


Our Streets Now is a campaign demanding the right of women, girls and
marginalised genders to be safe in public spaces. How it has started?
Two sisters, 15 and 21, spoke about how they experience the world as
young women. About feeling afraid walking home at night. About being
harassed in their school uniform. About how their lives were restricted by
the fear of harassment. Channelling this anger into change, they
decided to start a petition. Hundreds of women, girls and marginalised
genders went online to share their stories of being insulted, followed
and assaulted on the streets of Britain. Soon enough, thousands of
voices were joining the Our Streets Now movement, tired of harassment
being a ‘normal’ part of growing up a girl. Our Streets Now became a
community determined to challenge the myths and taboos stopping this
topic from being discussed and challenged, out in the open. 

Join theJoin theJoin the
movementmovementmovement

now!now!now!
Website: https://www.ourstreetsnow.org/ Instagram: @ourstreetsnow



HELLO from
the editor

O U R  W O R D S  

Dear readers, 

Welcome to Our Words Literary Magazine’s issue on activism. In
this issue, our writers explore the many and varied forms activism
takes, analysing its current limits and shortfalls and suggesting
possible paths to a more inclusive future. 

This issue opens with an insightful lyrical short story in which the
protagonist breaks the well-known cycle of minimising herself for
others. Other writers use creative writing as a tool to tackle the
topic of activism in this issue: in a poem entitled ‘Poppies’ our
writer explores the power of voices and anger, and in the short
story ‘The Breath of Life’ collective protest is discovered by the
protagonist as the key to change. The articles in this issue allow
our writers to take a theoretical and analytical approach to
activism: contemporary women’s movements are critiqued for
their silencing of women of colour and sidelining of their interests;
theory and current events are united in our writer’s exploration of
the power of collective mourning in bringing about progress in the
wake of the murders of Sarah Everard and Sabina Nessa; the work
of Maya Angelou and Kate Chopin are analysed in light of
individual and collective gender empowerment; a reconfiguration
of the relationship between mind and body is imagined as a tool to
free oppressed women’s bodies; and poetry emerges as a path to
progress for modern activists. Our issue closes with a review of
The Vagina Festival, which our writer posits it provides a platform
for the voices of marginalised people. 

Enjoy your reading! 

Miranda Bowen
Editor

This issue covers some

sensitive topics and may be

triggering for some readers.

Each article will be marked

with a specific TW, and we

advise readers to seek

support if needed.

 

Go to:

https://www.ourstreetsnow.or

g/support

trigger warnings
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H E R  W I N G S
F E L L  

SHORT STORY

Written by TILLY ROBERTS

Illustration by ANNA ABL
(@annaas.welt)
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I’m sorry, I just couldn’t
really carry on making
myself so fucking small.
This story marks the end of
fitting into prescribed
spaces and binaries for this
protagonist. The ghost of a
graceful young woman
plagues the narrator in this
lyrical short story. Soft
words, unnecessary
apologies, and self-
minimising behaviours
creep and crawl between
the pages until they are
finally broken down and
erased.

TW public sexual harassment (PSH).

This morning I watched the sunrise from my veranda.
It takes longer here than back home.

The mountains create a jagged border around the
valley basin; they blush pink long before the sun
climbs gracefully over their tops. I watch the progress
of the light as its path illuminates new details from
the mountain face to the riverbed below. Across the
scree slopes and between the mountains, a red
ribbon of poppies flourishes, growing thicker as the
sun climbs higher into the sky. 

My shadow grows smaller as the sun ascends, and I
look behind me to check that it is only my shadow
that moves across the floor. Once upon a time, you
would slip towards me in such a way, drawing closer
and closer until you were indistinguishable from me.
A common shadow you were until I turned around
one day and saw that you were so much more
nefarious. >>



O U R  W O R D S   ourstreetsnow.org/our-words                6

"You’ are not, as the reader might imagine, a controlling ex or an
overbearing parent. I didn’t have a relationship with ‘you’ at all, in
fact, because I didn’t know you were more than my shadow. You
are a part of me and how big a part I am working on discovering

now. I left my home; to find where I stopped, and you began. I
have to say it’s still a work in progress after ten days. Untangling

your words from mine might take a lifetime."
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I paced the platform, dodging between crowded

benches and kids with bikes. I was late and hungry; it

wasn’t a great beginning, but they rarely are

spectacular. I stopped walking and stared at the

screen showing the arrivals. I repeated the names of

the station stops in my head in the hope that this would

pass the time more efficiently.

Someone suddenly walked into me, I felt hands grab

my bum, and I spun around.

“Oh, sorry!” I said to the man who was backing away

now. 

“Ah shit, I’m sorry,” he said, holding his hands up.

He looked distractedly around himself before walking

away along the platform. I shook my head, and my feet

sort of lurched forwards away from the spot, and soon I

was walking swiftly away in the opposite direction.

It was an accident, a voice said in my head. 

It was just a normal accident; you’re okay.

But I was hot, and my heart was in my mouth, and my

mouth was very dry.

I stopped walking and turned to look at my phone.

Shaking inside and out. I could hear my heartbeat

reflected in everything around me.

Why the hell had I said sorry?

I put my phone away and made a decision. Suddenly, I

was walking back down the platform, searching, active

rage building steadily behind every fibre of my being.

“Oi!” I shouted.

      I found it difficult to concentrate on my plan

when I had this beautiful country around me; the

forest, the waterfalls, the poppies. Especially as my

plan required me to stay indoors and write

feverishly in solitude. There were other people here,

too, in this old school house, which had been

converted into flats. I could hear their muffled

conversations and the occasional radio blaring out

the news from above me. I liked the company. Well,

I enjoyed these small sounds of life, not so much the

presence of others.

I haven’t seen them once, the neighbours, who you

would have made me invite round for drinks; a

pleasant evening of getting to know each other,

maybe some games. You would have ensured I

moderated my behaviour around these new people

as I prepared complicated dishes, finger food, and

other good first impressions. An elegant social

reproduction in a lovely dress with minimal makeup.

I would have played my part well, no doubt. I would

have laughed at just the right volume, and you

would have ensured the evening was a social

success.

‘You’ are not, as the reader might imagine, a

controlling ex or an overbearing parent. I didn’t

have a relationship with ‘you’ at all, in fact, because

I didn’t know you were more than my shadow. You

are a part of me and how big a part I am working

on discovering now. I left my home; to find where I

stopped, and you began. I have to say it’s still a

work in progress after ten days. Untangling your

words from mine might take a lifetime.

It all started when your shadowy presence in my life

came into the light. It was late Monday morning,

and I was waiting for the train that would take me

to central London.

>>

>>
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At that moment, the old lady melted away to reveal

your beautiful and terrifying angel form - swept up in

the grey shroud of your wings- you fixed me with your

stern gaze and spoke like I was indeed a child running

on the platform.

“Yes, that is a good question; why are you running on

the platform?” you asked.

I felt my face begin to contract as tears came. I could

not find my voice.

Your presence seemed to have immobilised the

moment, and people seemed to move like they were

stuck in the sand; heavy shapes in the corners of my

eyes. 

You spoke again; 

“What that man did was an accident.”

 “The man apologised, and he didn't hurt you. Did he?” 

“Even if it was on purpose, you can’t do anything about

it anyway. You’ve just got to move on, and next time

you can make sure you sit somewhere out of the way.”

The next moment, the train was at the station, and the

angel had disappeared, and the old lady was tottering

after the rest of the crowd as they crammed into the

doors.

       I had spotted him. I started striding towards

the man. About 20 people looked around as I

dodged past.

