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Adrienne Rich 
Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying (1975) 
 
These notes were first read at the Hartwick Women Writers' Workshop, founded and 
directed by Beverly Tanenhaus, at Hartwick College, Oneonta, New York in June 1975. 
They were published as a pamphlet by Motheroot Press in Pittsburgh, 1977; in 
Heresies: A Feminist Magazine of Art and Politics, vol. 1, no. 1; and in a French 
translation by the Québecois feminist press, Les Editions du Remue-Ménage, 1979. 
It is clear that among women we need a new ethics; as women, a new morality. The 
problem of speech, of language, continues to be primary. For if in our speaking we are 
breaking silences long established, "liberating ourselves from our secrets" in the words 
of Beverly Tanenhaus, this is in itself a first kind of action. I wrote Women and Honor in 
an effort to make myself more honest, and to understand the terrible negative power of 
the lie in relationships between women. Since it was published, other women have 
spoken and written of things I did not include: Michelle Cliff's "Notes on 
Speechlessness" in Sinister Wisdom no. 5 led Catherine Nicolson (in the same issue) to 
write of the power of "deafness", the frustration of our speech by those who do not want 
to hear what we have to say. Nelle Morton has written of the act of "hearing each other 
into speech" [Nelle Morton, "Beloved Image!", paper delivered at the National 
Conference of the American Academy of Religion, San Francisco, California, December 
28, 1977]. How do we listen? How do we make it possible for another to break her 
silence? These are some of the questions which follow on the ones I've raised 
here. 
 
(These notes are concerned with relationships between and among women. When 
"personal relationship" is referred to, I mean a relationship between two women. It will 
be clear in what follows when I am talking about women's relationships with men.) 
 
 
The old, male idea of honour. A man's "word" sufficed - to other men - without 
guarantee. 
 
"Our Land Free, Our Men Honest, Our Women Fruitful" - a popular colonial toast in 
America. 
 
Male honour also having something to do with killing: I could not love thee, Dear, so 
much/Lov'd I not Honour more, ("To Lucasta, on Going to the Wars"). Male honour as 
something needing to be avenged: hence the duel. 
 
Women's honour, something altogether else: virginity, chastity, fidelity to a husband. 
Honesty in women has not been considered important. We have been depicted as 
generically whimsical, deceitful, subtle, vacillating. And we have been rewarded for 
lying. 
 



Men have been expected to tell the truth about facts, not about feelings. They have not 
been expected to talk about feelings at all. 
 
Yet even about facts they have continually lied. 
 
We assume that politicians are without honour. We read their statements trying to crack 
the code. The scandals of their politics: not that men in high places lie, only that they do 
so with such indifference, so endlessly, still expecting to be believed. We are 
accustomed to the contempt inherent in the political lie. 
 
*** 
 
To discover that one has been lied to in personal relationships, however, leads one to 
feel a little crazy. 
 
*** 
 
Lying is done with words, and also with silence. 
 
The woman who tells lies in her personal relationships may or may not plan or invent 
her lying. She may not even think of what she is doing in a calculated way. 
 
A subject is raised which the liar wishes buried. She has to go downstairs, her parking 
meter will have run out. Or, there is a telephone call she ought to have made an hour 
ago. 
 
She is asked, point-blank, a question which may lead into painful talk: "How do you feel 
about what is happening between us?" Instead of trying to describe her feelings in their 
ambiguity and confusion, she asks, "How do you feel?" The other, because she is trying 
to establish a ground of openness and trust, begins describing her own feelings. Thus 
the liar learns more than she tells. 
 
And she may also tell herself a lie: that she is concerned with the other's feelings, not 
with her own. 
 
But the liar is concerned with her own feelings. 
 
The liar lives in fear of losing control. She cannot even desire a relationship without 
manipulation, since to be vulnerable to another person means for her the loss of control. 
 
The liar has many friends, and leads an existence of great loneliness. 
 
*** 
 



The liar often suffers from amnesia. Amnesia is the silence of the unconscious. 
 
To lie habitually, as a way of life, is to lost contact with the unconscious. It is like taking 
sleeping pills, which confer sleep but blot out dreaming. The unconscious wants truth. It 
ceases to speak to those who want something else more than truth. 
 
In speaking of lies, we come inevitably to the subject of truth. There is nothing simple or 
easy about this idea. There is no "the truth", "a truth" - truth is not one thing, or even a 
system. It is an increasing complexity. The pattern of the carpet is a surface. When we 
look closely, or when we become weavers, we learn of the tiny multiple threads unseen 
in the overall pattern, the knots on the underside of the carpet. 
 
This is why the effort to speak honestly is so important. Lies are usually attempts to 
make everything simpler - for the liar - than it really is, or ought to be. 
 
