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WHAT IS “NOT WRITING”?

There are years, days, hours, minutes, weeks, moments, and other measures of 
time spent in the production of “not writing.” Not writing is working, and when not 
working at paid work working at unpaid work like caring for others, and when not 
at unpaid work like caring, caring also for a human body, and when not caring for a 
human body many hours, weeks, years, and other measures of time spent caring for 
the mind in a way like reading or learning and when not reading and learning also 
making things (like garments, food, plants, artworks, decorative items) and when 
not reading and learning and working and making and caring and worrying also 
politics, and when not politics also the kind of medication which is consumption, 
of sex mostly or drunkenness, cigarettes, drugs, passionate love affairs, cultural 
products, the internet also, then time spent staring into space that is not a screen, 
also all the time spent driving, particularly here where it is very long to get 
anywhere, and then to work and back, to take her to school and back, too.

There is illness and injury which has produced a great deal of not writing. There is 
cynicism, disappointment, political outrage, heartbreak, resentment, and realistic 
thinking which has produced a great deal of not writing. There is reproduction 
which has been like illness and injury and taken up many hours with not writing. 
There is being anxious or depressed which takes up many hours though not very 
much once there is no belief in mental health. There is trauma which is fantastic 
in the way it is brief and clear and also the way it lingers around and emerges 
unpredictably as if it will forever. Trauma is always the indirect direct producer of so 
much not writing. It is like a mind which has a shadow and then is the shadow and 
then isn’t a mind or its shadow but isn’t at all.

There are some hours, though not very many, on airplanes, and times with friends 
spent in the production of not writing. There is talking which is like writing and 
which produces not writing in equal measure to producing writing. There is an 
amount of time not writing which is not wanting to actually have to talk to humans 
unless it is in order to get them to have sex or in order to convince them to leave. 
There is sleep, which is often dreams, which is closer to writing—dreams are more 
like writing than not writing in that they are not intruded upon in their moments 
by the necessities of all the paid work, care work, social expectations, romantic 
love or talking to people. There is sleep which is often about gossip, architecture, 
and modes of civic planning and in this is closer to writing than not writing. In the 
dreams there is always walking around, finding walls, follies, and not getting to 
one place or the next but it is often those I love but whom I do not get to see very 
much who walk with me. There are photographs one takes, of oneself and of other 
people and it is in these there is the production of not writing. There is dressing and 
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undressing, sometimes too much, particularly when things have run away, died, or one 
has to meet new people. There is shopping, which is a woman shopping.

There is in not writing not very much time spent on envy which is a pang, mostly, 
which is motivating like getting a buzz from an outlet telling one to remove one’s hand 
from the outlet, from the power source. There is the way that the lives of others seem 
so often unenviable and only enviable as they are “writing” when all this time is spent 
not writing like right now in the not writing in which I should be dealing with bills, 
mail, laundry, my bedroom, months of emails from October onward even though it 
is now June, with my jobs, with care, with the contents of my refrigerator, with my 
flat tire, with the cat’s litter box, with friendship, with Facebook, with my body which 
wants to get in the swimming pool with my body which wants to turn brown in the 
sun with my body which wants to drink some tea with my body which wants to do 
shoulder presses which wants to join a gym which wants to take a shower and get 
cleaned up which wants a lover which mostly wants to swim and then there is “not 
writing.” There is envy which is also mixed with repulsion at those who do not have a 
long list of not writing to do.

It is easy to imagine not writing, both accidentally and intentionally. It is easy because 
there have been years and months and days I have thought the way to live was not 
writing have known what writing consisted of and have thought “I do not want to do 
that“ and “writing steals from my loved ones” and “writing steals from my life and 
gives me nothing but pain and worry and what I can’t have” or “writing steals from 
my already empty bank account” or “writing gives me ideas I do not need or want” or 
“writing is the manufacture of impossible desire” or writing is like literature is like the 
world of monsters is the production of culture is I hate culture is the world of wealthy 
women and of men.

Anne Boyer, “What is ‘Not Writing’?”, excerpted from Garments Against 
Women (Ahsahta Press, 2015) 
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 THE SCIENCE OF FICTION
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 SILENT SPEECH
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A shark’s tooth is a remarkable amulet

It’s sharp tip cut straight through the gaze of the evil eye

A shark’s tooth is not a word when it rests on the mouth of the shark

Things change when it hangs on a silver necklace

A word seems to be something that has no function beyond signification

But this is not always the case

Opening one’s mouth, shouting, reciting, occupying the position of the speaker

This is the wildest form of the word,

Even when nothing is said


