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Abstract

This paper examines the intertwined dynamics of silence, secrecy, and queer identity
Keywords: in modernist and early-to-mid 20th-century fiction. Against a historical backdrop of
Queer Theory, Modernist legal persecution, psychiatric pathologization, and social ostracism of non-normative
Literature, Secrecy, sexualities, modern fiction developed sophisticated narrative strategies to represent
Silence, Epistemology of queer experience indirectly. Drawing on Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s epistemology of
the Closet, Censorship, the closet, Michel Foucault’s repressive hypothesis, and D.A. Miller’s notion of the
Narrative Form open secret, this analysis explores how authors including E.M. Forster, Virginia

Woolf, Radclyffe Hall, and James Baldwin employed silence and secrecy not merely
as constraints but as productive aesthetic and political tools. Through close readings
of Howards End (1910), Mrs Dalloway (1925), The Well of Loneliness (1928), and
Giovanni’s Room (1956), the paper argues that silence operates on multiple registers:
as external censorship, as internalized shame, as coded communication among
initiates, and as a paradoxical space of resistance and community formation. The
paper concludes that modern fiction’s management of queer secrecy anticipates
contemporary debates about visibility, privacy, and the politics of coming out,
revealing silence as both a weapon of oppression and a strategy of survival.

Introduction

“Silence,” writes the critic Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in Epistemology of the Closet (1990), “is not the opposite of
speech but rather its necessary condition.” Nowhere is this paradox more acute than in the literature of the modern
period, roughly spanning 1910 to 1960, when queer identity existed in a precarious legal and cultural space. In
England, the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 criminalized “gross indecency” between men, a statute under
which Oscar Wilde was imprisoned in 1895. In the United States, sodomy laws remained in effect in every state, and
the psychiatric establishment classified homosexuality as a personality disorder. For queer authors and characters,
explicit representation was not merely unfashionable but dangerous.

Yet the modern period was also a time of intense literary experimentation. The rise of stream of consciousness, free
indirect discourse, and narrative fragmentation provided new techniques for representing interiority without explicit
declaration. Modernist fiction, as this paper will demonstrate, became a laboratory for what Sedgwick calls the “closet”
as a structuring principle of knowledge and power. Silence and secrecy were not simply imposed from without; they
were internalized, negotiated, and sometimes weaponized by queer authors who wrote for readers capable of
recognizing coded references.

This paper investigates the following question: How do select modern novels deploy silence and secrecy as
narrative strategies to represent queer identity, and what are the political, aesthetic, and psychological
consequences of such strategies? After establishing the theoretical framework—drawing on Sedgwick, Foucault,
Miller, and others—the paper analyzes four canonical texts: E.M. Forster’s Howards End, Virginia Woolf’s Mrs
Dalloway, Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness, and James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room. Each novel represents a
distinct position on the spectrum from implicit to explicit queer representation, and each deploys silence differently.
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The conclusion reflects on what these modernist strategies might mean for contemporary queer literary practice,
arguing that the epistemological complexity of the closet remains relevant even in an era of increased visibility.

Theoretical Framework: The Epistemology of Silence

Any analysis of queer silence must begin with the foundational work of Michel Foucault. In The History of Sexuality,
Volume 1 (1976/1978), Foucault challenges the “repressive hypothesis”—the assumption that power operates
primarily by silencing sexuality. Instead, he argues that the modern period produced an unprecedented proliferation
of discourse about sex, albeit in regulated, scientific, and medicalized forms. Silence, for Foucault, is not the absence
of discourse but part of a complex apparatus of power: “There is no binary division to be made between what one says
and what one does not say; we must try to determine the different ways of not saying such things” (p. 27). Queer
silence is therefore not mere absence but a regulated, strategic non-speaking.

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick extends Foucault’s insight into the domain of literary criticism. In Epistemology of the
Closet (1990), she argues that the closet—the secret of homosexual identity that may or may not be disclosed—has
become a central organizing trope of modern Western culture. The closet is not a stable state but a performance: “The
closet is the defining structure for gay oppression in this century” (p. 71). Sedgwick identifies a paradox: knowledge
about homosexuality has never been more abundant, yet uncertainty and secrecy remain constitutive. This paradox is
most visible in literature, where a character’s or author’s sexuality may be “an open secret”—known to some readers
but never explicitly named.

D.A. Miller, in The Novel and the Police (1988), offers a complementary analysis. Miller argues that the 19th-century
novel, with its techniques of omniscient narration and moral judgment, functions as a “disciplinary” institution that
produces compliant subjects. For queer readers and writers, however, the novel also offers spaces of resistance:
moments of narrative opacity, ironic distance, and what Miller calls the “open secret”—information that is concealed
but also widely known. This dynamic allows queer meaning to circulate among initiated readers without triggering
explicit censorship.