In lying to others we end up lying to ourselves. We deny the importance of an event, or 
a person, and thus deprive ourselves of a part of our lives. Or we use one piece of the 
past or present to screen out another. Thus we lose faith even with our own lives. 
 
The unconscious wants truth, as the body does. The complexity and fecundity of 
dreams come from the complexity and fecundity of the unconscious struggling to fulfil 
that desire. The complexity and fecundity of poetry come from the same struggle. 
 
*** 
 
An honourable human relationship - that is, one in which two people have the right to 
use the word "love" - is a process, delicate, violent, often terrifying to both persons 
involved, a process of refining the truths they can tell each other. 
 
It is important to do this because it breaks down human self-delusion and isolation. 
 
It is important to do this because in so doing we do justice to our own complexity. 
 
It is important to do this because we can count on so few people to go that hard way 
with us. 
 
*** 
 
I come back to the questions of women's honour. Truthfulness has not been considered 
important for women, as long as we have remained physically faithful to a man, or 
chaste. 
 



We have been expected to lie with our bodies: to bleach, redden, unkink or curl our hair, 
pluck eyebrows, shave armpits, wear padding in various places or lace ourselves, take 
little steps, glaze finger and toe nails, wear clothes that emphasised our helplessness. 
 
We have been required to tell different lies at different times, depending on what the 
men of the time needed to hear. The Victorian wife or the white southern lady, who were 
expected to have no sensuality, to "lie still"; the twentieth-century "free" woman who is 
expected to fake orgasms. 
 
We have had the truth of our bodies withheld from us or distorted; we have been kept in 
ignorance of our most intimate places. Our instincts have been punished: 
clitoridectomies for "lustful" nuns or for "difficult" wives. It has been difficult, too, to know 
the lies of our complicity from the lies we believed. 
 
The lie of the "happy marriage", of domesticity - we have been complicit, have acted out 
the fiction of a well-lived life, until the day we testify in court of rapes, beatings, psychic 
cruelties, public and private humiliations. 
 
Patriarchal lying has manipulated women both through falsehood and through silence. 
Facts we needed have been withheld from us. False witness has been borne against 
us. 
 
And so we must take seriously the question of truthfulness between women, 
truthfulness among women. As we cease to lie with our bodies, as we cease to take on 
faith what men have said about us, is a truly womanly idea of honour in the making? 
 
*** 
 
Women have been forced to lie, for survival, to men. How to unlearn this among other 
women? 
 
"Women have always lied to each other." 
"Women have always whispered the truth to each other." 
Both of these axioms are true. 
 
"Women have always been divided against each other." 
"Women have always been in secret collusion." 
Both of these axioms are true. 
 
In the struggle for survival we tell lies. To bosses, to prison guards, the police, men who 
have power over us, who legally own us and our children, lovers who need us as proof 
of their manhood. 
 



There is a danger run by all powerless people: that we forget we are lying, or that lying 
becomes a weapon we carry over into relationships with people who do not have power 
over us. 
 
*** 
 
I want to reiterate that when we talk about women and honour, or women and lying, we 
speak within the context of male lying, the lies of the powerful, the lie as false source of 
power. 
 
Women have to think whether we want, in our relationships with each other, the kind of 
power that can be obtained through lying. 
 
Women have been driven mad, "gaslighted", for centuries by the refutation of our 
experience and our instincts in a culture which validates only male experience. The truth 
of our bodies and our minds has been mystified to us. We therefore have a primary 
obligation to each other: not to undermine each others' sense of reality for the sake of 
expediency; not to gaslight each other. 
 
Women have often felt insane when cleaving to the truth of our experience. Our future 
depends on the sanity of each of us, and we have a profound stake, beyond the 
personal, in the project of describing our reality as candidly and fully as we can to each 
other. 
 
*** 
 
There are phrases which help us not to admit we are lying: "my privacy", "nobody's 
business but my own". The choices that underlie these phrases may indeed be justified; 
but we ought to think about the full meaning and consequences of such language. 
 
Women's love for women has been represented almost entirely through silence and lies. 
The institution of heterosexuality has forced the lesbian to dissemble, or be labeled a 
pervert, a criminal, a sick or dangerous woman, etc etc. The lesbian, then, has often 
been forced to lie, like the prostitute or the married women. 
 
Does a life "in the closet" - lying, perhaps of necessity, about ourselves to bosses, 
landlords, clients, colleagues, family, because the law and public opinion are founded 
on a lie - does this, can it, spread into private life, so that lying (described as discretion) 
becomes an easy way to avoid conflict or complication? Can it become a strategy so 
ingrained that it is used even with close friends and lovers? 
 
