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^^H^women and media 

A 
Chilling 

Effect 
The Oppression and Silencing of Women Journalists and Bloggers Worldwide 

By Cheryl Lindsey Seelhoff 

In the spring of 2007, what began as a series 
of insults and criticisms of blogger and game 

developer Kathy Sierra of the blog Head 
Rush1 took a grim and sobering turn as the insults 
became increasingly threatening, progressing to 
threats of death and sexual violence, including via 

private e-mail, threats which included published 
photos of Sierra with a noose near her head and 
with a rubber sex doll's face cut out and covering 
Sierra's face. Frightened, Sierra blogged about 
the threats, in part in an attempt to out the persons 

responsible for threatening her. She received 

support from prominent, sympathetic bloggers, 
at least one of whom shut his own blog down for 
a week in protest,2 but in the end, Sierra never 

learned who it was who made the most serious 
threats against her. She canceled her speaking 
engagements, stopped blogging and, for all intents 
and purposes, went silent. 

Although I had never read Sierra's blog 
before learning of the threats against her, I could 
well imagine the content of the threats she had 
received and how deeply she might have been 
affected by them, because as a writer and speaker, 
I had received similar threats and harassment 
over many years' time. The ongoing threats and 
the harassment I received in 1994 and 1995 via 

e-mail, regular mail and on my internet bulletin 
boards became an important factor in my decision 
to sue eight organizations on the Religious Right 
in 1997.3 The threats and harassing letters and e 

mails themselves became important evidence dur 

ing my lawsuit and at trial.4 As a feminist writer 
and blogger over the last 10 years, I have contin 
ued to receive threatening e-mails and threatening 

comments, posted to my blog and my bulletin 

boards,5 particularly when I've blogged against 
pornography and prostitution, but also when 
I've blogged against war and American milita 
rism. Sometimes I am threatened and harassed 

by Americans for having written in opposition 
to war generally, or the war in Iraq specifically; 
sometimes I am harassed and threatened with 

death, rape and violence by those who simply hate 

Americans, and American women in particular. 
I know that I am far from alone. Any woman 

journalist who speaks out steadfastly and strongly 
against war, violence, imperialism, militarism, 
nationalism, capitalism, pornography, prostitu 
tion, who writes as a feminist or as a human rights 
advocate, can expect to be harassed and attacked 
online and offline. In general, she will be attacked 
not only for her specific views and perspective, 
but in ways that are distinctly sexist. Her appear 
ance will be mocked or denigrated, she will be 
described as a man-hater, her writings, activism 
and life's work will be dismissed and trivialized, 
she will be called shrill and strident, or she will be 
threatened in ways that are sexual. 

Although I was completely sympathetic with 

Kathy Sierra's predicament and was glad to see 

the "culture of abuse online,"6 as it came to be 

called, receiving mainstream attention,7 it troubled 
me that it took threats against a comparatively 
nonpolitical woman blogger?a game devel 

oper?to bring the abuse and attacks on woman 

bloggers and journalists in general to the attention 
of the blogosphere and the general public in the 
United States. While the threats against Sierra 
were serious and sobering, they were certainly 
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no more so than the threats and even punish 
ments feminist bloggers, journalists and activists 

throughout the world are receiving every day. 

Consider: 

Iranian blogger Farnaz Seify was one of three 
Iranian women's rights activists arrested and 

imprisoned last spring, around the same time 
Sierra was threatened and stopped Hogging. 
Farnaz and two other woman journalists 
were detained at the airport on their way to a 

women's journalism conference, their homes 
and personal effects were searched by authori 

ties, and their computers were seized.8 

Last June, Afghan woman journalist Zakia Zaki 
was gunned down in her home, the second 

Afghan woman journalist to be gunned down 
in a week's time. She had been previously 
threatened with death if she did not shut down 
her radio station, "Peace Radio."9 

Last October, Russian woman journalist Anna 

Politkovskaya, winner of numerous journal 
ism awards for her fearless critiques of the 

Kremlin and of oppression of Russian citizens 
under President Putin was shot point blank in 
the head outside of her apartment in what was 

believed to be a contract killing after having 
nearly died by being poisoned by Russian 

agents in 2004.10 

Egyptian feminist Nawal El Saadawi, 75, 
author of 30 books and a lifelong champion of 

the rights of Egyptian girls and women, fled 

Egypt around the same time Sierra went public 
about the threats she was receiving when El 
Saadawi's play, "God Resigns in the Summit 