I had nearly caught up to him; he was on his phone

laughing at the screen, just past an old lady who I

heard muttering to herself. As I passed the old lady,

a hand gripped my left arm tightly and pulled me

back, so I spun around for a second time.

I was ready to shout, to scream if I had to; it was

too much to handle right now. But it was the old

lady who had caught me. She frowned a deep

frown and, in a creaky voice, said, “You shouldn’t

run on the platform, you stupid girl. You could trip

and fall onto the tracks.”

I was speechless, but my mouth moved to form the

word “Sorry” before I could stop it.

It had been a long time since I had been told off

like a child, but I wasn’t going to let this ruin my

momentum. The man would know my rage -

everyone would know! 

But all my steps came to nothing. Because as the

lady who had gripped my arm and with such

surprising strength spun me around, I had come

face to face with ‘You’. 

>>

>>

book
reccommendation
TITLE  A Room of One’s Own
AUTHOR Virginia Woolf
PUBLISHER Penguin Modern Classics
YEAR 1928
LANGUAGE English
GENRE Extended Essay, Fiction
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I took the poppies’ steady approach in my peripheral

vision as a warning of things to come. Maybe they were

your red-eyed spies pressing towards the house, trying

to see what I was up to and doing with your parts. I

wasn’t particularly worried about you finding out. I was

more concerned about the fact that I was

anthropomorphising flowers, a charming paranoia,

perhaps. 

You would have referred to my fear of being watched

as my feminine intuition, a silly habit of reading

messages that aren’t there. But isn’t that what keeps us

safe? 

At times the red rim around the valley feels like a

second womb that will rebirth me and bring some

colour back. Or simply act as a metaphor for every way

I feel towards you as I work through your dissected

parts. Sometimes I swear I could hear your laughter

and snide remarks about my emotional proliferations. I

would murmur a mantra of sorts when this happened.

To dissipate any doubts creeping towards me.

I’m changing, and my language will change with me.

I’m changing, and my language will change with me.

I’m changing, and my language will change with me!

The separation is becoming easier with every mistake I

make and every failure I celebrate as a win because

perfection was something that was very much your

mandate. But sometimes, I catch a glimpse of myself in

the windows, and I feel scared to fail.

You’re doing great. I tell myself. Look how far you’ve

come already. You are doing what so many others are

afraid to do, and you are doing it alone. You are brave,

courageous, wise, and beautiful. Don’t be like the

others who are afraid. You are more than

       That was the first time I noticed you, or maybe

it was the first time you left my shadow. After a few

weeks of similar encounters, I packed up and

headed for the mountains - I had had enough of

sharing my body with you. 

The anger I had felt on that platform stayed with

me. It fuels my process, which started with a letter

to you. I wrote it the day I arrived. I haven’t sent it. I

read it the next day, and I rewrote it. Niceties and

apologies kept creeping in where I didn’t want

them.

You weren’t going to be torn from me so easily, the

words were too kind, too reasonable, and even my

bitter hatred was polite.

I tore up the letter.

There’s a whole pile of you in the corner in a variety

of sizes. I considered recycling it, maybe burning it.

But then, perhaps I could salvage the part that was

me. So, every morning, after I have watched the

poppies spreading into the valley, I take a piece of

you from the pile, flatten it out, and start my work. 

>>

>>

meet our writer
Tilly began writing short stories to help her
process trauma at the University of
Southampton, where she studied English
Literature. Now, she is working on
completing her debut short story collection,
applying for MA courses in creative writing,
and working as a journalist. Tilly wants to
create awareness through her writing of the
links between sexual harassment, coercion,
violence, and discrimination and what that
means day-to-day for women, girls, non-
binary people, and marginalized folks.



       I spun around; my chair screeched on the

polished floor. I could feel your presence, a soft,

comforting touch of angel wings that left a bitter

taste in my mouth.

You always liked the idea of me being ‘different’

from the rest of womankind. You snatched at any

opportunity to comfort me with ideas of power. I

would not let you in, I promised myself.

At the start of the project, I noticed that I would

work steadily till 4 pm and get about 12 pieces of

you dissected. I would read them back, and like

Penelope, I would undo the words and remove their

stitches, leaving a fresh tangle of words for the

morning. I was stealing from my own cosy-lined

pocket. Each day I took the sweet words, the

passive words, and the words you gave me for

comfort. I devoured them all.

Could you just let me explain how you made me

feel so alone?

I’m sorry, I know you are busy being perfect, but

that is the whole problem. 

I hope it’s okay if we talk about this now. I can’t

write, not how I used to. I can’t think about the past

without bitterness and exhaustion.

I know you’re busy, but would you mind fucking off?

It’s just been on my mind for a while- you fucking

off. 

After a few weeks had passed, I began to grow

restless. So, when I have finished dissecting you at

four o'clock, I run through the forest, sometimes late

into the evening.

I haven’t met anyone else on the dirt paths I take

through the forest. 
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But I have seen signs of others; a footprint or a

disturbed branch and occasionally an impression at the

side of the path where two bodies might have laid

together. Maybe I am sharing these trails with unseen

creatures. Before I return home, I watch the twinkling

lights from the house far off through the trees. 

Your angel's face against my window startled me one

morning. You looked different, your beauty marks had

been reversed, and there were harsh lines where there

had once been sweeping curves. Inky tears streamed

down your face. As you stared through the window, I

realised you were looking at my project, the redacted

pieces of you spread over my desk. You seemed lost.

I ignored your presence. All day, I worked on my

project.

>>

>>

This short story is inspired
by Virginia Woolf’s essay

Killing the Angel in the House,
her writing process, and the
theory of abjection coined

by Julia Kristeva.
 



        As the sun started to make its way towards the

mountains, I made to leave for my run. The poppies

have spread into the valley now. The tree lines are

dug with red. I sensed you were following me. I ran

all the way to the drift of poppies before the sun

was low, and as I climbed towards them, I heard

you panting behind me. You had wings, yet you ran

like any old earth-bound angel. You said nothing.

You just followed, and then we were both standing

in the poppies facing each other.

“Why didn’t you come back?” you asked.

I could see the words I had scrubbed out of my

pages wriggling under your skin like larvae.

‘“Because,” I said, “I don’t want you anymore.”

“Rubbish,” you said with an attempt at a ravishing

smile, “You need me.”

You looked at my ink-stained hands. 
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“You won’t be able to survive this.”

“I don’t want to survive anymore!” I shouted back.

I couldn’t believe that you had followed me here. I was

sure you were a city-dwelling, house-pestering,

eavesdropping kind of angel. But you looked royal

among the poppies, a white blood cell among the red.

You walked towards me, smiling like a mother

comforting a young child who’s run away from home.

Faster than lightning, you caught me by the throat and

hissed.

“Are you even a woman at all?”

You pushed me to the ground and tore my clothes from

me with steely nails. You were as strong as you looked.

You cried as you tried in vain to bend me to your will.

But your hands slipped on my skin like water; there was

nothing for you to hold onto anymore.

You left an impression in the poppies where someone

might have died; you had been erased from the hill.

>>

"I couldn’t believe that you had followed me
here. I was sure you were a city-dwelling,

house-pestering, eavesdropping kind of angel.
But you looked royal among the poppies, a

white blood cell among the red. You walked
towards me, smiling like a mother comforting

a young child who’s run away from home.
Faster than lightning, you caught me by the

throat and hissed."



ARTICLE

Are ContemporaryAre ContemporaryAre Contemporary
Women’sWomen’sWomen’s

MovementsMovementsMovements
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Racism?Racism?Racism?
   

Are Contemporary
Women’s

Movements
Complicit in

Racism?
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Written by BRITTANY HERNÁNDEZ

Illustration by GIB ILLUSTRATED
(@gib.illustrated)

TW oppression, racism, and discrimination.