Finally, queer phenomenologist Sara Ahmed (2006) introduces the concept of “orientational” silence. Queer subjects,
Ahmed argues, are “disoriented” by heteronormative space; silence can be a form of dwelling in that disorientation, a
refusal to translate queer experience into the language of the majority. Silence, in this view, is not deprivation but a
mode of queer world-building.

Taken together, these theories suggest that silence and secrecy in modern fiction are neither simple constraints nor
simple acts of liberation. They are complex, multi-layered phenomena that operate at the levels of authorial intention,
narrative form, character psychology, and reader reception.

E.M. Forster’s Howards End (1910): The Heterosexual Closet

E.M. Forster’s Howards End is, on its surface, a novel about class conflict, Edwardian social manners, and the famous
injunction to “only connect.” It contains no overtly queer characters. Forster himself, however, was a closeted gay
man who published only one explicitly gay novel, Maurice, posthumously in 1971. The question for queer critics is
whether Howards End contains submerged queer meanings accessible to a knowing reader.

3.1 The Bachelor Figure as Queer Signifier

The character of Leonard Bast, a lower-middle-class clerk aspiring to culture, is often read as a cipher for Forster’s
own class and sexual anxieties. Leonard is marginalized, economically precarious, and desiring of connection across
social boundaries. His famous death—crushed by a falling bookcase in the Schlegel sisters” home—can be read as the
symbolic annihilation of a queer-coded figure who cannot be assimilated into the heterosexual marriage plot that
concludes the novel (Margaret Schlegel marries Henry Wilcox). Silence operates here as narrative erasure: Leonard’s
desires are never named, and his exclusion from the final domestic idyll speaks louder than any explicit condemnation.

3.2 The Open Secret of Mr. Wilcox

Henry Wilcox, the patriarchal businessman, appears as the embodiment of conventional masculinity. Yet Forster drops
subtle hints of undisclosed sexual experience. Wilcox speaks of “things” that cannot be discussed with women; he
maintains an emotional distance that suggests hidden trauma. The critic Joseph Bristow (1995) argues that Wilcox
embodies the “imperial closet”—the repressed homosexual panic underlying British bourgeois respectability. The
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novel’s famous plea to “only connect” thus takes on a queer resonance: it is a plea not only across class lines but
across the silences of the closet.

3.3 The Politics of Not Naming

Forster’s refusal to name queerness explicitly is often read as cowardice. But a more generous interpretation, following
Sedgwick, sees this as a strategic deployment of the open secret. Forster wrote for an audience that included both
hostile censors and sympathetic queer readers. The silence protects the former while rewarding the latter. In this
sense, Howards End is not a heterosexual novel with accidental queer subtext but a sophisticated management of the
closet’s epistemological structure.

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway (1925): The Elegiac Closet

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway is centrally concerned with silence and secrecy, though the queer dimensions of the
novel have only been fully explored since the 1990s. The novel features two characters whose identities are structured
around secrecy: Clarissa Dalloway, who has repressed a youthful same-sex attraction to her friend Sally Seton, and
Septimus Warren Smith, a World War | veteran whose shell shock (now PTSD) is a form of unspeakable trauma. Both
are, in different ways, closeted.

4.1 Clarissa and Sally: The Lost Queer Past
Midway through the novel, Clarissa recalls a moment from her youth at Bourton: Sally Seton kissed her on the lips.
The memory is rendered in Woolf’s signature free indirect discourse, shimmering with intensity:

“Then, for that moment, she had felt an extraordinary revelation... She had the feeling that it was very, very dangerous
to live even one day.”

The kiss is never named as lesbian; indeed, Clarissa does not identify as homosexual. Yet the narrative registers the
kiss as an event of profound significance that must be silenced. Clarissa marries the safe, upright Richard Dalloway
instead of the passionate, erratic Peter Walsh or the transgressive Sally. The novel’s present tense is haunted by this
lost queer possibility. Silence here is not imposed by law but by internalized heteronormativity—what Sedgwick calls
the “closet of the soul.”

4.2 Septimus: The Unspeakable of War and Madness

Septimus Warren Smith is a para-queer figure: his trauma is unspeakable, his doctors dismiss his interiority, and his
body becomes a site of competing interpretations. When the psychiatrist Sir William Bradshaw proposes to separate
Septimus from his wife and confine him to an asylum, Septimus chooses death. His suicide is the novel’s most
dramatic refusal of compulsory disclosure.

