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“My favourite woman in history is Jane Austen. Her work 
resonates across centuries and she is a real champion for 
the idea of  moral and intellectual equality between women 
and men. Far from being the complacent voice of  the 
English gentry she challenges assumptions of  power and 
hierarchy of  both her time and ours.” 

Mary Evans is a Centennial Professor at the London 
School of  Economics’ Gender Institute whose research 
primarily concerns the roles of  gender and class in the 
construction of  our social identities. 

“Fatima Al Fihiri, who founded the University of  al-
Qarawiyyin in around 859 CE, is one of  my favourite 
women in history. The academic courses included 
grammar, rhetoric, logic, medicine, mathematics, 
astronomy, chemistry and even history, geography and 
music. Al-Qarawiyyin played a leading role in the cultural 
exchange and transfer of  knowledge between the Muslims 
and Europeans.” 

Maleiha Malik is a barrister, Professor of  Law at King’s 
College London, and member of  the Honourable Society 
of  Gray’s Inn. Her work focuses on discrimination law and 
feminist theory. 

“It's hard to choose a “favourite", but I do want to call 
attention to two women activists whose sustained work on 
peace and human rights deserve our admiration: Leymah 
Gbowee from Liberia and Rigoberta Menchú from 
Guatemala. Both of  these women organized and led the 
communities around them, creating huge social 
movements that changed the course of  history in their 
respective countries. They stood up and spoke truth to 
power, and were willing to sacrifice their lives for the 
causes they believed in. Each time I feel frustrated with 
‘the system’ and how slowly change happens, I turn to 
their fearlessness for inspiration.” 

Christine Cheng is a Lecturer in War Studies at King’s 
College London whose research spans a range of  subjects 
within International Relations and Comparative Politics, 
including the impact of  party gatekeepers on women’s 
representation in politics. 

“I have no favourite woman! Most of  the women I study in 
the era 1500-1700 are completely other to me and that’s 
what’s interesting – the way what it means to be ‘woman’ 
changes over time is a key part of  women’s history. More 
generally I’m a social historian and my projects aim to look 
at women as a collective group, looking for changes in 
experiences, status, and resistance in a patriarchal political 
system.” 

Laura Gowing is a Professor of  Early Modern British 
History at King’s College London. Her current research 
uses legal records to examine women and gender in Britain 
from 1500 to 1700.   

"Rosie the Riveter is my favorite. Although she's not 
literally a "real" woman, she is a cultural icon who 
represents women far and wide. It is Rosie's image, 
immortalized through the classic poster of  her telling 
women they can "do it," that marked women's entrance 
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To commemorate Women’s History Month, the Dialogue team asked a variety of  influential 
individuals the question: “Who is your favourite woman in history and why?”. Here is what 

they answered. 
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into the labor force in WWII. Yet Rosie represents so much 
more--she is a symbol of  women's economic power, as well 
as our potential to break down all sorts of  cultural and 
political barriers. For generations, she's been there to tell 
women that, indeed, "We Can Do it!" 

Lynne Haney is a Professor of  Sociology at New York 
University and was appointed as a Fulbright New Century 
Scholar in 2004. Her research focuses on the politics of  
gender in both the United States and Eastern Europe. 

“Dame Letitia Fairfield - little known (now), though 
celebrated in her day, and remarkably little studied. Fabian, 
suffragist, liberal Catholic, first female Chief  Medical 
Officer of  the London County Council and one of  the first 
women admitted to the bar. Sister of  feted novelist Rebecca 
West, campaigner against venereal disease and for a more 
enlightened understanding of  epilepsy. Feisty, fearless and 
tireless advocate for the common good.” 

Alana Harris is a teaching fellow in Modern British 
History at King’s College London whose research examines 
British identity in the 19th and 20th 
centuries, including gender and 
sexuality issues.  

“My favorite woman in history is 
Mary Wollstonecraft, because she was 
one of  the first writers to advocate 
for the treatment of  women as 
r a t iona l be ings who dese r ve 
education equal to that offered to 
men. Though her reputation was 
destroyed for over a century--due to 
her unorthodox personal life and 
var ious smear campaigns--she 
became an emblem for the modern 
feminist movement. As novelist, 
feminist, and political philosopher, 
Wollstonecraft has had a lasting 
impact both within academia and in 
society more broadly.” 

Jessica Peritz is a PhD candidate in 
Musicology at the University of  
Chicago. Her dissertation research 
explores the emergent link between 
conceptions of  voice and subjectivity 
in Enlightenment-era Italy. 