Our writer discusses the
historical whitewashing of
women’s movements and
how they can be more
inclusive to women of
colour. For example, the second wave of feminist movements

in the US, which advocated for sexual and
reproductive rights and civil liberties, successfully
increased women’s liberation and empowered women
with bodily autonomy.(1) 

Although progress has been made, not all women have
benefited equally from these mainstream movements.
As author Françoise Vèrges explains in her book A
Decolonial Feminism, many modern, mainstream
feminist movements may only “reaffirm a white vision
of the world,” meaning that the needs of minoritised
women, especially women of colour, are excluded
from the discourse.

Women’s movements have seen significant shifts over
the years, both in the groups they represent and the
causes they advocate for. Across the world, they have
advanced women’s rights and empowerment,
increasing female representation in higher education,
politics, corporate industries, and community
leadership positions. As women’s movements
developed, some became more mainstream than
others, particularly those in Europe and the US. 

>>
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 Several present-day women’s movements that aim

to eliminate gender norms and increase female

representation have been whitewashed to adhere

to heteronormative, colonial standards of gender

equality and, therefore, only benefit white women.

Many mainstream women’s movements still lack the

power they could have if they were more inclusive

of women of colour. 

Vèrges states that “if feminism remains based on the

division between women and men (a division that

precedes slavery), but does not analyse how slavery,

colonialism, and imperialism affect this division, nor

how Europe imposes its conception of the division

between women and men on the people it colonises or

how this division creates others—then this feminism is

racist.”(3) >>
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        This ‘feminism' that she refers to is exemplified

in many of the historical and modern forms of

women’s movements that are prevalent today. For

instance, although the women’s suffrage movement

in the US helped codify voting rights for women,

women of colour did not welcome the 19th

Amendment with the same eagerness as their white

counterparts. Many minoritised women of colour,

including African Americans, Asian Americans, and

Native Americans, encountered more obstacles

when attempting to exercise their right to vote,

such as intimidation and violence at the polls.(4) 

The historical development of women’s movements

and activism helps explain why women of colour

are excluded from the dialogue. Vèrges points to

the example of the Women’s Political Council

(WPC), an influential women’s activist group that

advocated for African American women’s civil

rights in the US. Their work was instrumental in

supporting Rosa Parks, an African American rights

activist who stood up against racist social norms

intended to make women of colour inferior to the

white population. Years later, the WPC promoted

and organised the 1963 March on Washington, a

groundbreaking event that called for racial equality

and civil rights. Even though the WPC played a

significant role in organising the march, they

weren’t given much acknowledgement throughout

the event. Other organisers overshadowed them

once it became clear that the event was going to

be a success. Moreover, because the WPC  had

spent much of their time working behind the

scenes, little regard was given to the organisation,

its activist members, or the issues they were

advocating for - especially those relevant to Black

women. 

>> Another more recent example is the Women’s March

that took place in January 2017 in Washington D.C.,

shortly after the inauguration of Donald Trump. It

quickly became one of the biggest women’s

movements in modern history, aiming to combat

Trump’s misogynistic views. However, controversy broke

out when the organisers, who were white women,

attempted to name the march after a 1997 Black-led

march that had initially sought to create more inclusion

and representation for women of colour.(6) This

attempt to pay homage to the 1997 march failed to be

inclusive of women of colour since very few were

involved in the event’s planning and organisation. The

fiasco can also be viewed as an attempt to erase the

historical context of the 1997 movement. In essence,

the ordeal exploited the successes of past movement

and showed how easily women’s movements can

become whitewashed when they fail to engage with

racial and ethnic minoritised communities.

On an international level, some mainstream women’s

movements, such as the pro-choice movement in Latin

America, fail to address the disproportionate effect

these particular issues can have on women of colour.

For instance, in March 2022, government officials in

Guatemala attempted to pass a bill that would have

further criminalised women for getting abortions by

extending their prison sentences. Guatemala’s current

anti-abortion legislation significantly restricts the

sexual and reproductive rights of its women and girls

and instead promotes a pro-life discourse. However,

Indigenous women and girls are often more severely

impacted by these hostile policies because many

already live in poverty and/or are subjected to sexual

violence and abuse.(7) Furthermore, very few have

access to family planning resources and adequate

healthcare if they do become pregnant.(8) >>
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     Increased criminalisation

measures on abortion rights in

Guatemala have the potential to

emphasise the highly

disproportionate consequences

Indigenous women and girls would

inevitably endure if any future similar

restrictions are imposed on them. 

The disregard for women of colour

within women’s movements fails to

tackle the intersectional

discrimination and prejudices that

women of colour face. Studies have

shown that women of colour,

particularly Black women, encounter

violence and discrimination at a

disproportionately higher rate than

their white counterparts.(9) In turn,

whitewashing creates a narrative

that women of colour cannot relate

to since their struggles are assumed

to be the same as the majority.

Therefore, more inclusion in women’s

movements is needed to bring

women together, raise awareness of

the issues women of colour endure

and emphasise why their standards

of feminism matter too. 

As Vèrges notes, “feminism that

fights only for gender equality and

refuses to see how integration leaves

racialised women at the mercy of

brutality, violence, rape, and murder,

is ultimately complicit with it.”(10) 

>>

>>

book
recommendation

TITLE A Decolonial Feminism
AUTHOR Françoise Vergès
PUBLISHER Pluto Press
YEAR 2019
LANGUAGE French; translated by Ashley J.
Bohrer
GENRE Feminism

meet the writer
Brittany is a Salvadoran-American, based
in the UK. She received an M.A. in
Human Rights from the Friedrich-
Alexander Universität Erlangen-
Nürnberg in Germany, and her
background is in migration and women’s
studies. She focuses her research on the
intersection between migrant women’s
sexual and reproductive rights.
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        Thus, women of colour excluded from women’s

movements will not only be ‘Othered’ in the feminist

discourse but also marginalised further since their

voices, struggles, and rights are overlooked. Vèrges

argues that we must do much more than simply

acknowledge the struggles of women of colour. We

must stop setting Western standards of equality

that undermine the aspirations and development of

women from minoritised backgrounds.

The present-day standards of achieving gender

equality have not challenged patriarchal norms as

they pertain to women of colour, primarily because

they do not acknowledge the different levels of

privilege between white women and women of

colour. Instead, they reaffirm Western ideas of

feminism that have historically catered to the needs

of white women without addressing the specific

obstacles and oppressions unique to women of

colour, such as segregation. These contemporary

standards influence modern mainstream women’s

movements, and they are imposed on minoritised

groups as the ‘correct’ form of feminism. This

remains problematic because it doesn’t allow

different groups of women to develop their own

standards of feminism based on their unique

struggles. Rather, it imposes a set of normative

standards derived from patriarchal and colonial

influences, such as white women’s desire to be

equal to their white male counterparts,

encouraging minoritised women to meet those

standards in order to be more ‘equal.’(11) 

With this, Vèrges also asks, “who cleans the world?”

when referring to the minoritised women who laid

the groundwork for modern movements. She notes

that we must “bring the lives of ‘anonymous’ women

back from silence.”(12)

>> She also encourages women’s movements to consider

the women and activists who came before them,

whose stories are often forgotten, overshadowed, or

whitewashed to adhere to preferred norms. Vèrges

implores feminists to tackle the difficult questions of

whether they’ve been complicit in ideas that are

inherently racist and how movements can progress

forward to be more inclusive of varying struggles that

women of colour face. She also encourages women’s

movements and those who participate in them to

consider the historical context for the movement and

the rights being advocated for and to think about the

harmful impact of minimising feminism merely to

gender equality.

