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A
 wom

an
 is han

gin
g out 

the laun
dry. E

verythin
g an

d 
n

othin
g happen

s. O
f her fl

esh 
we see on

ly several fi
n

gers an
d a 

pair of stron
g brow calves an

d feet. 
T

he white sheet han
gs in

 fron
t of her, 

but the win
d blows 

it again
st her body. revealin

g her con
tours. It is the m

ost ordin
ary act, this 

puttin
g out clothes to dry, though she wears black high heels, as though dressed 

for som
ethin

g other than
 dom

estic work, or as if this dom
estic work was already 

a kin
d of dan

cin
g. H

er crossed legs look as though they are executin
g a dan

ce 
step. T

he sun
 throws her shadow an

d the dark shadow of the white sheet on
to 

the groun
d. T

he shadow looks like a lon
g—

legged dark bird, an
other species 

stretchin
g out from

 her feet. T
he sheet fl

ies in
 the win

d, her shadow fl
ies, an

d 
she does all this in

 a lan
dscape so bare an

d stark an
d without scale that it’s as 

though you can
 see the curvature of the E

arth on
 the horizon

. It's the m
ost 

ordin
ary an

d extraordin
ary act, the han

gin
g out of laun

dry—
an

d pain
tin

g. T
he 

latter does what the wordless can
 do, in

vokin
g everythin

g an
d sayin

g n
othin

g, 
in

vitin
g m

ean
in

g in
 without com

m
ittin

g to an
y particular on

e, givin
g you 

an
 open

 question
 rather than

 an
swers. H

ere, in
 this pain

tin
g by A

n
a Teresa 

Fer- n
an

dez, a wom
an

 both exists an
d is obliterated. I thin

k a lot about that 
obliteration

. O
r rather that obliteration

 keeps showin
g up. I have a frien

d 
whose fam

ily tree has been
 traced back a thousan

d years, but n
o wom

en
 exist 

on
 it. She just discovered that she herself did n

ot exist, but her brothers did. 
H

er m
other did n

ot exist, an
d n

or did her father's m
other. O

r her m
other's 

father. T
here were n

o gran
dm

others. Fathers have son
s an

d gran
dson

s an
d so 

the lin
eage goes, with the n

am
e passed on

; the tree bran
ches, an

d the lon
ger it 

goes on
 the m

ore people are m
issin

g: sisters, aun
ts, m

others, gran
dm

others, 
great-gran

dm
others, a vast population

 m
ade to disappear on

 paper an
d in

 
history. H

er fam
ily is from

 In
dia, but this version

 of lin
eage is fam

iliar to those 
of us in

 the W
est from

 the B
ible where lon

g lists of begats lin
k fathers to son

s. 
T

he crazy fourteen
—

gen
eration

 gen
ealogy given

 in
 the N

ew Testam
en

t's G
ospel 

A
ccordin

g to M
atthew goes from

 A
braham

 to Joseph (without n
otin

g that G
od 

an
d n

ot Joseph is supposed to he the father of Jesus). T
he T

ree of Jesse—
a sort 

of totem
 pole of Jesus‘s patrilin

eage as given
 in

 M
atthew-—

was represen
ted in

 
stain

ed glass an
d other m

edieval art an
d is said to be the an

cestor of the fam
ily 

tree. T
hus coheren

ch patriarchy, of an
cestry, of n

arrative—
is m

ade by erasure 
an

d exclusion
. E

lim
in