“In terms of  the woman whose work 
I most admire and whose work has 
had most influence on me, I would 
choose Simone de Beauvoir.  I first 
encountered her autobiography, 
Memoirs of  a Dutiful Daughter, 
which spoke powerfully to me as a 
teenager; and a bit later, as I began to 
discover feminist scholarship, the 
Second Sex was - and continues to be 

- a revelation and source of  inspiration to me.” 

Nicola Lacey is a Professor of  Law, Gender, and Social 
Policy at the London School of  Economics. Her research 
concerns criminal justice and criminal law with a 
concentration on comparative and historical scholarship.  

“My favourite (historical) woman is Alanis Morissette. The 
first time I heard her album 'Jagged Little Pill' I was totally 
blown away - it opens with the line 'Do I stress you out?' in 
this fabulous feminine growl and it just grabs your attention 
and sets the tone for the whole album. She's angry, 
emotional, gawky and feminist, and growing up it made me 
feel comfortable being all of  these things, too. She taught 
me that being a woman is about being strong, but it is also 
about not apologising when you don't feel strong.” 

Scarlett Brown is a PhD student in the Department of  
Management at King’s College London. Her research 
explores how the corporate appointment process 
operates to exclude women from boardrooms in the 
UK.  
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In the first Democratic Debate, Vermont Senator Bernie 
Sanders said “all the shouting in the world” would not solve 
gun violence or keep guns out of  the hands of  criminals. 
Shortly thereafter, former Secretary of  State Hillary Clinton 
implicitly attacked Senator Sanders’ comments as sexist, 
saying, “I’m not shouting, it’s just when women talk some 
people think we’re shouting.” The Sanders campaign argued 
that he wasn’t being sexist, the Clinton campaign was simply 
misquoting and misinterpreting his line. Was he actually 
being sexist? I doubt so, but this example highlights a bigger 
problem in U.S. political discourse: most discussion of  
sexism and gender inequality in politics only occurs when a 
politician is accused of  being sexist.  
  
In the aforementioned example, many Bernie Sanders 
supporters were quick to dismiss the accusation of  sexism 
as a political ploy pandering to Clinton’s voter base. The 
media coverage and discussion 
of  the issue largely became 
about whether or not Bernie 
Sanders was being sexist, and 
whether or not Clinton was 
trying to get votes by implicitly 
accusing Sanders of  sexism. 
There was comparatively little 
discussion about the presence 
of  double standards in politics.  

How can female politicians 
combat the marginalization of  
w o m e n i n a p o l i t i c a l 
environment that turns the 
discussion of  gender inequality into a popularity contest? At 
first glance it might make sense to say that female politicians 
should directly point out sexism and gender inequality in 
politics and speak about their personal experiences in the 
political sphere. However, in these cases the common 
response seems to be that they are playing the “woman 
card” or the “gender card”, a statement used to describe 
comments made by both Hilary Clinton and Carly Fiorina 
during their presidential campaigns. So it would seem that 
women in politics are presented with a choice: either they 
speak of  gender inequality from a specifically non-gendered 
impersonal viewpoint, or they speak from their own 
experiences yet face criticism for exploiting their gender for 
political gain. This seems like a catch-22. While 
impersonality could lead to apathy and run the risk of  not 
solving the problem, emotionality is associated with 
criticism. 
  
So maybe women in politics could try to be passionate, yet 
not personal. This idea might also run into a few 

complications. Firstly, this solution is a direct manifestation 
of  the problem: the fact that women would have to make 
this choice in the first place is a double standard in itself. 
Men can often be personal and passionate and are not seen 
as weaker for doing so. Secondly, women are faced with new 
double standards when they become more passionate. Take, 
for instance, the example of  screaming or shouting. Male 
candidates like Bernie Sanders can bellow and shout yet face 
no criticism whatsoever. Yet when women do this they can 
be seen as “shrilly”. For instance, famous journalist Bob 
Woodward (known for his reporting on the Watergate 
scandal) said, “She shouts. There is something unrelaxed 
about the way she is communicating.” Just search “Hillary’s 
Mean Scream 2016” and decide if  she’s actually screaming. 
Now compare this with basically any speech by Bernie 
Sanders. Why, when eliciting the same behaviors, is one seen 
as unrelaxed and fake, while the other is viewed as 

impassioned and authentic? 

So it may seem that women in 
politics have no good way to 
properly discuss sexism. Yet 
the more they discuss it, the 
less criticism they may face. 
The reason that people can 
accuse a politician of  “playing 
the woman card” (with a 
certain level of  legitimacy that 
is) is often because said 
politician doesn’t talk enough 
about it. If  someone never 
speaks of  his or her gender or 

gender issues, when they start to it might seem contrived or 
disingenuous. This phenomenon can also be seen in other 
issues. For instance, when Sanders started to speak more 
about criminal justice reform in the southern states, in 
which the large black population has been adversely affected 
by the current criminal justice system, he was denounced for 
changing his message merely for votes.  