Meeting," was banned in Egypt and all cop 
ies were destroyed by the publisher because 
the play was said to "offend religion." Public 
criticisms of El Saadawi reverberate with 
sexism and echo the attacks on vocal feminist 

journalists everywhere in the world, accus 

ing Saadawi her of being "egotistical," and a 

"man-hater."11 Responding to an article in Rose 
Al Yusef magazine that accused her of having 
"sexual issues" and characterized her exile as 
"a media stunt for her massive ego" designed 
to publicize an agenda of "hatred for society 
and religion" and "anti-male racism," Saadawi 
refused to be intimidated. "I have always been 

threatened," she said. "I live in fear?it has 
become a part of me."12 

According to Reporters Without Borders, as of 
International Women's Day in March 2006, seven 

woman journalists were imprisoned in connection 
with their writing: Unusamy Parameshawary (Sri 
Lanka), Saidia Ahmed (Eritrea), Serkalem Fassil 

(Ethiopia), Rabiaa Abdul Wahab (Iraq), Umida 

Niyazova (Uzbekistan), Agnes Uwimana Nkusi 

(Rwanda) and Tatiana Mukakibibi (Rwanda). In 

addition, of the 82 journalists killed worldwide 
in 2006, nine (11 percent) were women. Nearly 
13 percent of the journalists killed in the course 
of their work in 2005 were women. According to 
the report, "The proportion of women journalists 
killed was never so high."13 
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In the public discussion following the threats 

against Kathy Sierra, prominent bloggers worked 
to develop a "Bloggers Code of Conduct," which 
is still a work in progress.14 The code focuses on 

accountability, encouraging bloggers to reject 
anonymous comments or comments made under 

pseudonyms, and recognizing the right of blog 
gers to delete threatening or harassing comments 
without being accused of "censorship." In the 

meantime, woman bloggers have responded in 
their own ways to online harassment, by, for 

instance, creating the "Kind Blogs" campaign in 
which bloggers post a banner announcing their 

agreement with these intentions: 

By posting this badge, I'm declaring that in 
addition to humor, intelligence, wit, sadness, 
snarkiness, passion, exuberance, peace, 
stillness, excitability, anger or any other 
emotion you may witness on my site: 

1) 1 will never intentionally hurt other 

people, whether I know them or not, 
whether they blog or not, whether they're 
celebrities or not, either through my words 
or my images. It's just not my style; and 

2) I hope that by the time you've clicked 

away from my site, I've helped in some way 
to make your day just a little bit better.15 

On my own blog, "Women's Space,"16 women 

have been discussing commenter Stillwater's 
idea of creating a "Safe Space for Women" ban 
ner that bloggers and web owners could display 
to indicate that harassment, threats and attacks 

against women will not be tolerated.17 As women 

bloggers and board administrators, most of us do 
all we can to keep our online communities safe. 
In order to comment to my bulletin boards, which 
are women-only, registrants must apply and be 

approved, and the same is true for other radical 
feminist bulletin boards, like the antipornogra 
phy board Genderberg.18Most radical feminist 

bloggers find we must consistently moderate all 
comments because of the number of harassing 
and threatening comments we receive. 

As valuable and important as these measures 

are, they do not even begin to address the issues 
of harassment, arrests, imprisonments, stalkings, 

poisonings and murders of women journalists 
worldwide. It is clear to all of us that the intent is 
that we be silenced. Beyond agreeing to our own 

silencing, what options do we have to ensure our 
own safety? The irony in the United States is that 
the attacks against us?all of the ways we are 

harassed, threatened, violated?are understood 
to be matters of someone's "freedom of speech," 

while our objections and our outcries, are called 

"censorship" by some. And yet it is this "freedom 
of speech" of some that ultimately silences us and 
robs us of our own freedom of speech. The seven 

imprisoned woman journalists worldwide are 

silenced. Anna Politskovaya and Zakia Zaki are 

dead, silenced forever. Nawal El Saadawi and the 

jailed Iranian journalists and other women jour 
nalists internationally will continue their writing 
only so long as they are able to bear up under the 
constant threats and attacks against them. Kathy 
Sierra has been all but silenced. Although I won 

my lawsuit, my publication was effectively driven 
from the marketplace by those who intended to si 
lence me. Kim of "Den of the Biting Beaver" [see 
interview with her in this issue], Alyx of "Mad 
Sheila Musings." Nectarine of "From Anger to 