ate your m
other, then

 your two gran
dm

others, then
 

your four great-gran
dm

others. G
o back m

ore gen
eration

s an
d hun

dreds, then
 

thousan
ds disappear. M

others van
ish, an

d the fathers an
d m

others of those 
m

others. E
ver m

ore lives disappear as if un
lived un

til you have n
arrowed a 

forest down
 to a tree, a web down to a line. T

his is what it takes to construct a 
lin

ear n
arrative of blood or in

fl
uence or m

eaning. I used to see it in art history 
all the tim

e, when
 we were told that Picasso beget Pollock and Pollock begat 

W
arhol an

d, on
 It wen

t, as though artists were infl
uenced only by other art-

ists. D
ecades ago, the L

os A
ngeles artist R

obert Irwin fam
ously dum

ped 
a N

ew York art critic on
 the side of the freeway after the latter refused to 

recogn
ize the artistry of a young car custom

izer m
aking hot rods. Irwin 

had been
 a car custom

izer him
self, and hot-rod culture had infl

uenced 
him

 deeply. I rem
em

ber a contem
porary artist who was m

ore polite but 
as upset as Irwin

 when
 she was saddled with a catalogue essay that gave her 

a patern
alistic pedigree, claim

ing she was straight out of K
urt Schwitters 

an
d John

 H
eartfi

eld. She knew she cam
e out of hands-on work, out of 

weavin
g an

d all the practical acts of m
aking, out of cum

ulative gestures 
that had fascin

ated her since bricklayers cam
e to her hom

e when she 
was a child. E

veryon
e is infl

uenced by those things that precede form
al 

education
, that com

e out of the blue and out of everyday life. T
hose 

excluded in
fl

uen
ces I call the grandm

others.  

IV
 T

here 
are other ways wom

en
 have been

 m
ade to disappear. T

here is the business 
of n

am
in

g. In
 som

e cultures wom
en keep their nam

es, but in m
ost their 

children
 take the father's n

am
e, and in the E

nglish-speaking world until very 
recen

tly, m
arried wom

en
 were addressed by their husbands’ nam

es, prefaced 
by M

rs. You stopped, for exam
ple, being C

harlotte B
ronte and becam

e M
rs. 

A
rthur N

icholls. N
am

es erased a wom
an’s genealogy and even her existence. 

T
his correspon

ded to E
n

glish law, as B
lackstone enunciated it in 1765: B

y 
m

arriage, the husban
d an

d wife are one person in law: that is, the very being 
or legal existen

ce of the wom
an

 is suspended during the m
arriage, or at least 

is in
corporated an

d con
solidated into that of the husband; under whose wing, 

protection
, an

d cover, she perform
s every thing; and is therefore called in our 

law-Fren
ch a fem

m
e-covert . . . or under the protection and infl

uence of her 
husban

d, her baron
, or lord; an

d her condition during her m
arriage is called 

her coverture. For this reason
, a m

an cannot grant anything to his wife, or 
en

ter in
to coven

an
t with her: for the grant would be to suppose her separate 

existen
ce. H

e covered her like a sheet, like a shroud, like a screen. She had no 
separate existen