Another example is when Hillary Clinton was asked about 
why she had a history of  being somewhat pro-Wall Street 
and had received so many donations from large banking 
institutions. She replied that helping Wall Street rebuild after 
9/11 aided the economy, a tenuous link that made people 
think she was using the terrorist attack to justify her 
campaign contributions. Now, whether or not either of  
them was actually pandering isn’t the point; the point is that 
people tend to find it disingenuous when you suddenly and 
unexpectedly start to discuss serious issues if  you rarely had 
before. It’s also possible, and perhaps probable, that women 
specifically face more criticism when they do this.  
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Calling Out Sexism In U.S. Politics 
by William Yurko

“The reason that people can accuse a 
politician of  “playing the woman 

card” (with a certain level of  legitimacy 
that is) is often because said politician 

doesn’t talk enough about it. If  someone 
never speaks of  his or her gender or 
gender issues, when they start to it 

might seem contrived or disingenuous.” 
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It would seem that the more female politicians (at least in 
the U.S) discuss sexism and gender inequality in politics, the 
more effective they will be, and the less criticism they will 
face. 

What should men do to discuss and address sexism and 
gender inequality in politics? To a large extent, it does seem 
easier for men to discuss these issues, as they are less likely 
to face double standards and don’t have to worry as much 
that they will be perceived as dishonest. For instance, 
Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau is very outspoken 
about his feminism; when asked why he made up his 
cabinet with an equal number of  men and women, he 
simply replied, “Because it’s 2015.”  

Men and women both have a duty to speak about sexism 
and gender inequality in politics. Indeed, if  we don’t speak 
about these issues, it becomes more difficult to do so, 
especially for women. While there may be short-term 
backlash and criticism, there are reasons to believe that the 
more people speak about it in the present, the easier it is to 
debate and resolve in the future. Yet we must make sure 
that when we discuss gender inequality in politics we aren’t 
merely discussing it in terms of  accusations of  sexism and 
“gender cards”, but rather that there is a substantive 
discussion about how politics can be sexist and unequal, 
and what we can do to fix it. 

WILLIAM YURKO is a 1st year Philosophy student at 
University College London.  
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Interview with Amia Srinivasan 

How do you define feminism? How do you define 
feminist philosophy? 

Feminism is a political movement to destroy patriarchy, the 
systematic oppression of  women by men. Feminism is not 
a ‘view’ – for example the view that women and men 
should treated equally. (Notice, for a start, that this view is 
compatible with the anti-feminist view that women’s 
equality has already been secured). To be a feminist 
involves a practical commitment to destroying the 
patriarchy, and an identification with the ethical urgency of  
that project. 
 
Seeing feminism in this way, as fundamentally a political 
movement – albeit one that has produced a tremendously 
rich body of  theory – throws into relief  the difficulty 
contained in the idea of  ‘feminist philosophy’. Of  course 
philosophers can and do study questions that are of  
interest to feminism: the metaphysics of  sex and gender; 
the ethics of  objectification, desire, sex, pornography; 
whether liberalism or capitalism are compatible with 
feminist emancipation, and so on. But the term ‘feminist 
philosophy’ suggests something more than just a 
philosophy that focuses on questions relevant to feminism. 
The term suggests a philosophy that is in the service of  
feminism, that is itself  oriented toward the destruction of  
patriarchy. And many philosophers will tell you that this 
couldn’t be philosophy, because philosophy, to be 
philosophy, cannot have a political orientation. 

Dr. Amia Srinivasan is a Lecturer in Philosophy at University College London and a fellow of  All Souls 
College, Oxford. She works on topics in epistemology, ethics, metaphilosophy, social and political 

philosophy, and feminism. Dr. Srinivasan graciously answered the Dialogue team’s questions 
concerning philosophy’s relationship with and impact on contemporary women’s issues.  

Photo by Nina Subin
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What do you say to someone who doubts the 
legitimacy of  ‘feminist philosophy’? 