Activism," Stormy of "A Stormy Blog," Nubian 
of "Blac(k)ademic" and many other fine feminist 

bloggers have gone silent because of harassment 
or threats, some after blogging only for a matter 

of months. 
As Andrea Dworkin once said in an interview 

in off our backs in which she was discussing 
having sued Hustler magazine for publishing 
pornographic depictions of her: 

I went to court and I said I've been raped, 
these people raped me. They took me, 

they took my sexuality, they took my body 
and they made pornography out of it. The 
court said, well if you hadn't opened your 

big mouth, it wouldn't have happened, 
so it's your fault. I don't understand how 

anybody is supposed to live with that un 

less the accommodation that they come to 
is one of female silence. That you never 

open your big mouth again... 

There are a lot of things I would like 
to talk about, and I do not want to read 
about them in Hustler. I don't want my 
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life used against me, I want to use my 
life for women. That's the part I really 
do not know how to deal with. Where I 
think that there are personal experiences 
that it's appropriate for me to talk about 

now, I will not talk about them. I can't. 

People talk about freedom of speech, 
and all of these civil liberties assholes 

go into court about what is going to chill 

speech somewhere for someone. I mean 
I want to tell you that my speech is fuck 

ing freezing to death and I am a writer. 
It does matter what has happened to me 
and it does matter how I learned what it 
is that I know and women do have a right 
to have some idea of what those things 
are... [but] I cannot survive having that 
discussion. My speech is as chilled as it 
can be.19 

As Nawal El Sadaawi, the Egyptian feminist 
who has fled Egypt, once said: 

They say, "You are a savage and 

dangerous woman." I said, "I am speaking 
the truth. And the truth is savage and 

dangerous."20 # 

Endnotes 
1 
Kathy Sierra, "What Happened," http:// 

headrush.typepad.com/whathappened.html, 16 
March 2007. 

2 
http://scobleizer.com/2007/03/26/taking-the 

week-off. 

3 
Cheryl Seelhoff, "Confronting the 

Religious Right," off our backs, Women and 
Fundamentalisms issue, 2007. 

4 One email I received read: "You are outrageous 
in your brazen apostasy. If this were truly a godly 
society, you would not just be excommunicated, 
you would be executed." 

5 
http://www.womensspace.org; http://www. 

womensspace.wordpress.com. 

6 
http://www.associatedcontent.com/ 

article/194248/popular_blogger_receives_death_ 
threats.html. 

7 
http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/technology/6499095.stm. 

8 
http://womensspace.wordpress.com/2007/03/04/ 

its-amazing-how-this-government-is-afraid-of 

feminist-activists-50-peaceful-woman-protesters 
arrested-bmtalized-in-iran-us-denies-visas-to 

iranian-womens-delegation-to-iran. 

9 
http://womensspace.wordpress.com/2007/06/06/ 

zakia-zaki-afghan-woman-owner-of-peace-radio 

gunned-down-second-afghan-woman-journalist 

murdered-in-five-days. 

10 
http://www.un-instraw.org/revista/hypermail/ 

alltickers/fr/0871.html. 

11 In fact, El Saadawi, who began the Arab 
Women's Solidarity Association in 1981, the first 

legal, independent feminist organization in Egypt, 
was jailed under then-president Anwar Sadat and 
was released only after Sadat's assassination. In 
1991 her name appeared on a fundamentalist death 
list and she was forced into exile for four years. 

12 Ines Bel Aiba, "Egypt's Most Prominent 
Feminist Shims Homeland," Middle East Times, 
AFP, March 8, 2007. 

13 
http://www.rsf.org/article.php37id_ 

article=21199. 

14 
http://blogging.wikia.com/wiki/Blogger%27s_ 

CodeofConduct. 

15 
http://www.chookooloonks.com/kindblog. 

16 
http://www.womensspace.wordpress.com. 

17 
http://womensspace.wordpress. 

com/2007/07/18/drag/#comment-41942, comment 

by Uppity Biscuit, http://uppitybiscuit.wordpress.com. 

18 
http://www.genderberg.com. 

19 Andrea Dworkin, "Dworkin on Dworkin," in 

Radically Speaking: Feminism Reclaimed, Diane 
Bell and Renate Klein, Eds, Spinifex, 1994. 