ce. T
here are so m

any form
s of fem

ale nonexistence. E
arly in 

the war in
 A

fghan
istan

, the N
ew Tori T

im
es Sunday m

agazine ran a cover story 
on

 the coun
try. T

he big im
age at the head of the story was supposed to show a 

fam
ily, but I saw on

ly a m
an

 an
d children, until I realized with astonishm

ent 

V
II

I 
Yo

u 
ca

n 
te

ll 
so

 m
an

y 
st

or
ie

s 
ab

ou
t a

 w
om

an
 

ha
ng

in
g 

ou
t t

he
 la

un
dr

y—
pu

tt
in

g 
cl

ot
he

s 
on

 th
e 

lin
e 

is
 

a 
pl

ea
su

ra
bl

e 
ta

sk
 a

t t
im

es
, a

 d
et

ou
r 

in
to

 th
e 

lig
ht

. Y
ou

 
ca

n 
al

so
 te

ll 
m

an
y 

ki
nd

s 
of

 s
to

ri
es

 a
bo

ut
 th

e 
m

ys
te

ri
ou

s 
fo

rm
 

al
l t

an
gl

ed
 u

p 
wi

th
 a

 b
ed

sh
ee

t i
n 

A
na

 T
er

es
a 

Fe
rn

an
de

z'
s 

pa
in

ti
ng

. 
H

an
gi

ng
 o

ut
 th

e 
la

un
dr

y 
m

ig
ht

 b
e 

th
e 

dr
ea

m
ie

st
 o

f d
om

es
ti

c 
ch

or
es

, 
th

e 
on

e 
th

at
 in

vo
lv

es
 a

ir
 a

nd
 s

un
 a

nd
 th

e 
ti

m
e 

in
 w

hi
ch

 th
e 

wa
te

r 
ev

ap
o-

ra
te

s 
ou

t o
f t

he
 c

le
an

 c
lo

th
es

. I
t i

sn
't 

do
ne

 m
uc

h 
by

 th
e 

pr
iv

ile
ge

d 
an

ym
or

e,
 

th
ou

gh
 w

he
th

er
 th

e 
wo

m
an

 in
 b

la
ck

 h
ig

h 
he

el
s 

is
 a

 h
ou

se
wi

fe
 o

r 
a 

m
ai

d 
or

 a
 

go
dd

es
s 

at
 th

e 
en

d 
of

 th
e 

wo
rl

d 
is

 im
po

ss
ib

le
 to

 d
et

er
m

in
e,

 a
s 

is
 th

e 
qu

es
ti

on
 

of
 w

ha
t i

t m
ea

ns
 th

at
 s

he
's

 h
an

gi
ng

 o
ut

 a
 b

ed
sh

ee
t,

 th
ou

gh
 it

 m
ad

e 
m

e 
th

in
k 

of
 a

 s
tr

in
g 

of
 a

ss
oc

ia
ti

on
s 

in
vo

lv
in

g 
ca

se
s 

of
 o

bl
it

er
at

io
n—

lik
e 

it
s 

ow
n 

la
un

dr
y 

lin
e.

 H
an

gi
ng

 o
ut

 th
e 

la
un

dr
y 

is
 g

en
er

al
ly

 h
ow

 te
xt

ile
s 

go
t d

ry
 u

nt
il 

th
e 

in
ve

nt
io

n 
of

 th
e 

dr
ye

r,
 a

nd
 I

 s
ti

ll 
ha

ng
 it

 o
ut

. S
o 

do
 L

at
in

o 
an

d 
A

si
an

 
im

m
ig

ra
nt

s 
in

 S
an

 F
ra

nc
is

co
, l

au
nd

ry
 h

an
gi

ng
 o

ut
 C

hi
na

to
wn

 w
in

do
ws

 
an

d 
ac

ro
ss

 M
is

si
on

 D
is

tr
ic

t y
ar

ds
, fl

yi
ng

 li
ke

 s
o 

m
an

y 
pr

ay
er

 fl
ag

s.
 W

ha
t 

st
or

ie
s 

ar
e 

to
ld

 b
y 

th
e 

wo
rn

 je
an

s,
 th

e 
ki

ds
' c

lo
th

es
, t

hi
s 

si
ze

 u
nd

er
we

ar
, t

ha
t 

st
ri

pe
d 

pi
llo

wc
as

e?
 

IX
 T

hi
s 

Sa
in

t F
ra

nc
is

 is
 w

ea
ri

ng
 a

 w
hi

te
 r

ob
e 

so
 a

ll-
en

ve
lo

pi
ng

 w
e 

se
e 

on
ly

 
st

ro
ng

 h
an

ds
 a

nd
 o

ne
 fo

ot
 a

nd
 a

 fa
ce

 in
 d

ee
p 

sh
ad

ow
 fr

om
 a

 h
oo

d.
 T

he
 li

gh
t 

co
m

es
 fr

om
 th

e 
le

ft
 a

nd
 th

ro
ws

 th
e 

he
av

y 
fo

ld
s 

of
 w

ha
t m

us
t b

e 
wo
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to
 d

ee
p 

sh
ad

ow
s 

an
d 

ri
dg

es
 a

nd
 h

is
 a

rm
s 

br
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gh
t t

og
et

he
r 

to
 c
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dl

e 
a 

sk
ul

l f
or

m
 a

 c
ir

cl
e 

wh
os

e 
de

ep
 fo

ld
s 

of
 c

lo
th

 r
ad

ia
te

 o
ut

wa
rd

. H
is

 n
am

es
ak

e,
 th

e 
se

ve
nt

ee
nt

h-
 

ce
nt

ur
y 

Sp
an

is
h 
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st
 F

ra
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e 

Z
ur
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n,
 p
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nt