One option is to show how political commitments can 
legitimately play a role in philosophy, even on a fairly 
orthodox conception of  philosophy. For example, one 
might think that feminist consciousness is useful in 
addressing the shortcomings of  extant philosophical 
theory. After all, most philosophy has been produced by 
men, and pretty misogynistic men at that. So it’s no surprise 
that philosophy will evince certain systematic biases – the 
positioning of  men and male experience as normal and 
standard, the neglect of  the symbolically feminine (the 
body, the emotions), and so on. One might also think of  
‘feminist philosophy’ not as a single philosophical 
approach, but as a tradition, akin perhaps to ‘pre-Socratic 
philosophy’ or ‘Continental philosophy’; the labelling of  it 
as feminist philosophy draws attention to the way in which a 
certain set of  political concerns played an important role in 
generating a certain body of  philosophical theory. The term 
‘feminist philosopher’ might also pick out someone who 
has certain commitments – e.g. that the patriarchy exists, 
and that it’s very bad – near the centre of  what Quine 
called one’s ‘web of  belief ’. If  a belief  is near the centre of  
your web, then you’re unlikely to revise it in the face of  
evidence or argument; instead you will alter beliefs that are 
near the periphery of  the web. Arguably there’s nothing 
irrational about this (or at least Quine didn’t think so). 
Consider, for example, how utilitarians will accept all sorts 
of  counterintuitive claims – the moral requirement to 
torture innocents in certain circumstances, say – in order to 
hold on to their utilitarianism. Other philosophers will 
adopt what some see as counterintuitive views in the 
philosophy of  language in order to hold on to the laws of  
classical logic. So maybe feminists are really no different; 
they are just philosophers who have certain beliefs – 
feminists beliefs – that they take as central as they go about 
their philosophical theorising. Of  course sceptical 
philosophers will deny that it’s ok to have feminist beliefs so 
near the centre of  one’s doxastic web, but that requires a 
principled argument. 

On a more radical view, for philosophy to be properly 
feminist it needs to transform – so in a sense it’s right to say 
that ‘feminist philosophy’ is a sort of  contradiction in 
terms, at least given philosophy as it is now. What sort of  
change might be called for? One option is to think that 
philosophy needs to give up its attachment to universality, 
rationality and objectivity. It’s not entirely clear to me what 
such a philosophy might look like, though of  course there 
are plenty of  examples of  philosophy that is unusually 
attentive, for example, to the particularities of  human 
experience, to the realities of  non-ideal politics, to the 
texture of  lived reality, and so on. But even such 
philosophy, at least the best of  it, demonstrates a respect 
for what Bernard Williams called the need to get it right. 
(Williams’ own writing on ethics and politics showed how 
that notion might be interpreted quite broadly.) Another 

option is to think that feminist philosophers should adopt 
a kind of  pragmatism, according to which the political 
usefulness of  certain claims is reason to believe or endorse 
those claims. This more radical proposal is the sort of  
thing that many have in mind when they claim that 
‘feminist philosophy’ is some sort of  contradiction in 
terms. But then again this suggestion isn’t far from what 
the American pragmatists suggested. You might not like 
pragmatism, but very few doubt that Dewey or Pierce were 
philosophers. 

What drew you to feminism in your work? 

I was first drawn to feminism as a way of  understanding my 
own experience, including my experience of  studying 
philosophy. (Michele Le Doeuff  opens her book 
Hipparchia’s Choice with the line “When you are a woman 
and a philosopher it is useful to be a feminist in order to 
understand what is happening to you”.) Only later did I 
start thinking that I would write about feminism as a 
philosopher. In part this is because feminism has become in 
recent years a more acceptable topic within analytic 
philosophy, thanks largely to the work of  people like Sally 
Haslanger, Rae Langton, Miranda Fricker, Jennifer 
Hornsby, and so on. It’s also because feminism as a political 
project is incomplete and urgent, and the older I get the 
less I want to spend time on topics that are only of  interest 
to a small handful of  highly trained academics. That isn’t 
meant to be a condemnation of  that sort of  philosophy, by 
the way. I was supervised by highly technical philosophers 
whose work is largely inaccessible to the general public, and 
doesn’t directly connect up with the kind of  concerns that 
animate ordinary people. I have a lot of  admiration for this 
work, and I’ve benefitted enormously from being trained in 
how to do it. It’s just increasingly not the sort of  thing I 
find myself  wanting to do. 

As a female philosopher, do you think there is an 
inherent expectation within your field to study 
feminist philosophy and if  so, what are the 
implications of  this?  

I think women philosophers are – as women so often are – 
in a double-bind. There is in general an expectation that, 
qua woman, one should be able to teach feminist 
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“I think women philosophers are – as women 
so often are – in a double-bind. There is in 

general an expectation that, qua woman, one 
should be able to teach feminist philosophy. 
At the same time, women philosophers who 

don’t work on feminism are going to be taken 
most seriously by the dominant forces in the 

discipline. So there is pressure to work on 
feminism, and also pressure not to.”  