Heterosexuality as an institution has also drowned in silence the erotic feelings between 
women. I myself lived half a lifetime in the lie of that denial. That silence makes us all, to 
some degree, into liars. 



  
When a woman tells the truth she is creating the possibility for more truth around her. 
 
*** 
 
The liar leads an existence of unutterable loneliness. 
 
The liar is afraid. 
 
But we are all afraid: without fear we become manic, hubristic, self-destructive. What is 
this particular fear that possesses the liar? 
 
She is afraid that her own truths are not good enough. 
 
She is afraid, not so much of prison guards or bosses, but of something unnamed within 
her. 
 
The liar fears the void. 
 
The void is not something created by patriarchy, or racism, or capitalism. It will not fade 
away with any of them. It is part of every woman. 
 
"The dark core", Virginia Woolf named it, writing of her mother. The dark core. It is 
beyond personality; beyond who loves us or hates us. 
 
We begin out of the void, out of darkness and emptiness. It is part of the cycle 
understood by the old pagan religions, that materialism denies. Out of death, rebirth; out 
of nothing, something. 
 
The void is the creatrix, the matrix. It is not mere hollowness and anarchy. But in women 
it has been identified with lovelessness, barrenness, sterility. We have been urged to fill 
our "emptiness" with children. We are not supposed to go down into the darkness of the 
core. 
 
Yet, if we can risk it, the something born of that nothing is the beginning of our truth. 
 
The liar in her terror wants to fill up the void, with anything. Her lies are a denial of her 
fear; a way of maintaining control. 
 
*** 
 
Why do we feel slightly crazy when we realise we have been lied to in a relationship? 
 



We take so much of the universe on trust. You tell me: "In 1950 I lived on the north side 
of Beacon Street in Somerville". You tell me: "She and I were lovers, but for months 
now we have only been good friends". You tell me: "It is seventy degrees outside and 
the sun is shining". Because I love you, because there is not even a question of lying 
between us, I take these accounts of the universe on trust: your address twenty-five 
years ago, your relationship with someone I know only on sight, this morning's weather. 
I fling unconscious tendrils of belief, like slender green threads, across statements such 
as these, statements made so unequivocally, which have no tone or shadow of 
tentativeness. I build them into the mosaic of my world. I allow my universe to change in 
minute, significant ways, on the basis of things you have said to me, of my trust in you. 
 
I also have faith that you are telling me things it is important I should know; that you do 
not conceal facts from me in an effort to spare me, or yourself, pain. 
 
Or, at the very least, that you will say, "There are things I am not telling you". 
 
When we discover that someone we trusted can be trusted no longer, it forces us to 
reexamine the universe, to question the whole instinct and concept of trust. For awhile, 
we are thrust back onto some bleak, jutting edge, in a dark pierced by sheets of fire, 
swept by sheets of rain, in a world before kinship, or naming, or tenderness exist; we 
are brought close to formlessness. 
 
*** 
 
The liar may resist confrontation, denying that she lied. Or she may use other language: 
forgetfulness, privacy, the protection of someone else. Or, she may bravely declare 
herself a coward. This allows her to go on lying, since that is what cowards do. She 
does not say, I was afraid, since this would open the question of other ways of handling 
her fear. It would open the question of what is actually feared. 
 
She may say, I didn't want to cause pain. What she really did not want is to have to deal 
with the other's pain. The lie is a short-cut through another's personality. 
 
*** 
 
Truthfulness, honour, is not something which springs ablaze of itself. It has to be 
created between people. 
 
This is true in political situations. The quality and depth of the politics evolving from a 
group depends in very large part on their understanding of honour. 
 
Much of what is narrowly termed "politics" seems to rest on a longing for certainty even 
at the cost of honesty, for an analysis which, once given, need not be reexamined. Such 
is the deadendedness - for women - of Marxism in our time. 



 
Truthfulness anywhere means a heightened complexity. But it is a movement into 
evolution. Women are only beginning to uncover our own truths; many of us would be 
grateful for some rest in that struggle, would be glad just to lie down with the sherds we 
have painfully unearthed, and be satisfied with those. Often I feel this like an exhaustion 
in my own body.  
 
The politics worth having, the relationships worth having, demand that we delve still 
deeper. 
 
*** 
 
The possibilities that exist between two people, or among a group of people, are a kind 
of alchemy. They are the most interesting thing in life. The liar is someone who keeps 
losing sight of these possibilities. 
 
When relationships are determined by manipulation, by the need for control, they may 
possess a dreary, bickering kind of drama, but they cease to be interesting. They are 
repetitious; the shock of human possibilities has ceased to reverberate through them. 
 