Queer readings of Mrs Dalloway (such as that of Karen Kaivola, 1999) argue that Septimus functions as Clarissa’s
double. Both are trapped in silences: Clarissa by the marriage plot, Septimus by psychiatric discourse. His death
enables her to continue living, but her survival is haunted. The novel’s famous conclusion—Clarissa’s affirmation that
she feels “quite young”—is ambiguous: is it resilience or denial? Silence and secrecy are not resolved but are carried
forward as the condition of continued existence.

4.3 Formal Silence: Free Indirect Discourse

Woolf’s formal innovations are themselves strategies of queer silence. Free indirect discourse allows the narrator to
inhabit a character’s thoughts without explicit attribution, creating spaces of ambiguity. The reader is never certain
whether a thought belongs to Clarissa, Septimus, or the narrator. This formal indeterminacy mirrors the
epistemological uncertainty of the closet: we cannot know another’s interiority, only its textual traces.

Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928): Silenced by Censorship

If Forster and Woolf use silence as aesthetic strategy, Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness is famous for being
silenced directly. The novel, which follows the life of Stephen Gordon, a female-bodied, masculine-identified “invert”
(the period term), was banned in England shortly after publication for obscenity. The trial is one of the most famous
censorship cases in literary history. Unlike Forster and Woolf, Hall does not use silence; she names queer identity
explicitly. The paradox is that explicit naming led to suppression, while indirect representation evaded it.
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5.1 The Defense of Silence

In the novel’s famous concluding passage, Stephen cries out to God: “Give us also the right to our existence!” This
plea is a demand to break silence. Yet the novel is also structured around secrets. Stephen’s father, Sir Philip,
recognizes his daughter’s inversion but cannot speak of it; he dies with the secret unshared. Stephen herself learns the
word “invert” not from a parent but from a sexologist’s text, Havelock Ellis’s Sexual Inversion, which she discovers
secretly. Knowledge of queer identity is mediated through forbidden texts—a metafictional reflection on the novel’s
own precarious existence.

5.2 The Censorship Trial as Silencing

The British Home Office ordered all copies of The Well of Loneliness destroyed. The presiding magistrate ruled that
the novel was an “obscene libel” because it “justified” homosexuality. This legal silencing had an ironic effect: it
made the novel famous, transformed Hall into a cause célébre, and created a community of queer readers eager to
access the forbidden text. Silence, in this instance, backfired as a tool of oppression. The more the state tried to
suppress queer speech, the louder the demand for it became.

5.3 Shame and the “Well” of Silence

The novel’s title itself encodes silence. A “well” is a deep, dark, hidden place—like a secret kept underground. Hall’s
Stephen is tormented by internalized shame: she believes herself to be “misbegotten,” a “mistake of Nature.” This
shame is the internalization of social silence. The novel’s repetitive, almost melancholic tone registers the psychic
cost of that silencing. For queer critics, The Well occupies an uncomfortable position: it broke the silence but at the
price of pathologizing its protagonist. Whether this was a necessary first step or a counterproductive reinscription of
shame remains debated.

James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room (1956): The Silence of America

James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room is a novel of exile, set in Paris rather than Baldwin’s native United States. The
narrator, David, is a young American white man struggling with his desire for men. The novel is remarkable for its
explicit depiction of same-sex desire—there is no subtext in the scene where David and Giovanni make love—yet it
is also a novel structured by secrets, evasions, and lethal silences.

6.1 The Closet Across the Atlantic

Baldwin chose to set Giovanni’s Room in France partly to evade American censorship, but also to dramatize the
geography of the closet. David’s Americanness is inseparable from his closetedness: he has come to Europe to escape
the repressive sexual culture of the United States, but he carries that repression inside him. David’s fiancée, Hella,
represents the heterosexual future he believes he ought to want. Giovanni, an Italian bartender, represents the
passionate, unashamed queer life that David cannot accept.

6.2 The Secret That Kills

The novel’s plot turns on a secret: David knows that Giovanni has murdered his former employer, Guillaume. When
David refuses to provide Giovanni with an alibi, Giovanni is arrested and guillotined. The secret, in other words, is
lethal. But Baldwin complicates this simple morality. David is not merely a coward; he is a product of a society that
has taught him that homosexual desire is incompatible with manhood, honor, and survival. The novel asks a brutal
question: given the violence of homophobic society, is it possible to tell the truth and live?