Dialogue  by KCL Politics Society ————————————————————-

philosophy. (I teach it and love teaching it.) At the same 
time, women philosophers who don’t work on feminism – 
and especially those who work solely on ‘core’ topics in 
metaphysics, epistemology, logic and language – are going 
to be taken most seriously by the dominant forces in the 
discipline. So there is pressure to work on feminism, and 
also pressure not to. I don’t think anyone should be 
required to work on anything they don’t want to – the 
question is always how you think about things, not what 
you think about. But I also think that philosophers, indeed 
most people, have a great deal to learn from reading the 
work of  feminist thinkers – Simone de Beauvoir, Catharine 
MacKinnon, bell hooks, Shulamith Firestone, Audre Lorde, 
Iris Marion Young, Angela Davis, Nancy Fraser…The list 
goes on. 

In general, how do you think feminism, as a political 
movement, has informed philosophy? Can you give an 
example of  when this occurred? 

The most obvious case is how the debates within feminism 
in the 1970s and 1980s about pornography led to the 
application of  frameworks developed in the philosophy of  
language (by Austin, Stalnaker and Lewis) to questions of  
objectification, silencing and subordination. Feminist 
philosophers like Rae Langton and Jennifer Hornsby have 
shown us how speech act theory can be used to vindicate 
Catharine MacKinnon’s famous claim that pornography is 
in itself  an act of  subordination – not just something that 
has the contingent (Austin would say ‘perlocutionary’) 
effect of  subordination. This has led to a lot of  interesting 
philosophical work. Though it’s worth noting that Nancy 
Bauer in her recent book How to Do Things with Pornography 
has questioned whether this speech act approach is really 
the right way to think about pornography – and, in 
particular, whether MacKinnon’s claim really needed to be 
‘cleaned up’ with the tools of  analytic philosophy. In 
general I agree with Bauer that there is a worry that when 
one has a hammer everything seems a nail. 

Feminism has of  course also affected philosophy by 
making it no longer acceptable to have a discipline that is 
dominated by men. Feminists have explained not only why 
this situation is unjust, or a sign of  injustice, but have also 
explained why the lack of  women – and the general lack of  
diversity – is bad for philosophy itself. If  our capacity to 
know is shaped by our social position, which feminists 
generally think it is, then philosophy (qua pursuit of  the 
truth) has an interest in epistemological, and thus social, 
diversity. 

It has been consistently shown that philosophy has a 
‘woman problem’, with the representation of  women 
in this field steadily declining from the undergraduate 
to the professorial level and only 25% of  philosophy 
posts in UK universities occupied by women. What do 
you think are the main underlying causes of  this 
‘woman problem’ in philosophy?  

The answer cannot be simply that philosophy is 
competitive (see law) or technical (see linguistics). Even the 
sciences are doing better than we are. There’s obviously 
something cultural at work, but it’s hard to say just what it 
is. There is implicit (and explicit) bias and stereotype threat, 
an overly adversarial culture, a cult of  ‘brilliance’ that can 
put women off, because even brilliant women are rarely 
labelled ‘brilliant’. I suspect that the cult of  brilliance also 
makes us overly tolerant of  misogynistic behaviour, sexual 
harassment included – such behaviour can be dismissed as 
the eccentricity that comes along with brilliance. At the 
same time I’m worried about giving up all talk of  
singularity and brilliance, as some in the discipline seem to 
think we should. Philosophy isn’t just about hard work, 
even if  it’s useful to think that it is. Philosophy also requires 
strangeness, oddness, a capacity to look at things anew and 
sometimes askew. The problem, as I see it, isn’t so much 
that we care about brilliance, but that we tend to have a 
view of  brilliance that is at once gendered male – we are 
apt to recognise it in men but not women – and overly 
narrow, confined to technical game-playing and not 
including depth or sensitivity.  

How do you think this problem can be best 
combated?  

Things will change as they always do. We’ll have well-
intentioned initiatives and genuine efforts at reform, but 
ultimately the old guard must retire and leave the world to 
the young. Hopefully the young will do better. 

What role do you think philosophy will play in the 
progression of  feminism as a movement?  

I’m not confident it will play any role. No doubt more and 
more philosophers want to make a political contribution, 
but it remains to be seen what sort of  contribution we 
might make. With philosophy there is always the risk that 
one thinks one is doing more than one is. 

Do you think philosophy’s role will become more or 
less important in the future?  

Philosophy has been in crisis for some time now: a loss of  
cultural prestige and confidence, a diluted sense of  
purpose. Things are changing. There is a return to politics, 
to social reality, to concrete problems. This is all to the 
good, in my view – not because this is all philosophy 
should do, but because it is also something philosophy 
should do. But as I said before, there is the risk of  seeing 
the world as full of  nails just because we have hammers. 
There is a tendency to re-make wheels, and to ignore the 
important work done on these questions by other 
disciplines, especially when that work doesn’t meet the 
conventional standards of  precision and rigour expected 
within analytic philosophy. 
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Breaking the Silence (Again, and Again, and Again…) 
by Professor Nicole Westmarland 

It was in the 1970s that women started to speak out en 
masse about their experiences of  sexual violence and 
abuse. In North America events were organized for 
women to speak out publicly about what had happened to 
them and how it had affected the way they subsequently 
lived their lives. There was lots of  anger and energy at 
these events and they literally broke the silence that had 
previously been held – no more whispering about rape, no 
more feeling alone, embarrassed, and ashamed of  being 
abused as a child. Or that was the idea at least.  