When someone tells me a piece of truth which has been withheld from me, and which I 
needed in order to see my life more clearly, it may bring acute pain, but it can also flood 
me with a cold, seasharp wash of relief. Often such truths come by accident, or from 
strangers. 
 
It isn't that to have an honourable relationship with you, I have to understand everything, 
or tell you everything at once, or that i can know, beforehand, everything I need to tell 
you. 
 
It means that most of the time I am eager, longing for the possibility of telling you. That 
these possibilities may seem frightening, but not destructive, to me. That I feel strong 
enough to hear your tentative and groping words. That we both know we are trying, all 
the time, to extend the possibilities of truth between us. 
 
The possibility of life between us. 
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FEMINIST CONSCIOUSNESS

When did you begin to put the pieces together? Perhaps when you put the 
pieces back together you are putting yourself back together. We assemble 
something. Feminism is diy: a form of self- assembly. No wonder feminist 
work is often about timing: sometimes we are too fragile to do this work; we 
cannot risk being shattered because we are not ready to put ourselves back 
together again. To get ready often means being prepared to be undone.

In time, with work, things begin to make more sense. You begin to rec-
ognize how violence is directed: that being recognized as a girl means being 
subjected to this pressure, this relentless assault on the senses; a body that 
comes to fear the touch of a world. Maybe you learn from that, from what 
that repetition does; you realize retrospectively how you came to take up less 
space. You might express feminist rage at how women are made responsible 
for the violence that is directed against them. Feminism helps you to make 
sense that something is wrong; to recognize a wrong is to realize that you are 
not in the wrong.

Becoming feminist: how we redescribe the world we are in. We begin to 
identify how what happens to me, happens to others. We begin to identify 
patterns and regularities. Begin to identify: this sounds too smooth. It is not 
an easy or straightforward process because we have to stay with the wrongs. 
And think about feeling: to direct your attention to the experience of being 
wronged can mean feeling wronged all over again.

We need to attend to the bumps; it is bumpy. You had already sensed some-
thing amiss. Maybe it was an uneasy feeling at first. As Alison Jaggar describes, 
“Only when we reflect on our initially puzzling irritability, revulsion, anger, or 
fear may we bring to consciousness our ‘gut- level’ awareness that we are in a 
situation of coercion, cruelty, injustice or danger” (1996, 181; see also Spelman 
1989). A gut has its own intelligence. A feminist gut might sense something is 
amiss. You have to get closer to the feeling; but once you try to think about a 
feeling, how quickly it can recede. Maybe it begins as a background anxiety, 
like a humming noise that gradually gets louder over time so that it begins to 
fill your ear, canceling out other sounds. And then suddenly it seems (though 
perhaps it is not sudden) what you tried so hard not to notice is all you can 
hear. A sensation that begins at the back of your mind, an uneasy sense of 
something amiss, gradually comes forward, as things come up; then receding, 
as you try to get on with things; as you try to get on despite things. Maybe you 
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do not even want to feel this way; feeling wrong is what brings a wrong home. 
Attending to the feeling might be too demanding: it might require you to give 
up on what otherwise seems to give you something; relationships, dreams; an 
idea of who it is that you are; an idea of who it is that you can be. You might 
even will yourself not to notice certain things because noticing them would 
change your relation to the world; it would change the world to which you 
exist in relation. We have to stay with the feelings that we might wish would 
go away; that become reminders of these things that happened that made you 
wary of being at all.

Perhaps there is just only so much you can take in. Perhaps you take in 
some things as a way of not taking in other things. As I have been putting 
a sponge to my own feminist past, I remembered another conversation. It 
was with a teacher of mine at university, Rosemary Moore, who taught the 
first feminist classes I took:  Nineteenth- Century Women’s Writing in 1988; 
 Twentieth- Century Women’s Writing in 1989. I hadn’t thought about this con-
versation for a long time, though it is probably not true to say that I had for-
gotten it. I asked her whether my essay for the course had to refer to women or 
gender. Her answer was that it didn’t but that it would be surprising if it didn’t. 
Why did I ask her this question? I had come to university hoping to study 
philosophy. I was especially interested in what I called “scepticism,” philoso-
phies that proceeded by doubting what is as a way of questioning what’s what. 
Sadly, philosophy at Adelaide University was pretty much straight analytical 
philosophy and scepticism was dismissed as self- refuting in the first lecture of 
Philosophy 101. To study the kind of work I was interested in, I ended up in 
the English literature department because there they taught what was referred 
to as “theory.” And I chose the women’s writing courses not because I was 
interested in feminist theory (even though I was passionate about feminism) 
but because I was interested in critical theory. I was interested in how we know 
things, in questions of truth, in perspective and perception, in experience and 
subjectivity. I wanted to ask how I know that what I see as green is what you 
see as green; those sorts of questions were my sort of questions.

