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Violence through Silence

Carmen Maria Machado’s “The Husband Stitch” follows the story of a female narrator’s

journey through navigating marriage and sexuality in a  heteronormative middle-class society,

illustrating how the patriarchy disregards the intrinsic worth every woman has for their

reproductive value; every woman in the piece is either married, a mother or the text ensures to

demonstrate how they have been cast aside after serving in these roles. This “life cycle” of

sexual worth is inflicted in full on the protagonist. Notably, the protagonist of “The Husband

Stitch” does not begin her story as a child: her life for the readers begins with the sexual

awakening and then consequential her marriage. She is portrayed sexually from the very

beginning, describing herself in a way that is in accordance with the male gaze’s

hypersexualization of women, saying: “I am beautiful. I have a pretty mouth. I have a breast that

heaves out of my dresses in a way that seems innocent and perverse all at the same time”

(Machado). The protagonist is introduced through this sexual gaze to make a point: the readers

are not meant to know her as a multifaceted person with interests and character traits, her

“worth” is her sexual appeal distinctly for what men would desire. Carmen Maria Machado plays

into patriarchal tropes throughout the text in order to subvert them; the women throughout the

story are subjected to harm in order to expose the patriarchy’s damage.

In the greater context of the narrative, this is significant because her story is only made

worth telling through the patriarchal lens that Machado is critiquing when she becomes sexual

and therefore marriable. The rest of the text follows her marriage— particularly its sexual and

reproductive nature— and then once the main character has served her role as a mother: she dies,

inferring that her “worth” ended once her son moved out and she no longer had to mother him.

This trend is reinforced by all the other female characters in the story as well, they are all
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introduced women after adolescence and they all serve a maternal or sexual role. The protagonist

is the only person who goes through all three phases of the life cycle (marriageable age,

motherhood, and then worthlessness or death), but all other characters mentioned fall into one or

more of the phases. In contrast, the men in the story are shown in all phases of life,

demonstrating that this “sexual worth” is only forced upon women— the text demonstrates how

men’s stories are worth being told before they are sexual as demonstrated by the discussion of

the protagonist’s son. The men in “The Husband Stitch” are the creators and enforcers of the

system which directs the female character’s worth into serving as mothers and wives, their plight

a symptom of the patriarchy that only the male characters are shown to benefit from. Machado

makes men the only active perpetrators of the violence in this story, making it clear that they are

at fault for this issue. The harms of the patriarchy are apparent in “The Husband Stitch”,

however, this life cycle enforced by this system forces women into being complicit in creating

more victims. In particular, the readers watch a metaphorical passing of the torch from victim to

new victim between the protagonist’s mother, the protagonist herself, and her son’s fiance

because of the normalization of the patriarchal violence written throughout the narrative.

The reader meets the protagonist’s mother very briefly at the beginning of the story and

she is not given much significance in comparison to the other characters. This is a symptom of

the sexual life cycle that the woman in this story abides by because she has served her “point” by

this time in her story because she is handing off her child into marriage. Furthermore, the four

mentions of the protagonist’s mother are in conjunction with her roles as a mother and wife,

playing into the patriarchal prescriptions of female worth that the entire story outlines

(Machado). The very first mention of this character occurs after the protagonist’s first sexual

escapade with the man that becomes her husband shortly after, making her introduced after the
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main sexual figure (the protagonist) and the two male leads of the narrative. Her introduction is

simple: “ My mother invites him in for supper” (Machado). This phrase is short but the

implications are vast: the mother is introduced in a very different way than the main character as

she is not sexualized, she is being a very stereotypical mother; it plays into the misogynistic

ideology that “women belong in the kitchen” by introducing her as a flat, typical homemaker,

looking to feed a man. Machado leans into this idea in order to expose the intergenerational harm

that forcing women into this role causes. This trope continues into the second mention of the

mother: “Inside, my mother has made coffee, and we all sit around while my father asks him

about business” (Machado). This quote has a similar effect, the mother is demonstrated as a

silent character serving the rest of them- the archetype of a subservient wife. The third instant of

the protagonist’s mother appearing demonstrates an important shift as this is the first time she is

demonstrated speaking:

“When I was a young girl, my mother carried me out of a grocery store as I screamed

about toes in the produce aisle. Concerned women turned and watched as I kicked the air

and pounded my mother’s slender back...

She told me to sit in my chair – a child-sized thing, only built for me – until my father

returned. But no, I had seen the toes, pale and bloody stumps, mixed in among those

russet tubers... When I repeated this detail to my mother, the liquid of her eyes shifted

quick as a startled cat” (Machado)

The very first time that the protagonist’s mother speaks, it is not for herself. She tells her

to wait for her father, who will dictate to her an entirely different story than what she saw, even

though the implication of her eyes shifting in such a manner shows that she is being avoidant of
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verifying her daughter’s truth. She is being the archetype of the faithful wife, speaking for her

husband even if it is countered by what she actually believes; enforcing the idea that the main

character should be silent about her worries and fears, to subscribe to the truth that a man will

tell her. The final time mention of the mother is damning as the protagonist muses: “My parents

are pleased by the marriage. My mother says that even though girls nowadays are starting to

marry late, she married father when she was nineteen and was glad that she did” (Machado).