Women in North America started to set up Rape Crisis 
Centres in response as the scale of  the problem emerged, 
quickly followed by the first ones in the UK in the mid 
1970s. Some of  those Rape Crisis Centres are still running 
today. But the silence wasn’t broken – or maybe it was and 
the world did not hear – or did not care. As Louise 
Armstrong pointed out in ‘Rocking the Cradle of  Sexual 
Politics: What Happened When Women Said Incest’ – 
when the silence was broken, the intention wasn’t to start a 
long conversation. By this, she meant that the failure to act 
on what was now known was nothing short of  a scandal.  

Of  course, these ‘scandals’ have continued to happen, as 
voices are still either not heard or are individualized, 
distorted, and psychologized. One such ‘scandal’ has been 
the uncovering of  the scale of  sexual violence committed 
against girls, boys, and adult women by Jimmy Savile. The 
scale of  Savile’s offending ran into the hundreds. This 
wasn’t before the silence was broken. It wasn’t a ‘product 
of  an era of  sexual liberation’. It was predatory sexual 
offending that started in the 1950s and was known to have 
still being continued in 2006 – just ten years ago.  

The scandal of  Savile and others working for the BBC at 
the time including Stuart Hall, isn’t just the scale of  their 
offending, it is the fact that they got away with it for so 
long. It wasn’t that no one knew what was going on, it 
wasn’t that there was a silence that remained unbroken. 
Complaints were made to the police, to the BBC, to 
hospitals. Such was the confidence of  Savile that his 
predatory behaviour was just part of  his ‘quirky’ character 
and part of  being a ‘star’ that he even wrote about it in his 
biography.  

The fact that so much of  Savile’s offending took place not 
in the ‘private’ sphere of  the home and family has focused 
much needed attention on the role of  institutions – in this 
case the NHS and the BBC. Previous ‘scandals’ had 
certainly been critical of  institutions for failing to intervene 
where sexual violence was known to be happening. For 
example in the case of  ‘Mr X’ (name withheld to protect 

the identity of  his daughters) – named by the media as ‘the 
British Fritzl’ – who was given 25 life sentences for the 
repeated rape and other physical injury of  his daughters 
over a 27 year period.  While efforts were made by Mr X to 
conceal the abuse when his children were young, for 
example by keeping them off  school if  they had visible 
injuries, the sexual violence was harder to hide as they grew 
older and started to result in pregnancies. Between them, 
the two daughters had nineteen pregnancies and nine 
children were born, of  which two died at birth and two of  
the seven that lived have severe physical disabilities. 

A serious case review found that 28 different agencies had 
had input into the family over a 35 year period. Given the 
death and disabilities of  some of  the children were linked 
to genetic disorders that could only occur when both 
parents were carriers of  the genetic abnormality, questions 
were raised about the paternity of  the children.  The sisters 
were specifically asked about the paternity of  their children 
on 23 separate occasions, and there were seven allegations 
of  incest/sexual abuse reported to professionals during this 
time from family members and other professionals. So this 
is another example of  a case where speaking out did 
happen and the silence was broken, but where the speaking 
out did not result in any action that was able to halt the 
abuse.  

The sisters had also spoken out about what was happening 
to them. They phoned Childline and told them about the 
rapes and violent attacks, but had hung up after Childline 
had told them that, in line with their policies, that they 
could not guarantee their anonymity and that their own 
children would not be taken off  them. This was the same 
threat that their father used to prevent them from reporting 
the abuse.  

Be it within the family, the home, the street, or in 
institutions, the silence is being broken every day and has 
been for forty years. Not just in the US and the UK but the 
world over. We know enough about what happens to 
women and girls in conflict situations to be ashamed of  the 
inaction at an international level.  

The Savile ‘scandal’ needs to result to refocus our attention 
not only on those who commit sexual violence but also 
those people within institutions that continue to look the 
other way and not listen when the silence is broken. While 
this is happening to some extent around child sexual abuse 
and child sexual exploitation, this needs to happen across 
the lifespan. Savile’s oldest known victim was aged 77, yet 
there exists a ‘real rape stereotype’ of  sexual violence 
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against older women which contributes to a continued 
silencing and distortion that frames sexual violence as a 
‘younger women’s problem’ (see Bows and Westmarland 
for further discussion of  this).   