ed
 w

hi
te
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lo
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 o

ve
r 

an
d 

ov
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 in
 h
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 d
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of
 S

ai
nt

 J
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om
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 s
wi
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 S
ai
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 S
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 h
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rm
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ra
is
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 a
 k
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he
 c

ha
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s 
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 T
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 fa
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 g
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ti
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s,
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, e

m
ot

es
; 

it
 s

pe
ak

s 
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s 
sh
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 r
ep
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bo

dy
 a

nd
 d
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ee

t i
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t's
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th
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re
ca
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d 
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, f
ew

 w
om

en
 w
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 to
 p
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 th
en

, t
o 

m
ak
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 in
 

pu
bl

ic
, t

o 
de
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ne

 h
ow

 w
e 
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ok
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t t
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 w
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m
ak

e 
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liv
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 m
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m
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ng
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 m
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 h
un
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 y
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 I
n 

Fe
rn
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ng

, t
he

 w
hi

te
 

fa
br

ic
 w

it
h 

th
e 

ex
pr

es
si

ve
 c

re
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es
 a

nd
 s

ha
do

ws
 is

 a
 b

ed
sh
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t.
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t s
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 b
ed
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f c
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of
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om
en

’s
 w
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 m
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 c
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es

a 
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at

 c
an
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 s

ix
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ll,
 fi
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id
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 th
e 
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T
ho

ug
h 

it
 is

 u
nt

it
le

d,
 th

e 
se

ri
es

 it
's

 in
 h
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 a

 ti
tl

e:
 T

el
'a

ra
fi

o.
 S

pi
-

de
rw

eb
. T

he
 s

pi
de

rw
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 o
f g

en
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an

d 
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 w
hi

ch
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d 
wo

m
an

 is
 c

au
gh

t;
 th

e 
sp

id
er

we
b 

of
 h

er
 o

wn
 p

ow
er

 th
at

 s
he

 is
 w

ea
vi

ng
 

in
 th

is
 p

ai
nt

in
g 

do
m

in
at

ed
 b

y 
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sh
ee

t t
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t w
as

 w
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en
. W

ov
en

 n
ow

 b
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a 
m

ac
hi

ne
, b

ut
 b

ef
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th

e 
in
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st

ri
al

 r
ev
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by
 w

om
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ho

se
 s
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in
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an
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we
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ke
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th
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 s
pi
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 m
ad

e 
sp

id
er

s 
fe

m
in

in
e 

in
 th

e 
ol

d 
st

or
ie

s.
 I

n 
th

is
 p
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N
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 C
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 C
he

ro
ke

e 
pe

op
le

s,
 S

pi
de

r 
G

ra
nd

m
ot

he
r 

is
 th
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 c
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 b
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pi
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 d
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 c
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, t
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 m
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 b
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 d
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e 

ba
n

ne
rs

 o
n 

th
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that what I had taken for drapery of furniture was a fully veiled wom
an. 

She had disappeared from
 view, and whatever all the other argum

ents m
ay be 

about veils and burkas, they m
ake people literally disappear. Veils go a long 

way back. T
hey existed in A

ssyria m
ore than three thousand years ago, when 

there were two kinds of wom
en, respectable wives and widows who had to 

wear veils, and prostitutes and slave girls who were forbidden to do so. T
he 

veil was a kind of wall of privacy, the m
arker of a wom

an for one m
an, a 

portable architecture of confi
nem

ent. L
ess portable kinds of architecture 

kept wom
en confi

ned to houses, to the dom
estic sphere of housework and 

childrearing, and so out of public life and incapable of free circulation. 
In so m

any societies. wom
en have been confi

ned to the house to control 
their erotic energies, necessary in a patrilineal world so that fathers could 
know who their sons were and construct their own lineage of begets. In 
m

atrilinear societies, that sort of control is not so essential. 