Yes: I chose women’s writing because I wanted to do critical theory. Our 
teacher was engaged with and by Lacanian psychoanalysis. If we began there, 
that wasn’t what kept my attention; it was 1980s feminist literary theory and 
from there, feminist philosophy of science and feminist epistemology. I ended 
up writing my first feminist essay for that course.2 So why did it happen this 
way around: from critical theory to feminist theory, given that I thought of 
myself as a feminist and had been such an outspoken feminist growing up? 
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I think there was only so much feminism I could take in. I had thought that 
to be philosophical or to ask questions about the nature of reality was not 
to do feminism: that feminism was about something particular not general, 
relative not universal, that feminism was about questioning and challenging 
sexual violence, inequality, and injustice and not the nature of reality as such. 
I did not understand that feminism was a way of challenging the universal. 
I did not appreciate how questioning sexism is one of the most profound 
ways of disrupting what we take to be given and thus learning about how the 
given is given. Feminist theory taught me that the universal is what needs to 
be exploded. Feminist theory taught me that reality is usually just someone 
else’s tired explanation. So if in my introduction to this book I suggested that 
feminist theory is what gets you there, to the classroom, we might note how 
feminist theory can be what gets you out of there. By this I mean: I thought I 
wanted to be in the theory class; feminist theory taught me that that was not 
the class for me. Feminism is my theory class.

We learn also: how we recognize sexism or racism here can be a way of 
not recognizing it there. A location can be a reduction. Becoming feminist in-
volves a process of recognizing that what you are up against cannot be located 
or reduced to an object or thing (which could then be discarded so we could 
start up again). The process of recognizing sexism was not smooth or auto-
matic. I had multiple false starts because there was so much I resisted: I could 
take feminism in only bit by bit. Maybe there was only so much I could take in 
because it meant recognizing that I had been taken in. You can feel stupid for 
not having seen things more clearly before. You have to give up on a version of 
yourself as well as a version of events. And maybe we need to remember how 
hard it is to acknowledge that a world is not accommodating you because of 
the body you have. I didn’t want feminism to be everywhere, as I didn’t want 
to encounter these limits; I wanted there to be places to go where I could just 
leave my body behind.

If becoming feminist is not a smooth process, if we resist what we encoun-
ter because it is too much to take in, this is not to say when we do let go it is 
just difficult. When you begin to put the pieces together, it can feel magical: 
the wonder of the clicking moment, when things that had previously been ob-
scured begin to make sense, when things fit into place. You blink and the world 
reappears: clarity can feel magical. For me reading feminist theory was a series 
of continuous clicks. And later, teaching women’s studies was such a delight 
as you can participate in other people’s clicking moments: what a sound it 
makes; how important it is that this sound is audible to others.
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Finding feminism can be empowering as it is a way of reinhabiting the past. 
It is personal. There is no question: it is personal. The personal is structural. I 
learned that you can be hit by a structure; you can be bruised by a structure. 
An individual man who violates you is given permission: that is structure. His 
violence is justified as natural and inevitable: that is structure. A girl is made 
responsible for his violence: that is structure. A policeman who turns away 
because it is a domestic call: that is structure. A judge who talks about what 
she was wearing: that is structure. A structure is an arrangement, an order, a 
building; an assembly.

We need structure to give evidence of structure. To catalog instances of 
violence is to create a feminist catalog. I think one of the reasons I find the 
project Everyday Sexism so important and compelling is that it shows how 
the cataloging of instances of sexism is necessarily a collective project.3 The 
project involves the creation of a virtual space in which we can insert our 
own individual experiences of sexism, sexual violence, or sexual harassment 
so that we show what we know: that this or that incident is not isolated but 
part of a series of events: a series as a structure. These recent feminist strat-
egies have revived key aspects of  second- wave feminism; we are in the time 
of revival because of what is not over.  Consciousness- raising was also about 
this: reaching a feminist account, as an account for oneself with and through 
others, connecting my experience with the experience of others. We need a 
deposit system to show the scale of sexism. When there is a place to go with 
these  experiences—and feminism is about giving women places to go—the 
accounts tend to come out: a “drip, drip” becomes a flood. It is like a tap has 
been loosened, allowing what has been held back to flow. Feminism: the re-
leasing of a pressure valve.