Across the lifespan, there has been forty years of  speaking 
out about sexual violence; forty years of  breaking the 
silence; forty years of  activism; forty years of  Rape Crisis 
Centres struggling for funding; forty years of  ‘scandals’; 
forty years of  almost immunity for perpetrators; forty 
years of  pain for many victim-survivors. We owe it to our 
sisters who organised the speak outs in the 1970s, to our 
sisters who set up those first Rape Crisis Centres, to 

continue to be angry about the continued scandal of  the 
silence still having to be broken.  

Help and support  

The National Rape Crisis helpline can be contacted on 
0808 802 9999  

Pr. NICOLE WESTMARLAND is a Professor of  
Criminology at Durham University and Director of  the Durham 
Centre for Research into Violence and Abuse. Her extensive 
research in the field of  male violence against women has had a 
widespread impact in both academia and public policy.  
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Of  Ruptures and Continuities: Sexual Violence in Conflict 
by Jelke Boesten

In February 2016, two former military officers of  the 
Guatemalan army were convicted of  crimes against 
humanity based on cases of  sexual and domestic slavery, 
perpetrated in the 1980s during the civil war. Together they 
received sentences of  360 years in prison, and ordered to 
pay reparations to the eleven victim-survivors on whose 
testimonies the case rested. The case, known as Sepur 
Zarco after the community where these crimes took place, 
is unique; it is the first domestic trial successfully 
prosecuting former military members for sexual violence in 
conflict. What happened in Sepur Zarco is less unique: the 
witness statements echo the experiences of  women who 
gave their testimony to the Peruvian Truth and 
Reconciliation Committee (2001-2003), where women in 
embattled communities during the war between Shining 
Path and the state (1980-2000) were also systematically 
raped and/or enslaved. There are other experiences; other 
genocides, war contexts, and rape camps in contemporary 
history, which would allow for a solid comparison . Such an 
observation confirms the importance of  the Sepur Zarco 
trial for the future of  accountability and justice in cases of  
war-related sexual violence, in Guatemala, in Latin America, 
and indeed, globally.  

The testimonies[1] of  victim-survivors in the Sepur Zarco 
trial against military commanders in Guatemala shows once 
more that rape in war has specific meanings and intentions 
that are informed and shaped by the specific coordinates of  
conflict. In the 1980s, the Guatemalan military repeatedly 
attacked the population of  this rural community. Local 
indigenous leaders who were trying to get their land titled 
by the state were kidnapped, tortured, and killed. Women 
who went to search for disappeared family members at the 
military base were captured, beaten and raped, and enslaved 
as sexual and domestic servants of  soldiers. Several 
witnesses at the trial told details about how they were raped 
and beaten multiple times, in front of  or alongside their 

children, sometimes in a pit where their husbands would be 
held before being buried. They also told about other 
victims, abused, enslaved, raped and killed in their presence. 
The statements show a world of  extreme cruelty and 
suffering, facilitated by racism and sexism, and encouraged 
by a military campaign against indigenous communities that 
lasted three decades. All evidence[2] shows that in the case 
of  Sepur Zarco, rape was used as a weapon of  war: to 
conquer, to reinforce victory, to send a message, humiliate, 
and fragment entire communities, in sum, to control.  

Of  course, military commanders can only be prosecuted 
for systematic rape if  we accept that rape in war is 
exceptional, different, and not inevitable. Perpetrators can 
only be held accountable if  we recognise their agency in the 
act, their authority in allowing (or ordering) certain acts to 
happen. The extreme cruelty and violence that 
accompanies many of  these acts further confirm that rape 
in war represents a rupture in a community’s history and in 
the lives of  both perpetrators and victims. This is not 
normal, and hence, we can prosecute. 

And yet, there are others, including myself, who have 
emphasised the continuity in the history and possibility of  
sexual violence against women. I have argued[3], based on 
the testimonies of  victim-survivors of  rape in the Peruvian 
conflict, that while much of  the scale and cruelty of  these 
experiences were certainly exceptional and strongly conflict 
related, the script for these acts –immersed in racism and 
sexism, as in the case of  Guatemala- pre-dated the conflict, 
and has yet to be dismantled. There is a continuum in the 
persistence of  sexual violence against women that 
supersedes the categories of  war and peace.  