Women’s movements can advance and be more

inclusive of women of colour by accepting

responsibility for perpetuating harmful stereotypes that

often separate privileged white women from

minoritised women of colour. Vèrges states that “we

are supposed to believe that since women are victims

of masculine domination, they have no responsibility for

the racist policies deployed.” This belief can only lead

to further exclusion when tackling the broader range of

struggles that all women face.(13) 

Suppose modern movements continue to reduce the

history of women’s movements and erase the

minoritised women who struggled to make such

movements possible. In that case, contemporary

feminist activism may only remain complicit in racism,

discrimination, and exclusion of women of colour.

Therefore, it’s time to acknowledge the past of

women’s movements to create more inclusive

movements soon.
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Our writer explores how
Maya Angelou’s "I Know
Why the Caged Bird Sings"
and Kate Chopin’s The
Awakening demonstrate
modern theories of
empowerment - and
provide a path toward
change.

[…] A bird that stalks
down his narrow cage
can seldom see through
his bars of rage
his wings are clipped and
his feet are tied
so he opens his throat to sing.(1)

Images of birds trapped in cages abound in literature,
perhaps most famously in Maya Angelou’s poem “I
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.” Contrasted with a
"free bird” that “dares to claim the sky,” the caged bird
is angry, expressing its fury by “stalking” around its
prison. Angelou is quick to illustrate that this anger
does not come naturally to the bird. Instead, it was
forced to be angry, to look out at the world through
“bars of rage”, bars not of its own making. Clipped
wings and tied feet add to the bird’s rage and
describe a lack of agency, as well as a life typified by
violence. The sense of violence and desire for control
culminates in the final line of the stanza. The bird
doesn’t simply sing; instead, it “opens its throat to
sing”, giving readers the impression of a wrenching,
deliberate, potentially liberating action. However,
what is true for this bird is true for any caged bird:
whatever ‘freedom’ there is to be had can only be
found within the narrow confines of its cage.

Angelou’s bird sings because it cannot fly and can
barely walk. Because its choices are limited, its actions
are limited, and while it can sing, it still remains
trapped in a cage constructed by forces outside of
itself. The imagery in Angelou’s poem has much in
common with empowerment theories. >>
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  In life, ideas of freedom, choice, and

empowerment are often conflated and then further

obscured by preexisting structural systems;

however, literature has the ability to illustrate,

illuminate, and provide a pathway to

empowerment. Generally, empowerment “seeks to

increase the personal, interpersonal and political

power of oppressed and marginalised populations

for individual and collective transformation”.(2)

Much early empowerment theory draws from Paulo

Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed(3) and Barbara

Bryant Solomon’s Black Empowerment: Social Work

in Oppressed Communities.(4) Freire emphasises

the importance of education and engagement in

empowerment strategies and advocates for school

curriculums that address “the social and cultural

barriers of discrimination” faced by marginalised

people, “which are the reality of their lives”.(5)

Solomon’s work focuses on utilising empowerment

strategies in social work in the U.S. and

“acknowledges the powerlessness of African

Americans and focuses on increasing their

intrapersonal, interpersonal, economic, and political

power as a means of increasing their capacity to

influence decisions that affect their lives”.(6) 

What is critical to any interpretation of empowerment

theory is the idea that individual transformation is not

enough. Like Angelou’s bird, an individual’s ability to

act or become is only as successful as their surrounding

society or culture will allow.

Researcher and contemporary empowerment theorist

Serene Khader draws distinctions between individual

and group/social empowerment, stating, “being able

to question the norm is not the same thing as being

able to change the social context where it is rational to

comply”. Khader illustrates her point with an example

about labour and maintains, “individual women have

little to no control over prevailing norms about women’s

work, so a woman is often right not to perceive

changing these norms as within the scope of what she

can accomplish”.(7) Overall, Khader differentiates

between having the desire to change something, the

ability to change something, and the availability of

realistically alternative choices. Having undesirable

choices within a group or societal setting can

ultimately limit individual empowerment.

>>

>>

book
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       A literary parallel to this point is

Kate Chopin’s The Awakening.

Published in 1899 and set primarily

in New Orleans, Chopin’s novella is

an early feminist work that depicts

protagonist Edna Pontellier

struggling with societal norms of

motherhood, sexuality, and what it

means to be a woman. Similarly to

Angelou’s poem, the first line of The

Awakening begins with a

description of a parrot in a cage

that could “speak a little Spanish”

but also “a language which nobody

understood”.(8) Edna’s husband,

Léonce Pontellier, who is trying to

read a newspaper while the bird

speaks, is instantly annoyed and

gets up “with an expression and

exclamation of disgust”.(9)

Léonce’s response to the bird, as

well as the inability of anyone to

understand it, foreshadows Edna’s

experiences in the novella. Léonce

cannot communicate meaningfully

with his wife. Where she once

“fancied there was a sympathy of

thought and taste between them

[…] she was mistaken”.(10)

Chopin further illustrates Edna’s inability to be fully understood by

presenting her protagonist’s primary friendships. One is with Adèle

Ratignolle, the ideal Victorian wife and mother. The other is with

Mademoiselle Reisz, an older pianist who lives a free but solitary life

consumed by her art. Each woman offers only an extreme, either/or way

of existence, and neither represents a life Edna would like to lead. Adèle

and Mademoiselle Reisz, in short, are seemingly the only options society

offers for women - and both are undesirable choices for Edna.

As the novella progresses, Edna experiences an epiphany where she “was

beginning to realize her position in the universe as a human being, and to

recognize her relations as an individual to the world within and about

her”. Unfortunately, “the light that was beginning to dawn dimly within

her” simultaneously “showed” the way while “forbidding it”.(11) 

>>

>>
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       In other words, just as Edna is beginning to

discover her Self, she gradually realises there is not

a place for that Self in society. As illustrated by

Chopin, her options are the ideal wife and mother

or the lonely spinster. After her epiphany, Edna is

newly born, and Chopin describes her as a young

child “who […] walks for the first time alone, boldly

and with over-confidence”. Edna feels “as if some

power of significant import had been given her

soul” and begins to swim far out into the ocean as

an expression of the sensations and desires she

cannot fully put a name to, knowing only that “she

wanted to swim far out, where no woman had

swum before”.(12) 

Eventually, Edna returns to the beach where her

story began and sees “a bird with a broken wing […]

beating the air, reeling, fluttering, circling disabled

down, down to the water”.(13) Unlike the caged

parrot at the beginning of the story, this bird is free;

however, it is unable to survive. Soon after

witnessing the bird plummet to its death in the

ocean, Edna again wanders out into the sea. As she

swims farther and farther from the shore, in an echo

of her earlier actions and as an expression of her

desire to be free, her five senses are alert, and

memories of her life flash before her. The imagery

Chopin uses invokes both rebirth and death. The

sea is “foamy”, “sensuous”, and “enfold[s] the body

in its soft, close embrace”, but it is also “chill” and

induces “terror”. Edna herself is “naked in the open

air” for “the first time in her life” and enters the

water with a raw purity, feeling “like some new-

born creature, opening its eyes in a familiar world

that it had never known”.(14) Ultimately, despite

Edna’s rebirth, she drowns. She has reclaimed her

Self, but there is no place for that Self in society.

Chopin’s and Angelou’s works illustrate the frustrations

inherent in ideas of empowerment - namely that

societal constructs often constrict individual freedom,

fulfilment, and choice. It is not enough for an individual

to find their voice, act on a desire, make a choice, or

even believe they have control over their own lives. As

Khader argues, it is disempowering to have “one’s

desires shaped by injustices, like those imposed by

race, gender, ability, and class”.(15) In other words, like

Chopin’s Edna, one must attempt to identify wants,

desires, or goals that are truly representative of

themselves rather than in response to systems of

inequity or disempowerment.

