non-violent struggle for the safety of women and for women’s rights 
to full participation in peace-building work.” Which is to say, that safety and full 
participation is only a goal. 

This is a struggle that takes place in war-torn nations, but also in the bedroom, the 
dining room, the classroom, the workplace, and the streets. And in newspapers, 
magazines, and television, where women are dramatically underrepresented. Even in 
the online gaming arena women face furious harassment and threats of assault simply 
for daring to participate. That’s mostly symbolic violence.  Real violence, the most 
extreme form of silencing and destroying rights, takes a far more dire toll in this 



country where domestic violence accounts for 30 percent of all homicides of women, 
annually creates about two million injuries, and prompts 18.5 million mental health 
care visits. It’s in Cairo’s Tahrir Square too, brutal gender violence where freedom and 
democracy had been claimed. 

Having the right to show up and speak are basic to survival, to dignity, and to liberty. 
I’m grateful that, after an early life of being silenced, sometimes violently, I grew up to 
have a voice, circumstances that will always bind me to the rights of the voiceless. 

— Rebecca Solnit, August 19, 2012 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