In contemporary Guatemala, around 700 women[4] are 
murdered each year because of  sexism, killed by intimate 
partners or unknown others. This is what is known as 
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femicidio in the region. Impunity is not absolute, but it is 
certainly very high and contributes to its prevalence, as 
public institutions are uninterested in pursuing cases of  
‘private’ violence. The idea that violence against women, 
even if  so large scale as in contemporary Guatemala (or 
elsewhere), can be private and thus irrelevant to national 
security (police, judiciary, policy) is strongly tied to 
perceptions of  women being responsible somehow for the 
domestic sphere. Women are often perceived and 
portrayed as complicit in their own abuse. Similar patterns 
of  the domestication of  violence are seen in conflict. 

For example, women held at military bases to sexually 
serve men are often also required to wash and cook[5]. The 
Sepur Zarco case also heard a former military 
commissioner tell the court how the then head of  the 
military base and the accused in the trial, Lieutenant 
Esteelmer Reyses Girón, ordered soldiers to gang rape a 
woman, and that the Lieutenant[6] himself  “took” this 
woman as his “wife”. In similar vein, in the case of  Peru[7], 
few women used the words ‘rape’ (violación) to describe 
their experiences. Instead, some said ‘he used me as his 
wife’, indicating how domestic 
and sexual enslavement were 
part of  the package of  abuse. 
One witness even stated ‘he 
started to beat us as if  we 
were their wives’, further 
blur r ing the boundaries 
between the domestic and the 
political, between wartime 
abuse and peacetime abuse, 
a n d a r g u a b l y, b e t we e n 
husband and abuser.  

The idea that those who are 
violently enslaved could in fact be in a consensual 
relationship, albeit unequal, such as a marriage, provides a 
veil of  legitimacy to an otherwise exceptional situation. It 
might be the veil that makes survival possible. But many 
victim-survivors of  conflict-related rape and sexual slavery 
are ostracised from their communities, exposed to a 
postconflict life of  continuous abuse from their intimate 
partners, or choose to hide their trauma out of  fear of  
retaliation. The women who testified in the Sepur Zarco 
case either did so behind closed doors, or they hid their 
faces behind veils during public sessions. What happened 
in war might have been exceptional, but not sufficiently so 
to erase the suggestion of  complicity entirely, less so, 
stigma. 

In my book Sexual Violence in War and Peace[8], I identify a 
continuum in how sexual violence is understood and 
perpetrated in both war and peace, and hence, in post-
conflict scenarios. The characteristics of  rape regimes 
perpetrated by military in the high Andes of  the 1980s and 
early 1990s showed many known features of  power 

relations along lines of  race, sex, class, age, and gender. 
Sexual violence, because of  its intimate and potential 
reproductive qualities, helps produce and reproduce those 
unequal power relations. In war this might be strategic and 
large-scale, or it might be facilitated and condoned, in 
order to dominate over others (i.e., both to affirm power as 
well as subordination, both to destroy communities, as well 
as consolidate military loyalty and masculine strength). But 
in peacetime, it does the same: sexual violence produces 
dominance and subordination between genders, races, 
sexualities, classes and ages, be that catcalling, sexual 
harassment, marital rape or other forms of  highly 
gendered and sexualised violence.  

Understanding sexual violence along a continuum does not 
say anything about the gravity of  the violence or even how 
it might be experienced. On the contrary, while recognising 
and naming the differences between forms of  sexual 
violence, experiences can be named as violence and as 
harmful, instead of  normal or deserved. What the concept 
of  a continuum of  violence intends to highlight is how all 
forms of  sexual violence are part of  gendered social 

structures and patterns that 
have to be identified and 
transformed. This lens does 
not aim to minimise rape in 
conflicts, gang rape, or the 
femicides we are seeing 
par t icularly in par ts of  
c o n t e m p o r a r y C e n t r a l 
America. But it gives us an 
analytical tool that allows us 
to connect sex, male violence, 
and gender inequality, both in 
the everyday as well as during 

armed conflict. Thinking in 
terms of  a continuum allows us to see how much violence 
is hidden, institutionalised, and/or normalised in everyday 
life, both in peacetime and wartime, in intimate 
relationships and in public spaces. The term allows us to 
see parallels between the extreme and the everyday, the 
public and the private, thereby not undermining the 
seriousness of  the extreme, but undercutting the normality 
of  the everyday.  

As such, the Sepur Zarco case is a milestone, and is 
hopefully a further step towards accountability for acts of  
sexual violence, and more broadly, gender-based violence, 
in both war and peace, in Guatemala and beyond.  

This paper was first written for the Oxford Research 
Group, Sustainable Security Website.  
http://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/ssp 

JELKE BOESTEN is a Reader in Gender and Development in 
the International Development Institute at King’s College London.  

“The idea that those who are violently 
enslaved could in fact be in a 

consensual relationship, albeit 
unequal, such as a marriage, provides 

a veil of  legitimacy to an otherwise 
exceptional situation. It might be the 

veil that makes survival possible.”
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