20 
http://womensspace.wordpress. 

com/2007/02/07/nawal-al-saadawi-war-against 
women-women-against-war-waging-war-on-the 
mind (Originally published in off our backs). 

vol 37 / no 1 off our backs 21 

This content downloaded from 149.31.21.88 on Wed, 27 Aug 2014 02:15:58 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. 18
	p. 19
	p. 20
	p. 21

	Issue Table of Contents
	Off Our Backs, Vol. 37, No. 1 (2007) pp. 1-88
	Front Matter
	in the news
	SUDAN, ZAMBIA, CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC: little justice for mass rapes [pp. 4-4]
	INDIA: new program lowers maternal deaths [pp. 4-4]
	KUWAIT: education minister refuses to wear veil [pp. 4-5]
	officials call for lifting abortion aid ban [pp. 5-5]
	MEXICO: mexico city legalizes abortion [pp. 5-5]
	UNITED STATES: crimes against Native women more frequent, less often prosecuted [pp. 5-6]
	UNITED STATES: new hampshire passes civil union bill [pp. 6-6]
	UNITED STATES: ultrasound: latest tool in battle over abortion [pp. 6-6]
	UNITED STATES: Supreme Court limits time period to file for wage discrimination [pp. 6-7]
	ARGENTINA: international day of action spurs call for legalization of abortion [pp. 7-7]
	BRAZIL: subsidies for contraception to the poor [pp. 7-7]

	news commentary
	Stunting Ashley [pp. 8-11]
	Honor Thy Father [pp. 12-13]

	women and media
	Women in Media [pp. 14-16]
	A RADICAL VISION FOR WOMEN'S MEDIA [pp. 17-17]
	A Chilling Effect: The Oppression and Silencing of Women Journalists and Bloggers Worldwide [pp. 18-21]
	Threatened Into Silence: An Interview with Kim ("BB") of the "Den of the Biting Beaver" [pp. 22-29]
	Publishing the Patriarchy: Reviewers in the White, Western Tradition Still Exclude and Trivialize Women Writers [pp. 30-34]
	Flesh and Bones: Pornography and High Fashion as Complementary Mediums for the Dehumanization of Women [pp. 35-36]
	Incarcerated Women Create Their Own Media [pp. 37-42]
	The Chick Flick Paradox: Derogatory? Feminist? Or Both? [pp. 43-45]
	The Toronto International Film Festival: Reflecting on the Films of Oppressed Women: Gone but Note Forgotten [pp. 46-48]
	Desperately Seeking Women Directors: at the Santa Barbara International Film Festival [pp. 49-51]

	conference
	MARCH 23-25, 2007: Pornography and Pop Culture: Reframing Theory, Rethinking Activism [pp. 52-52]
	Pornography and Pop Culture: Beyond Beats and Rhymes: A Hip-Hop Head Weighs in on Manhood in Hip-Hop Culture [pp. 53-53]
	Pornography and Pop Culture: The New Antipornography Slide Show [pp. 54-55]
	Pornography and Pop Culture: Putting the Text in Context: What is Pornography Really About? [pp. 56-57]
	Pornography and Pop Culture: Backlash And a Feminism that is Contrary to Feminism [pp. 58-61]
	Pornography and Pop Culture: Real Men, Real Choices [pp. 62-63]
	Pornography and Pop Culture: Pornography Prostitution &Sex Trafficking: How Do You Tell the Difference? [pp. 64-65]

	activism
	Angela Davis: Not Just a Fair-Weather Activist [pp. 66-68]
	Intimate and Political: Talking with Bettina Aptheker about Abuse and Recovery, Activism and Education [pp. 69-72]

	in review
	Are Women Human? and other international dialogues [pp. 73-76]
	Amazon Grace: Re-Calling the Courage to Sin Big [pp. 77-79]

	Dykes To Watch Out For: Secrets and Spies [pp. 80-80]
	Dykes To Watch Out For: the beat goes on [pp. 81-81]
	Dykes To Watch Out For: doctor, doctor [pp. 82-82]
	Dykes To Watch Out For: Are You My Mother? [pp. 83-83]
	on the calendar
	wOMEN'S fESTIVALS 2007 [pp. 84-84]

	letters to oob [pp. 85-85]
	Back Matter