However, even if such goals or desires are identified,

being able to achieve them remains a challenge. As

philosopher Sally Haslanger argues, “We are

constrained in many ways in acting: physically,

psychologically, and socially. The constraint is social

[...] when we occupy places in a structure, and the

relations in a structure are relatively rigid”. Much as

Angelou’s caged bird and Chopin’s Edna came to

realise, “The materials and meanings that together

make up [their] social world are not alterable simply by

[...] thinking or intending otherwise, or by [...] individual

action alone”.(16)

Instead of striving only for individual empowerment,

then, one must work towards group empowerment, and

group empowerment must be accompanied by

changes to “external conditions and unjust structures”.

(17) Raising consciousness about existing inequities,

identifying gendering practises and structural systems,

and providing education as to what choices or

alternatives exist both within and without a system can

help lead to greater awareness of “internalized

oppressive beliefs”(18) as well as to a collective “call

for an explanation of the existence and shape of the

[disempowering] structure”.(19)

>>

>>
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          Literature, then, becomes an invaluable

tool for achieving empowerment. It has the

potential to raise consciousness, identify

various - and potentially harmful - structural

systems, provide education and give a voice

to marginalised, underrepresented, and

disempowered groups. Both modern and

historical literature can help create a record

by tracing what’s changed and what still

needs to be changed, as well as identifying

what’s been accomplished and what

disempowering structures are still in place.

For structural inequities to end, the

empowered and disempowered alike must be

able to imagine a world of “things unknown”

where the caged bird is joined in its song of

freedom by a chorus of external voices.

"Raising consciousness about existing inequities,
identifying gendering practises and structural

systems, and providing education as to what choices
or alternatives exist both within and without a system

can help lead to greater awareness of “internalized
oppressive beliefs” as well as to a collective “call for

an explanation of the existence and shape of the
[disempowering] structure.” 
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TW sexual violence, sexual assault,
police violence and femicide. 

Butler’s constructive framing of mourning is particularly
relevant when examining women, gender, and
minoritised political movements and public
assemblies. To refrain from repeating Butler’s literature
on the AIDS crisis and women’s strikes, I will instead
focus on the Sarah Everard Vigil held on Clapham
Common (in the UK) to frame the importance of their
thesis. A vigil was held on Clapham Common on the
13th of March 2021, following Everard's abduction,
rape, and murder by police officer Wayne Couzens
earlier that month. The term ‘gender-based violence’
weaves together the violent presence of the police
during the vigil, the violence enacted against Sarah,
and the central message of resistance demonstrated
by the collective at the vigil. Therefore, I will outline
the specificities of gender-based violence and how
this interacts with Butler’s argument for the power of
mourning. Following this, I will examine the productive
and transformative effect of loss and mourning as
postulated by Butler. Finally, I will apply their work to
the vigils held for Everard and Sabina Nessa.

As a society, we understand mourning in basic terms
as experiencing the loss of someone. Loss itself
constructs a ‘we;’ we have all experienced or will
experience it. The experience of loss produces a sense
of connection and community. >>

In what ways can Butler’s
work transform the way we
understand collective
mourning? In the wake of the
murder of Sarah Everard and
Sabina Nessa, Butler’s work
gives political power to grief
and emotionality.

Judith Butler is a prominent contemporary political
philosopher and gender studies academic. Their
oeuvre contributed to the revitalisation of Queer
Theory in the 1990s after the publication of their thesis,
Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
Identity.(1) Butler’s work is threaded together by their
analysis of mourning and their presentation of
vulnerability. Throughout their work, Butler argues for
the productive characteristic of mourning, which can
be used as an analytical tool to explore contemporary
models of activism. Emphasising the productive and
transformative conditions of grief and mourning gives
power to emotionality, forcing us to question what
constitutes activism.
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"Gender is not
passively received,

nor is it an
unconstrained

choice; it is a process
of always “becoming”

through the
performance of

gendered cultural
signs."
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    Butler claims that through loss, we can

understand ourselves as socially constituted beings.

(2) This is because the experience of loss

demonstrates our attachments and connections to

one another in society. When we experience the

loss of someone, we become aware that we have

also lost that attachment to the person and,

subsequently, that part of ourselves. Hence, loss

illustrates our interpersonal natures and,

consequently, our vulnerability; whilst we are

attached to others, we are also at risk of losing

those relations.(3) It is evident that loss is already a

metamorphic and generative force. Loss produces

the idea of interconnectedness and, thus, can often

lead to the construction of a community. However,

Butler goes further with this analysis through their

understanding of vulnerability.

We are, of course, mortal bodies, and as much as

our bodies ‘belong’ to us, they also belong to the

public dimension.(4) The public realm exposes us to

the risk of violence in a material and psychological

sense. We are vulnerable to material threats, such

as verbal and physical harassment. For instance,

“globally 81,000 women and girls were killed in

2020.”(5) Moreover, a recent survey from UN

Women UK reports that among women aged 18-24,

97 per cent said they had been sexually harassed,

while 80 per cent of women of all ages said they

had experienced sexual harassment in public

spaces. These examples of the ubiquitous nature of

gendered violence are only a glimpse into the

global epidemic which permeates society.

Violence presents itself as psychosocial violence

through the constitution of the self via modes of

interpellation and the gaze of others.(7) As lamented

by Simone De Beauvoir, “one is not born, but rather

becomes a woman.”(8) Gender is not passively

received, nor is it an unconstrained choice; it is a

process of always “becoming” through the

performance of gendered cultural signs.(9) Gender

identity is constrained by social and historical taboos,

conventions and laws.(10) Similarly, sexual minoritised

groups are perceived and governed through the

homogenised lens of sexual identity, often leaving

those on the fringes more vulnerable to threats of

pathologisation and various forms of violence. It is only

through the mediation of another that one can

constitute an individual as an Other.(11) The constitution

of the self is always reliant on the perception of others

as well as socially constructed normative standards of

identity. The body is named and classified as gendered

and racialised identities and is institutionally governed

by historically entrenched gendered and racialised

norms. 

Material and symbolic violence interact with one

another. For example, “those who do not live their

gender in intelligible ways are at heightened risk for

harassment and pathologization.”(12) Butler claims that

women and sexual minoritised people “are, as a

community, subjected to violence, exposed to its

possibility, if not it’s realization.”(13) Violence is a

performative act of inequality; it is shaped by and

structures social orders and serves to maintain

inequality.(14)
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       Acts of violence themselves demonstrate the

unequal social distribution of “who does what to

whom.”(15) Racial, gendered, sexuality, and

(dis)ability-based normative structures are at play

here. For instance, specific racial norms that put

Black people at a heightened risk of police

brutality.(16) Violence against women is indicative

of specific gender-based power inequalities on a

global scale. Violence against disabled people is

indicative of ableist power inequalities and so on.

Hence, when violence is enacted upon a

marginalised person, the violent act cannot

transcend the socio-political power rooted in the

act itself.

As mentioned, women and those belonging to

minoritised groups are subjected to the realisation

and threat of violence at a disproportionate level,

and this violence often leads to loss. It is this

heightened risk of loss which holds specific

mobilising qualities for the socially precarious.