6.3 The Room as Closet

The titular room is Giovanni’s cramped, chaotic apartment. For David, it is a space of liberation—the first place he
can be sexual—but also a prison. The room’s walls, windows, and door become metaphors for the closet’s boundaries.
After Giovanni’s death, David wanders the South of France, but he cannot escape the room’s memory. The novel ends
not with resolution but with David’s unresolved guilt and grief. Silence, here, is not a strategy but a wound: what
cannot be spoken becomes the organizing absence of a life.

6.4 Queer Intersectionality
Unlike earlier queer texts, Giovanni’s Room also attends to silence as a function of class and national identity.
Giovanni is an impoverished immigrant; his body is more exposed to state violence than David’s. David’s whiteness
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and (relative) class privilege allow him to survive, but not to be free. Baldwin’s novel thus anticipates contemporary
queer intersectionality, showing that silence is unevenly distributed: some are silenced more brutally than others.

Comparative Analysis: Four Models of Silence
The four novels analyzed above represent distinct models of how silence and secrecy operate in queer modern fiction.

Novel Primary Strategy Silence As Outcome
Howards End (Forster) | Subtext and coding Aesthetic Queer meaning accessible to
shelter initiated readers

Mrs Dalloway (Woolf) | Free indirect | Formal Haunting presence  of
discourse ambiguity unspoken desire

The Well of | Explicit naming, then | External Forbidden knowledge

Loneliness (Hall) censorship suppression creates community

Giovanni’s Explicit content + | Lethal secret Death as consequence of

Room (Baldwin) tragic structure enforced silence

Each model has different political effects. Forster’s subtext allows queer reading while protecting author and reader
from persecution, but it also risks rendering queerness invisible to those without the interpretive key. Hall’s explicit
naming invites censorship but also mobilizes activism. Woolf’s formal ambiguity keeps queer possibility alive without
resolving it—a gesture that some read as evasion, others as fidelity to the uncertainty of desire. Baldwin’s tragic
structure forces confrontation with the material violence of the closet.

The Legacy of Modernist Silence for Contemporary Queer Writing

The modernist silences analyzed in this paper are often seen as obsolete in an era of same-sex marriage, “It Gets
Better” campaigns, and increasing mainstream LGBTQ+ visibility. However, contemporary queer writers continue to
engage with silence and secrecy, albeit in transformed ways. The “post-closet” novel, as critic Michael Snediker
(2009) calls it, often rejects the coming-out plot as a narrative straightjacket. Writers like Garth Greenwell (What
Belongs to You), Ocean Vuong (On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous), and Hanya Yanagihara (A Little Life) deploy
reticence, indirection, and formal silence not because of external censorship but as an aesthetic and philosophical
choice. The closet, in other words, has not disappeared; it has migrated. Privacy, opacity, and the refusal of compulsory
disclosure remain queer strategies, even in liberal societies.

Moreover, for queer people of color, transgender people, and those living in regions with anti-LGBTQ laws, silence
is not a historical relic but a present reality. Modernist strategies of coding, indirection, and the open secret remain
vital survival tools. The archive of modernist queer writing thus offers not only historical evidence but a living toolkit.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that silence and secrecy are not simply obstacles to queer representation in modern fiction but
constitutive elements of its aesthetic and political power. Through close readings of Forster, Woolf, Hall, and Baldwin,
we have seen that silence operates on multiple registers: as authorial self-protection, as narrative form, as
psychological repression, as censorship, and as a paradoxical space of community formation. Each novel manages the
closet differently, but all recognize that queer identity is structured by knowing and not-knowing, speaking and not-
speaking.

Sedgwick famously argued that the closet is not a secret to be revealed but a structure to be analyzed. The novels
examined here bear out that claim. They do not offer simple resolutions—coming out, acceptance, happiness—but
rather complex, often tragic negotiations with the conditions of queer existence in the 20th century. To read them with
attention to silence is to recognize that what is not said is as significant as what is. The unspeakable, in these texts,
speaks.

Future research might extend this analysis to other national traditions (French, German, Japanese modernist queer
writing); to contemporary digital literature, where silence takes new forms (the unsent text, the deleted post, the private
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group); or to the intersection of queer silence with disability, racial passing, and other forms of secret-keeping. The
epistemology of the closet, as Sedgwick showed, is not exhausted.

In closing, we might return to Forster’s injunction to “only connect.” The phrase is usually read as a plea for honesty
and intimacy. But after the analysis undertaken here, we might hear its darker undertone: connection is only possible
across and through silences. Modernist queer fiction teaches us that to connect is not to declare but to risk—to risk
interpretation, to risk misrecognition, to risk the secret spilling out. And sometimes, it teaches us, the most powerful
connection is the one that remains, forever, unspoken.
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