Feminism can allow you to reinhabit not only your own past but also your 
own body. You might over time, in becoming aware of how you have lessened 
your own space, give yourself permission to take up more space; to expand 
your own reach. It is not necessarily the case that we take up this permission 
simply by giving ourselves permission. It does take time, to reinhabit the body, 
to become less wary, to acquire confidence. Feminism involves a process of 
finding another way to live in your body. We might learn to let ourselves bump 
into things; not to withdraw in anticipation of violence. Of course I am de-
scribing a difficulty; I am describing how ways of resolving problems can enact 
the problems we are trying to resolve. We know we are not responsible for re-
solving the problem of violence; changing how we relate to the world does not 
change the world. And yet in refusing to withdraw, in refusing to lessen how 
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much space we take up, in insisting on taking up space, we are not receiving 
the message that has been sent out. In order to put the pieces together, you 
cannot but get the message wrong, the message that makes a wrong a right. 
No wonder then, as I explore later, to become a feminist is to be perceived as 
in the wrong.

As we begin this process of putting ourselves back together we find much 
more than ourselves. Feminism, in giving you somewhere to go, allows you 
to revisit where you have been. We can become even more conscious of the 
world in this process of becoming conscious of injustices because we had been 
taught to overlook so much. A world can flood once we have let it in, once we 
have unlocked the door of our own resistance. Feminism too can become a 
flooding experience: one book read that leads to another, a trail that leads you 
to find feminism, more and more feminism, new words, concepts, arguments, 
models: patriarchy, phallocentrism, rape culture, the sex- gender system. In 
finding feminism, you are finding out about the many ways that feminists have 
tried to make sense, already, of the experiences you had, before you had them; 
experiences that left you feeling all alone are the experiences that lead you to 
others. We still have sorting to do: some of these ways of making sense make 
more sense to you than others. But I will always remember that feeling; a sense 
that there are others like you out there, that you are not on your own, that you 
were not on your own. Your own difficult history is written out in words that 
are sent out. I often think of reading feminist books as like making friends, 
realizing that others have been here before.

Even if you still feel pain, frustration, and rage, even if you feel these feelings 
more as you have given them more attention, they are directed in a different 
way. Knowledge is this achievement of direction. Your feelings are directed 
neither at some anonymous stranger who happened upon you (or not only), 
nor toward yourself for allowing something to happen (or not just), but to-
ward a world that reproduces that violence by explaining it away.

PROBLEMS WITH NAMES

Feminist consciousness can feel like a switch that is turned on. Turning off 
might be necessary to survive the world that we are in, which is not a feminist 
world. Feminist consciousness is when the on button is the default position. 
Unless you turn it off, you are on. Perhaps this is the reverse of the usual set-
ting, where you have to be switched to be on. No wonder: it can be exhausting. 
Sometimes it might even seem that it is as or even more tiring to notice sexism 











































































chapter	1

Men	Explain	Things	to	Me
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	 to	 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.

The	Slippery	Slope	of	Silencings
Yes,	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	 its
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.	 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	for	pregnant	women	in	the	United	States.	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	 twenty,	 was	 apparently	 killed	 by	 her	 higher-ranking
colleague	one	winter’s	night	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.

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	seven-
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.

Women	Fighting	on	Two	Fronts
A	few	years	after	 the	 idiot	 in	Aspen,	 I	was	 in	Berlin	giving	a	 talk	when	the
Marxist	writer	Tariq	Ali	invited	me	out	to	a	dinner	that	included	a	male	writer
and	 translator	and	 three	women	a	 little	younger	 than	me	who	would	 remain
deferential	and	mostly	silent	throughout	the	dinner.	Tariq	was	great.	Perhaps
the	 translator	 was	 peeved	 that	 I	 insisted	 on	 playing	 a	 modest	 role	 in	 the
conversation,	but	when	I	said	something	about	how	Women	Strike	for	Peace,
the	 extraordinary,	 little-known	 antinuclear	 and	 antiwar	 group	 founded	 in



1961,	 helped	 bring	 down	 the	 communist-hunting	 House	 Committee	 on	 Un-
American	Activities,	HUAC,	Mr.	Very	Important	II	sneered	at	me.	HUAC,	he
insisted,	 didn’t	 exist	 by	 the	 early	 1960s	 and,	 anyway,	 no	 women’s	 group
played	 such	 a	 role	 in	 HUAC’s	 downfall.	 His	 scorn	 was	 so	 withering,	 his
confidence	 so	 aggressive,	 that	 arguing	with	him	 seemed	a	 scary	 exercise	 in
futility	and	an	invitation	to	more	insult.