Whilst everyone will experience loss, marginalised

people will endure greater losses in their lifetime

because of their socio-political positioning in

society. The unequal exposure to death and dying

characterises subjugated people in society, those

living uncertain and unprotected lives, often as a

result of systemic racism or forms of calculated

abandonment.(17) Butler links the unbalanced

distribution of the exposure to death and dying to

the questions: “which humans count as human?”;

“What racist norms, for instance, operate to

distinguish among those who can be recognised as

human and those who cannot?”(18) Butler’s

exploration into the construction of human lives

brings into question the ability to grieve; who is

made grievable on the basis of whose lives are

made liveable. If a life is socially constituted as less

than human or less liveable, their deaths will also

be constructed as ungrievable.
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>> Threading together Butler’s claim that loss reveals our

interconnectedness and vulnerability with their

argument that minoritised people are socially

precarious shows the synthesis of their work; the

political possibilities of mourning. When we experience

grief, we acknowledge the loss of our connection to

that person and the part of ourselves which was

constituted through them. We become aware of the

facet of the ‘I’ that belonged to them. Therefore,

mourning is underpinned by the process of recognising

ourselves in the ‘other,’ which constructs a sense of a

political community. As an emotion, grief can help build

empathy through learning about the pain of the

unfamiliar other.(19) At a more micro level, death

reminds us that our lives are a series of social

entanglements.(20) This is evident in contemporary

examples of collective mourning triggered by the death

of someone from a marginalised group in society. For

instance, the murder of Everard constitutes an act of

violence against women, and the collective mourning

which was mobilised by her death exposes its

productive and performative qualities, as outlined by

Butler. When the loss of a woman is grieved, a

community is realised, and the socio-political power

structures which perpetuate violence against women

are challenged. 

The act of mourning provokes specific ethical-political

responses in Butler’s work.(21) Butler rejects the

mainstream view of grief as privatising and

depoliticising.(22) In doing so, they present grief as a

productive force in the realisation and organisation of

a political community.(23) For Butler, mourning

functions as an effective means of mobilising

resistance against discursive and material-operating

powers.(24) Such powers relate to the process of

subject-making within institutions when the body,

space, objects and practices intertwine.(25) >>



       For example, the disciplining of gender within

the workplace; gender-specific uniforms, wage

disparities, and the demonisation of ‘feminine’

characteristics and bodily functions in the

workplace all constitute a specific gendered

subject.(26) For Butler, loss becomes a productive

condition for a political community.(27) Their

reframing of mourning as productive rejects a

passive notion of the emotionality of grief. The

emotional effect of loss can be conceived of as

constructive rather than debilitating. For example,

mourning the loss of women to gender-based

violence constructs a sense of solidarity and

community. This collective sense of loss constitutes

social, political, and aesthetic relations, overcoming

a purely psychological or psychoanalytic discourse.

(28) 

The continued social movement after the vigil held

for Everard demonstrates how community realised

through collective mourning affects feminist

activism. Andrea Simon, the executive chief of the

End of Violence Against Women Coalition, claimed

that since the vigil, we have seen an increased

focus on men’s violence towards women.(29) Social

media platforms such as Twitter and Instagram saw

an abundance of tweets, re-tweets, and posts

revolving around the murder of Everard as well as

gender-based violence in the UK.(30) The vigil for

Everard “opened the floodgates of repressed rage

at the pervasiveness of violence against

women.”(31) 

At the same time, the vigil sparked a bifurcated

online movement, simultaneously critiquing systemic

violence against women and the power police have

over our right to protest. 
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         During the pandemic, our rights to protest

and publicly grieve were restricted. In the run-up to

the vigil, the Metropolitan Police had initially

allowed but then refused to give the organisers of

the vigil a permit.(32) The prohibition of public

assembly in the wake of the murder and rape of

Everard by Couzens, a police officer at the time of

his arrest, illustrates the insidious and entangled

nature of police power and violence against

women. Moreover, their aggressive presence at the

vigil has been highlighted and criticised by the

event's organisers and attendees. A year after the

vigil, the four founders of Reclaim The Streets won

their court case against the Metropolitan Police for

their violent and aggressive handling of the event.

(33) During the vigil, “police trampled flowers and

candles laid out in tribute to Everard and tried to

silence women speaking out in her memory.”(34)

The Metropolitan Police's denial of the right to

mourn further politicises the public assembly. The

gathered mourners resisted the prohibition of

mourning, and by doing so, they were enacting

their right to a liveable life and demanded that

Everard be made grievable.

The public vigil for Everard highlights the productive

and transformative conditions of loss and mourning.

People from different socio-economic backgrounds

came together in solidarity to pay tribute to

Everard by lighting candles, laying down flowers

and speaking in her memory.(35) The vigil held at

Clapham Common illustrates Butler’s claim for the

possibility of mobilising resistance through the

experience of loss and mourning. Butler’s

productive framing of mourning and loss allows us

to reclaim power in grief. Their focus on

emotionality gives us the tools to deconstruct and

reorganise the very meaning of activism in a way

that isn’t constrained to its mainstream conception.
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>> Whilst grief and mourning have successfully led to

activism, we must be critical of how and when

collective mourning is mobilised and which lives are

made grievable. Everard’s death as a woman signifies

the death of a minoritised person. Still, it is essential to

acknowledge how her life as a white, middle-class

woman exists within the paradigms of normative

standards of grievability. Butler asks, “whose lives are

grievable, and whose are not?”(36) This question

relates to evaluating whose lives are protected, cared

for and sheltered in society, which unearths a

racialised biopolitics. Black people have been killed

and let die at a disproportionate rate throughout

history. “The dying began centuries ago when human

cargo fuelled empire building through the slave

trade.”(37) Ruth Wilson Gilmore defines racism as “the

state-sanctioned and/or extra-legal production and

exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerabilities to

premature death.”(38) The existence of racism and

racialised norms exposes Black people to a heightened

risk of death, undermining their grievability in society.

When someone feels unprotected and uncared for, as

if their lives are unlivable, they will tend to feel as

though their lives would not be grieved.

Therefore, mourning the lives of those not deemed

liveable has an inherent rebellious nature.(39) Public

assemblies of mourning disrupt the normative

organisation of whose lives are grievable, and worth

living. For systematically oppressed groups, “grieving is

a politically necessary act.”(40) We have seen

mobilisation and community-making through the grief

of Black people in the wake of George Floyd and

Breonna Taylor, and the resurgence of the

#BlackLivesMatter movement.(41) However, a persistent

disconnect between feminist and anti-racist grief-

based activism prevails. Just a few months after the

murder of Everard was the murder of Sabina Nessa,

and vigils were held for her in London, Bristol and

Brighton.(42) >>



         The vigils held for Nessa were on a smaller

scale than those for Everard, alluding to the

systemic racism ubiquitous in the organisation of

grief and mourning in activism. There is evidently

more work to be done to create a more

intersectional approach to feminist movements and

collective mourning. There is political power in

mourning, but we must remain critical of who we

are mourning for and whether or not our grief is

revolutionary. 

Reframing collective mourning as a productive and

transformative mode of activism allows us to

reclaim moments of grief as acts of resistance.

Butler’s work on mourning gives power to grief, loss

and emotionality in a world that labels these things

weak or passive. Accepting the power of collective

mourning allows us to provide political significance

to forms of activism which have historically been

belittled or depoliticised. Feminist solidarity

emerges from the capacity to affect and be

affected through care, compassion, and empathy

for others.(43) Grief as an effective negative

emotion holds specific political power for the

organisation of feminist movements. Through a

specifically anti-racist and intersectional approach,

we can utilise grief as a tool to expand our

empathy for those who are denied grieveability by

overarching socio-political power structures. Butler

reminds us that our tears are revolutionary. In doing

so, they allow us to imagine different ways of

organising resistance that honours the sensibility of

activism.
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The rise in eating disorders
and the collective obsession
with bodily perfection do not
allow for a separation
between bodies and minds.
By reframing how we
perceive the body, can we
use this connection for
good?