With this, the mother perpetuates the cycle upon her child by encouraging this early marriage:

the protagonist now must carry the burning weight of being a wife and then a mother. However,

the most significant part of this idea is that she states that she is “glad”; in the face of the entire

narrative discussing the harms perpetrated against mothers and wives by men, this comment

seems almost perverse! Yet, for the protagonist’s mother, it is appropriate because that is what

she is used to because she married early herself. For her, this symptom of the patriarchy is

entirely normal so she has no qualms allowing her daughter to endure the same hardships. After

this point, the mother’s arc is complete in accordance to the life cycle spelled out by the story;

her mother disappears from the narrative entirely because her story is no longer worth

mentioning— in accordance to the categories of worth the patriarchy forces her into— once she

stops having to mother her daughter. In the few sentences she is mentioned in, she goes through

the whole “life cycle” married, mother, and then worthless— and passes on the harm behind it to

her daughter without a word.

After going through horrendous trauma, the protagonist finds herself at a similar point in

her life later on in the tale. She endures dehumanizing events at the hands of men as she is forced

into remaining in the narrow box that femininity requires. Yet, in the same way her mother did,

she is silent when another woman is about to be implicated in the same harm. When her son
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becomes seventeen, the exact same age she got married, he shares with her that he is “courting” a

young woman and wishes to marry her. His young fiance is introduced in the same way she was,

as a young sexual being soon to be married. The protagonist reacts very similarly to her mother,

stating that “our son laughs and says that he also wishes to marry his girl. We clasp hands and are

even happier. Such a good boy. Such a wonderful life to look forward to” (Machado). This

reaction is reminiscent of her mother’s in its oddity because previous to this point, the

protagonist had discussed in depth the violence she endured throughout her marriage: she

became a sexually subservient wife and mother after being subjected to the whims of men’s

desires to the point in which a medical procedure— the husband stitch, which the story is named

for— is practiced on her without her consent; she had been subjected to the trauma of childbirth

followed by a potentially harmful procedure for her husband’s sexual gratification while her

husband laughed beside her unconscious body (Machado); yet despite all the trauma she has

experienced, she does not respond negatively to her son’s marriage. Throughout the narrative,

she lists ways in which she has been defiled by the patriarchy after becoming a wife and mother

yet when she is presented with the exact same situation that she faced, she repeats her mothers’

actions by supporting this marriage without a single word of warning or expectations. This is for

the same reason her mother acted this way: the patriarchy makes this cycle of violence

normalized: this is the only way of life she knows so she is forced to be implicit in the damages

that will come to her daughter-in-law. This is made more evident when examining her comment

about her son being “such a good boy” after discussing his socioeconomic successes of getting

into college to be an engineer (Machado), a high paying job; there is no indication that they are

on their way to a good life besides for their relationship and her son’s college acceptance

securing his position as a high-earning patriarch. The assumption that they are guaranteed a good



Kamara — 6

life is indicative of her own experiences solidifying that heteronormative, middle class,

male-dominated family structures are a definitive label of a good life— regardless of how her

experiences within this family structure have harmed her, her mother before her, and possibly her

child’s fiance. Therefore, she passes the weight of the patriarchy’s expectations onto a new

woman in silence because it is what generations of oppressed women have been forced to accept.

Afterward,  in the same way as her mother, she is cast into worthlessness nearly immediately

upon giving up her state as a mother by dying a few paragraphs later.

The implication of the women in this cycle is not an anti-feminist slip-up by Machado,

nor is it meant to demonize women it highlights 3 major aspects of feminism: the ideas of choice,

the harm of being a bystander, and activism. The male characters are entirely responsible for this

systematic abuse that the female characters are subjected to, removing their choices about their

lives entirely out of their hands. Through the removal of this choice, it becomes normal,

promoting silence between the characters. This is evident for the three previously discussed

female characters: the protagonist’s mother, the protagonist herself, and her son’s fiance but this

is even true for the women that are meant to act as counter models to the norm such as the nude

model. “Her ribbon is red, and is knotted around her slender ankle. Her skin is the colour of

olives, and a trail of dark hair runs from her belly button to her mons'' (Machado), is an

extremely different introduction as her nudity is not hypersexualized; this female character even

has a job which is entirely different from the other women, and represents some degree of

liberation. Undoubtedly, the narrator’s gaze sexualizes the model. Although her gaze is less

aggressive than the male gaze that the protagonist is subjected to— instead of focusing on her

breasts or explicitly saving that her actions are “perverse”, she notes less sexualized parts of the

body such as her ankle and the space between her belly button hips— it is still sexual.
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Furthermore, the model’s liberation is sourced in her beauty and sexuality; she is even a mother

and the two are silent in discussing their fears of femininity: “We do not discuss the specific fears

of raising a girl-child. Truthfully, I am afraid to ask.” (Machado) Although she is meant to be a

model of freedom, her liberation is perverted by the patriarchal system she is forced to be

implicit in. If she was meant to be a true countermodel for what a woman’s worth is meant to be,

would Machado make her a mother? Would Machado make her a sexual character? Her choices

may partially be her own, but they are still constrained to the patriarchal structure that pervades

the lives of every female character. In being silent about the fears of raising her daughter, she is

also forced into contributing to being a bystander to the harm that all the female characters face

at the hands of the patriarchy.

At the end of “The Husband Stitch”, nothing has changed from the start. There have been

no changes to what the story quantifies a woman’s worth as, the life cycle continues, and the

patriarchy still dictates both of these issues. The reason is that the women are taught that the

violence perpetrated against them is normal, demonstrating how this violence is the source of

generational support of the patriarchy which permeates all aspects of these character’s life. This

sameness could be disrupted by only one person being able to realize the wrongness of the

normalcy and speaking out against all the odds stacked against them doing so: through advocacy

for oneself, collectively sharing these experiences with other women, or even writing about these

plights as Machado did to bring light to them, the cycle can be disrupted enough to prevent the

creation of more victims.
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