I	 think	 I	 was	 at	 nine	 books	 at	 that	 point,	 including	 one	 that	 drew	 from
primary	documents	about	and	interviews	with	a	key	member	of	Women	Strike
for	 Peace.	 But	 explaining	 men	 still	 assume	 I	 am,	 in	 some	 sort	 of	 obscene
impregnation	metaphor,	 an	 empty	vessel	 to	be	 filled	with	 their	wisdom	and
knowledge.	A	Freudian	would	claim	to	know	what	they	have	and	I	lack,	but
intelligence	 is	 not	 situated	 in	 the	 crotch—even	 if	 you	 can	 write	 one	 of
Virginia	 Woolf’s	 long	 mellifluous	 musical	 sentences	 about	 the	 subtle
subjugation	of	women	in	the	snow	with	your	willie.	Back	in	my	hotel	room,	I
searched	online	a	bit	and	found	that	Eric	Bentley	in	his	definitive	history	of
the	 House	 Committee	 on	 Un-American	 Activities	 credits	 Women	 Strike	 for
Peace	with	“striking	the	crucial	blow	in	the	fall	of	HUAC’s	Bastille.”	In	the
early	1960s.

So	I	opened	an	essay	(on	Jane	Jacobs,	Betty	Friedan,	and	Rachel	Carson)
for	the	Nation	with	this	interchange,	in	part	as	a	shout-out	to	one	of	the	more
unpleasant	 men	 who	 have	 explained	 things	 to	 me:	 Dude,	 if	 you’re	 reading
this,	 you’re	 a	 carbuncle	 on	 the	 face	 of	 humanity	 and	 an	 obstacle	 to
civilization.	Feel	the	shame.

The	battle	with	Men	Who	Explain	Things	has	trampled	down	many	women
—of	my	generation,	of	the	up-and-coming	generation	we	need	so	badly,	here
and	 in	Pakistan	and	Bolivia	 and	 Java,	not	 to	 speak	of	 the	 countless	women
who	came	before	me	and	were	not	allowed	into	the	laboratory,	or	the	library,
or	the	conversation,	or	the	revolution,	or	even	the	category	called	human.

After	all,	Women	Strike	for	Peace	was	founded	by	women	who	were	tired
of	 making	 the	 coffee	 and	 doing	 the	 typing	 and	 not	 having	 any	 voice	 or
decision-making	role	in	the	antinuclear	movement	of	the	1950s.	Most	women
fight	wars	on	two	fronts,	one	for	whatever	the	putative	topic	is	and	one	simply
for	the	right	to	speak,	to	have	ideas,	to	be	acknowledged	to	be	in	possession
of	 facts	and	 truths,	 to	have	value,	 to	be	a	human	being.	Things	have	gotten
better,	but	this	war	won’t	end	in	my	lifetime.	I’m	still	fighting	it,	 for	myself
certainly,	but	also	for	all	those	younger	women	who	have	something	to	say,	in
the	hope	that	they	will	get	to	say	it.

Postscript
One	 evening	 over	 dinner	 in	 March	 2008,	 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	 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,
she	 said,	 needed	 to	know	 that	 being	belittled	wasn’t	 the	 result	 of	 their	 own
secret	failings;	it	was	the	boring	old	gender	wars,	and	it	happened	to	most	of
us	who	were	female	at	some	point	or	other.

I	wrote	it	in	one	sitting	early	the	next	morning.	When	something	assembles
itself	 that	 fast,	 it’s	 clear	 it’s	 been	 composing	 itself	 somewhere	 in	 the
unknowable	back	of	the	mind	for	a	long	time.	It	wanted	to	be	written;	it	was
restless	for	the	racetrack;	it	galloped	along	once	I	sat	down	at	 the	computer.
Since	Marina	slept	in	later	than	me	in	those	days,	I	served	it	for	breakfast	and
later	 that	 day	 sent	 it	 to	 Tom	 Engelhardt	 at	 TomDispatch,	 who	 published	 it
online	soon	after.	It	spread	quickly,	as	essays	put	up	at	Tom’s	site	do,	and	has
never	stopped	going	around,	being	reposted	and	shared	and	commented	upon.
It’s	circulated	like	nothing	else	I’ve	done.

It	struck	a	chord.	And	a	nerve.

Some	men	explained	why	men	explaining	things	to	women	wasn’t	really	a
gendered	phenomenon.	Usually,	women	then	pointed	out	that,	in	insisting	on
their	right	to	dismiss	the	experiences	women	say	they	have,	men	succeeded	in
explaining	 in	 just	 the	 way	 I	 said	 they	 sometimes	 do.	 (For	 the	 record,	 I	 do
believe	that	women	have	explained	things	in	patronizing	ways,	to	men	among
others.	But	 that’s	not	 indicative	of	 the	massive	power	differential	 that	 takes
far	more	sinister	forms	as	well	or	of	the	broad	pattern	of	how	gender	works	in
our	society.)