TW eating disorders.

Tsitsi Dangarembga’s 1988 novel, Nervous

Conditions, depicts a strained and layered

relationship with the body. This is primarily

exemplified through the protagonist’s cousin,

Nyasha, who develops an eating disorder, in the

form of both anorexia and bulimia, that worsens

throughout the novel. As Nyasha reads and learns

voraciously while also starving herself, she

prioritises the mind while neglecting the body,

suggesting that through cultivating the former

without nourishing the latter, she attempts to

separate the two. However, as Nyasha starves

herself to an alarming extent and is incapable of

articulating her thoughts rationally, it becomes

evident that a total separation of the two is

impossible. Evoking Simone de Beauvoir’s words:

“to be present in the world implies strictly that

there exists a body which is at once a material

thing in the world and a point of view towards the

world.”(1) If Nyasha’s body is also the locus of her

perspective of being-in-the-world, then her

starving body automatically assumes a distorted

and shrinking relationship with the world.

Nyasha’s eating disorder reflects more than merely

the vanity of a young woman – which is how eating

disorders are often wrongly perceived – and has

been interpreted as her bodily and psychological

response to the oppressive systems she lives in. As

Muzna Rahman points out in Bodily Secrets,

"Nyasha’s war with the patriarchal and colonial

systems is fought on the turf of her own body, both

because it is the scene of enactment of these

systems and because it is the only site of resistance

available."(2) Entangled in the patriarchal and

colonial structures of 1960s Rhodesia (now

Zimbabwe), Nyasha feels helpless to incite real

change in the world. >>

THE TOXICITIES
OF

(DIS)EMBODIMENT
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While this implies that the cyberspace is a

revolutionary space where we’re finally free from

our bodies, I would argue that technological

advancements, instead of freeing us from our

bodies, made us even more preoccupied with them,

as the disembodiment of the virtual space created

an opening for bodies being perceived as mere

objects to be looked at, inspected, dehumanised. 

An example of this can be found in Walter

Benjamin’s analysis of the camera and its effects on

us: "the act of reaching for a lighter or a spoon is

familiar routine, yet we hardly know what really

goes on between hand and metal, not to mention

how this fluctuates with our moods. Here the

camera intervenes with the resources of its

lowerings and liftings, its interruptions and

isolations, its extensions and accelerations, its

enlargements and reductions. The camera

introduces us to unconscious optics as does

psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses."(5) 

Unlike Barlow, Benjamin explicitly connects

technology with the body, suggesting that the

presence of a camera, with its ability to inspect

bodies in great detail, makes us more aware of our

embodiment as it records and immortalises it.

   Instead, she destroys herself from within,

suggesting that, as artists tend to do, she is simply

reflecting on how the world presents itself to her:

damaged and dying. And she’s doing it through her

body because she knows the body and the outside

world are inextricably linked.

Can this, or any other form of self-harm, be a way

of rebelling against oppressive structures, or is it

only a sign of resignation to the world around us?

Suppose one reads Nyasha’s disorder as a reaction

to the world around her. In that case, this suggests

that eating disorders and hatred of one’s body are

a sign of our inability to escape the world -

implying that, on a visceral level, we cannot retreat

from it. The fact that eating disorders are now

continuously on the rise, alongside global issues

such as climate change and the COVID pandemic,

highlights the link between the two: our body is

always there, reminding us of the impossibility of its

ideal, while the world is always there reminding us

of our powerlessness in the face of its issues.(3) An

eating disorder, then, becomes both a retreat - a

fixation on the single body of ours to the point of

total escapism from the world – and a reaction in

solidarity with the damaged world.

In the contemporary landscape, I believe a subtle

yet significant point of contact between the mind

and the body is the internet itself. In his 1996 A

Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace,

John Perry Barlow wrote about a virtual utopia:

“cyberspace consists of transactions, relationships,

and thought itself, arrayed like a standing wave in

the web of our communications. Ours is a world

that is both everywhere and nowhere, but it is not

where bodies live.”(4) 
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        I believe this corresponds to the contemporary

cyberspace of social media, where bodies are

continuously displayed. Living bodies produce

knowledge and meaning in the world. For instance,

on sites such as Instagram, bodies do not exist

primarily for movement and functioning anymore,

they are for dissecting and picking into parts, which

can often turn into bullying. What is bullying, if not

separating someone from the group and ostracising

them? And what is body-bullying if not isolating

body parts – for example, through a camera - and

victimising them, deeming the body isolated, lonely

and helpless? Thus, while the cyberspace might

give us an illusion of disembodiment, all it does, in

the long run, is change the way we define the

meaning of the body. Instead of being an organism

in continuous motion, it becomes a set of static

parts to be continuously inspected and performed.

This, then, inevitably correlates with the rise of

eating disorders; the need to curate a perfect body

corresponds to the pressures of the camera always

looming above.

If escaping the panopticon of virtual space is

impossible, how can we ever love our bodies in

their fragmentation and mode of (self-)inspection,

when they run the risk of becoming nothing more

than lifeless objects to be displayed, anonymised

and judged? Isn’t the whole programming of

cameras and social media designed for bullying?

As Nyasha’s story suggests, the body and the world

are always interlinked, and as Beauvoir points out,

the body is both a material entity and a mode of

being. However, I believe the interconnectedness of

bodies, minds, and the world can be used not just

as a site of toxicity and disorder, but also as a site

of self-determination. 
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        The fragmentation implies that the body is

always in transit, in motion, something that cannot

be fully controlled, contained, gazed at - and

through our obsessive patterns of inspection of it,

we might learn how to perceive the body in

alternative ways. With its powers to reveal, we

need not stop displaying or diagnosing the

damaged nervous body; instead, we should focus

on its lived experience. Through this, we can move

away from how the body looks and prioritise how it

feels and how it is impacted by the patriarchal,

sexist, racist and ableist structures that so often

define, police and limit it.
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"we need not stop
displaying or diagnosing

the damaged nervous body;
instead, we should focus on

its lived experience.
Through this, we can move

away from how the body
looks and prioritise how it

feels and how it is impacted
by the patriarchal, sexist,

racist and ableist
structures that so often

define, police and limit it."
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What if I said nothing?
If I dipped bristles
in the precious blood of the burnt and wounded
and dragged crimson across poster board
pinned it in the sky among the sea of begging numbers -
would you listen?

Because a voice is not a sound. 
It’s taking the world in our hands 
shaking it by the shoulders 
begging through shuddered breath
please
I know it might feel funny 
but sometimes you’ve got to turn clockwise 
to see the cosmos as new.
The universe is space
room
possibility
and who are we to deny anyone that?

It’s forcing people to a halt 
so they can’t drown their sorrows in the noise.
It’s permission:
be pissed off.
Anger is activation.

But most importantly  
a voice is a whole damn being
with the ability to hear 
and sometimes even listen.
We learn from the words of the quiet 
and root in the stories of the fallen

the fire sparks
and beautiful poppies grow.
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Stuck back in her
hometown to care for her
ailing parents while
working an unfulfilling job
in a mining company, Sarah
had to put up with constant
protests against the
company, which she
thought to have nothing to
do with. However, a fated
meeting with the protest
leader revealed a truth
that might change Sarah's
views.