V
I In A

rgentina during the "dirty war" from
 1975 to 1983, the m

ilitary 
junta was said to "disappear" people. T

hey disappeared dissidents, activists, 
left-wingers, Jews, both m

en and wom
en. T

hose to be disappeared were, if 
at all possible, taken secretly, so that even the people who loved them

 m
ight 

not know their fate. Fifteen thousand to thirty thousand A
rgentines were 

thus eradicated. People stopped talking to their neighbors and their friends, 
silenced by the fear that anything, anyone, m

ight betray them
. T

heir existence 
grew ever thinner as they tried to protect them

selves against nonexistence. T
he 

word disappear, a verb, becam
e a noun as so m

any thousands were transform
ed 

into the disappeared, los desaparecidos, but the people who loved them
 kept 

them
 alive. T

he fi
rst voices against this disappearance, the fi

rst who overcam
e 

their fear, spoke up, and becam
e visible, were those of m

others. T
hey were 

called L
as M

adres de la Plaza de M
ayo. T

heir nam
e cam

e from
 the fact that they 

were the m
others of the disappeared and that they began appearing in a place 

that represented the very heart of the country—
in front of the C

asa R
osa, the 

presidential m
ansion, at the Plaza de M

ayo in the capital, B
uenos A

ires—
and 

having appeared, they refused to go away. Forbidden to sit, they 
walked. T

hough they would be attacked, arrested, interro-
gated, forced out of this m

ost public of public places, they 
returned again and again to testify openly to their grief, 
their fury, and to m

ount their dem
and that their children 

and grandchildren be returned. T
hey wore white kerchiefs 

em
broidered with the nam

es of their children and the date 
of their disappearances. M

otherhood was an em
otional and 

biological tie that the generals then in charge of the country 

could not portray as m
erely left wing or as crim

inal. It was a cover for a 
new kind of politics, as it had been for the U

S group W
om

en Strike for 
Peace, founded in the shadow of the C

old W
ar in 1961, when dissent was 

still portrayed as sinister, as com
m

unist. M
otherhood and respectability 

becam
e the arm

or, the costum
e, in which these wom

en assaulted in one 
case the generals and in the other, a nuclear weapons program

 and war 
itself. T

he role was a screen behind which they had a lim
ited kind of free-

dom
 of m

ovem
ent in a system

 in which no one was truly free. 

V
II W

hen I was young, wom
en were raped on the cam

pus of 
a great university and the authorities responded by telling all the 
wom

en students not to go out alone after dark or not to be out at all. 
G

et in the house. (For wom
en, confi

nem
ent is always waiting to envelope 

you.) Som
e pranksters put up a poster announcing another rem

edy, that all 
m

en be excluded from
 cam

pus after dark. It was an equally logical solution, 
but m

en were shocked at being asked to disappear, to lose their freedom
 to 

m
ove and participate, all because of the violence of one m

an. It is easy to 
nam

e the disappearances of the D
irty W

ar as crim
es, but what do we call the 

m
illennia of disappearances of wom

en from
 the public sphere, from

 gene-
alogy, from

 legal standing, from
 voice, from

 life? A
ccording to the project 

Ferite a M
orte (W

ounded to D
eath), organized by the Italian actress Serena 

D
andino and her colleagues, about sixty-six thousand wom

en are killed by 
m

en annually, worldwide, in the specifi
c circum

stances they began to call 
"fem

icide." M
ost of them

 are killed by lovers, husbands, form
er partners, 

seeking the m
ost extrem

e form
 of containm

ent, the ultim
ate form

 of 
erasure, silencing, disappearance. Such deaths often com

e after years or 
decades of being silenced and erased in the hom

e, in daily life, by threat 
and violence. Som

e wom
en get erased a little at a tim

e, som
e all at once. 

Som
e reappear. E

very wom
an who appears wrestles with the forces that 

would have her disappear. She struggles with the forces that would tell 
her story for her, or write her out of the story, the genealogy, the rights 
of m

an, the rule of law. T
he ability to tell your own story, in words or 

im
ages, is already a victory, already a revolt. 