Other	men	got	it	and	were	cool.	This	was,	after	all,	written	in	the	era	when
male	 feminists	had	become	a	more	meaningful	presence,	and	 feminism	was
funnier	 than	 ever.	 Not	 everyone	 knew	 they	 were	 funny,	 however.	 At
TomDispatch	in	2008,	I	got	an	email	from	an	older	man	in	Indianapolis,	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.”	He	then	gave	me
some	 advice	 about	 how	 to	 run	 my	 life	 and	 commented	 on	 my	 “feelings	 of
inferiority.”	 He	 thought	 that	 being	 patronized	 was	 an	 experience	 a	 woman
chooses	to	have,	or	could	choose	not	to	have—and	so	the	fault	was	all	mine.

A	 website	 named	 “Academic	 Men	 Explain	 Things	 to	 Me”	 arose,	 and
hundreds	 of	 university	 women	 shared	 their	 stories	 of	 being	 patronized,
belittled,	 talked	 over,	 and	 more.	 The	 term	 “mansplaining”	 was	 coined	 soon
after	the	piece	appeared,	and	I	was	sometimes	credited	with	it.	In	fact,	I	had



nothing	to	do	with	its	actual	creation,	though	my	essay,	along	with	all	the	men
who	embodied	the	idea,	apparently	inspired	it.	(I	have	doubts	about	the	word
and	don’t	use	it	myself	much;	it	seems	to	me	to	go	a	little	heavy	on	the	idea
that	men	 are	 inherently	 flawed	 this	way,	 rather	 than	 that	 some	men	 explain
things	 they	 shouldn’t	 and	 don’t	 hear	 things	 they	 should.	 If	 it’s	 not	 clear
enough	in	the	piece,	I	love	it	when	people	explain	things	to	me	they	know	and
I’m	 interested	 in	 but	 don’t	 yet	 know;	 it’s	 when	 they	 explain	 things	 to	 me	 I
know	 and	 they	 don’t	 that	 the	 conversation	 goes	 wrong.)	 By	 2012,	 the	 term
“mansplained”—one	of	 the	New	York	Times’s	words	of	 the	year	 for	2010—
was	being	used	in	mainstream	political	journalism.

Alas,	 this	 was	 because	 it	 dovetailed	 pretty	 well	 with	 the	 times.
TomDispatch	 reposted	 “Men	 Explain	 Things”	 in	 August	 2012,	 and
fortuitously,	 more	 or	 less	 simultaneously,	 Representative	 Todd	 Akin	 (R-
Missouri)	 made	 his	 infamous	 statement	 that	 we	 don’t	 need	 abortion	 for
women	who	are	raped,	because	“if	it’s	a	legitimate	rape,	the	female	body	has
ways	 to	 try	 to	 shut	 the	 whole	 thing	 down.”	 That	 electoral	 season	 was
peppered	 by	 the	 crazy	 pro-rape,	 anti-fact	 statements	 of	 male	 conservatives.
And	salted	with	 feminists	pointing	out	why	 feminism	 is	necessary	and	why
these	guys	are	scary.	It	was	nice	to	be	one	of	the	voices	in	that	conversation;
the	piece	had	a	big	revival.

Chords,	 nerves:	 the	 thing	 is	 still	 circulating	 as	 I	 write.	 The	 point	 of	 the
essay	was	never	to	suggest	that	I	think	I	am	notably	oppressed.	It	was	to	take
these	conversations	as	 the	narrow	end	of	 the	wedge	 that	opens	up	space	for
men	and	closes	it	off	for	women,	space	to	speak,	to	be	heard,	to	have	rights,
to	participate,	to	be	respected,	to	be	a	full	and	free	human	being.	This	is	one
way	 that,	 in	 polite	 discourse,	 power	 is	 expressed—the	 same	 power	 that	 in
impolite	discourse	and	in	physical	acts	of	intimidation	and	violence,	and	very
often	 in	 how	 the	 world	 is	 organized—silences	 and	 erases	 and	 annihilates
women,	 as	 equals,	 as	participants,	 as	human	beings	with	 rights,	 and	 far	 too
often	as	living	beings.

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.	I	surprised	myself	when	I
wrote	the	essay,	which	began	with	an	amusing	incident	and	ended	with	rape
and	murder.	That	made	clear	to	me	the	continuum	that	stretches	from	minor
social	 misery	 to	 violent	 silencing	 and	 violent	 death	 (and	 I	 think	 we	 would
understand	misogyny	and	violence	against	women	even	better	if	we	looked	at
the	 abuse	 of	 power	 as	 a	 whole	 rather	 than	 treating	 domestic	 violence
separately	from	rape	and	murder	and	harrassment	and	intimidation,	online	and
at	home	and	in	the	workplace	and	in	the	streets;	seen	together,	the	pattern	is



clear).

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.
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