Written by HEPI ANESTI

SHORT STORY

Illustration by  BEA STRANGO
(@bea_strango)

The Breath
of Life

Here the sun rises too early. With my head pounding

from lack of sleep, I stepped out of my rundown house

onto a dirt road full of metre-wide potholes. There

used to be an open cast mine less than a mile away

from here, and the road got its marks from the heavy

traffic of trucks. Now, what was left was a vast, deep

pool of greyish mud, with makeshift bamboo fences

around to keep children away. And, of course, the

mining company wouldn’t spend even a penny on

repairing the road if it didn't add to the profits in their

ledgers. Not that I cared. The potholes didn’t affect me

in any way. I couldn't afford something even as small as

a motorcycle; I barely had enough to go by between

our family expenses and my parents’ ever-growing

need for medicine.

I sat down on my chair, and my workday began again.

Manning the lousy front desk of a supposedly big

mining company, accompanied by continued catcalling

by the mine workers and deafening statics from the

protesters, all of them seemed to have nothing better

to do. On the other hand, I had a pile of documents to

copy. My boss insisted that they must be finished within

an hour, which I could have done if I hadn't had to deal

with a particular distraction every day. >>
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        “Excuse me,” said a woman standing in front

of my desk. Her voice rang with pride and

confidence; I was almost glad to hear it again

today.

“Is the head of the company in today?” she asked,

just like yesterday. And the day before. And the

days before that.

"Sorry,” I said, “the director is very busy today".

"Is that so?" She knew that I was lying.

"Why don't I take your name and contact

information so I can arrange an appointment when

the director's schedule opens up?" I lied again.

"It's fine." She was aware that her name and number

filled the first entry of the guest book every day for the

last month. Quite expectedly, no appointment had ever

been arranged.

"Would you please give him this proposal instead? It

has my information in it", she said as she handed me a

document with a blue cover.

"Will do, Ma'am."

She thanked me and left. The moment she walked out

of the door, I placed the document in the bottom

drawer, on top of a dozen of its copies from the days

before. I actually had seen her several times outside

the office. 

>>

>>
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I noticed a light flickered outside a small pharmacy, the

only one around here that didn’t involve a half-hour

drive. I suddenly remembered that we were running out

of medication back home, so I stopped by.

"Excuse me," I said to a middle-aged lady behind the

counter, "Two inhalers, please."

Just then, the store's door opened, and a woman came

in, the same one who had been coming to the office.

Seeing her, I instantly threw my gaze to the floor,

hoping she wouldn't notice my presence inside that

three-by-four-meter square room.

"Ma'am, do you have any vitamin E?" said the confident

voice in a friendly tone.

"You’re running out already?” the clerk sighed.

“Well, you know the number of people showing health

problems only grows by the day. We’re only doing what

we can to help them.”

“I guess you’re right. However, we only have this brand

right now," the clerk placed a small orange box on the

counter.

She examined the box and then put it back down, "It's

fine. Can I have two dozen boxes?"

"Well, okay, but wait for a second; they're in the back,"

then the clerk turned to me, "The inhalers are in the

back too, so please wait."

The clerk left the two of us in silence. She must have

been gone for less than a minute, but it definitely felt

longer. I couldn't resist the temptation to take a peek

at this woman beside me. On closer inspection, she

must've been just a few years older than me. 

        She had come from the capital to run some

nonprofit law firm a few blocks from my house. She

had been visiting the office every day since a new

mining project had been approved, and she was

protesting against that. I couldn't wrap my head

around why she did all that. It was evident she was

smart and educated. She could probably have

been very successful if she had stayed in the city.

Why would someone like her just move into this far-

flung town with no opportunities?

"Sarah, the documents?" my boss' voice interrupted

my thoughts.

"Still on it, sir."

"Move faster, will you?" he said again. It hadn't

even been thirty minutes. "When you're done,

prepare the meeting room and some tea for today's

meeting."

"Will do, Sir", I said to a closed door. Not an entirely

unusual thing, to be honest.

By the end of the day, I was exhausted, despite not

having done any physically taxing work. I again

dragged my feet along the uneven dirt road,

thinking about how I ended up in this situation. This

place was my hometown, filled with my childhood

memories. But somehow, along the way, what once

was a bright place, full of joy, had turned into some

dull, dry mining town. The fresh air had slowly been

clouded with truck emissions and parched dust. I

had been ready to escape this town once I finished

high school, and I actually did. I went to a State

university in the capital, busting my ass until I got

some promising job offers even before graduating.

So, how was it that I ended up back at this barren

place? 

>>
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The clerk finally came back with the goods. I took my

things and left the money on the counter. I wanted to

get out of there quickly.

"Hey, wait," the woman actually chased me to the door.

Reluctantly I turned around. "Here, there's a good

doctor running a free practice about two hours drive

away; you should pay her a visit. For your parents, I

mean." She handed me a white business card before

going back to continue her shopping.

I didn't even think of saying thank you. I just shoved the

card inside the plastic bag with the inhalers and

scurried home.

"Sarah, what's this?" my mom asked when she found

the business card. "You know your dad, and I don't

want to go to a doctor."

Here we go again.

        She wore a plain business shirt and black

trousers. Her hair was tied up neatly in a ponytail.

She didn't wear any jewellery. Her nails were short

and clean. But what was more arresting was her

aura. She carried herself with such self-regard as if

she was entirely confident of every single move she

made. She probably was. I must've been staring

because she directed her eyes to me soon after. I

looked away, wishing for the clerk to return quickly.

"You're getting inhalers?" Her sudden question

almost made me jump.

"Uh, me?"

"For yourself?"

"Umm, no, for my parents."

"They have trouble breathing?"

"Sometimes."

"Have they been like that for long?"

"What do you mean?" I wasn't sure why she

suddenly came at me with these questions.

"Did they also suffer that when you were little?"

"Not really. It started fairly recently."

"I see,” then a short pause. “Did your boss ever read

the document I left?"

"Huh? Well-"

"Of course," she rolled her eyes. "If you haven't

thrown those away, I suggest you read a copy."

>>
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Still, all were enveloped by murmurs, passed from the

centre of whatever that was towards the outer layer of

people that only grew in numbers. I had to see it.

I made my way through the mass of people, elbowed

some and got elbowed myself until I found my way

close enough to the centre. It was a protest, but

nothing like the usual ones. In the centre of that circle,

barricaded with stacks of truck tires, were several

people covered from head to toe with the grey mud

which everyone in town knew so well. These people

were holding banners, protesting against the growing

numbers of open cast mines in town, stating how

dangerous they were. That wasn't what made this

protest differently. What attracted their intense

attention was the fact that under that layer of mud,

those people were barely clothed. The men were in

their trunks, the women in their underwear. You couldn't

see anything because of the mud, but it was still a

statement. Though not many people caught the main

point.

"Look at that one holding a red banner; how plump!"

said one male worker, making me want to vomit.

"Nah, I prefer the one beside her," said another one

before blowing a sickening whistle at the woman.

I couldn't take it and was trying to make my way out

when my eyes met quite familiar ones. Her gaze under

that grey mud was still sharp and clear. She waved a

blue document in her hand at me. I didn't say anything;

I just left. Strangely enough, all the commotion that

morning left me with less work than usual. The bosses

didn't even come to the office, knowing there was a

protest. The police tried to send the protesters away,

but apparently, that didn't work. The protest continued

until after lunchtime, with the police helping to prevent

a crowd from forming again.

        "Doctors?" my dad jumped in, "Yeah, they're

just trying to take our money!"

"You know that's not true, Dad," I said for the

thousandth time.

"Yeah? What about old Rudy next door? He had to

sell his house and land when he got sick. He's still

as sick now, but the only difference is that he's poor

and in debt."

"I'm pretty sure that's not the doctor's fault. Besides,

this doctor is said to run a free practice."

"There's no such thing as free practice!" my dad

insisted.

"Look, you're going to have to go to a doctor at

some point, okay? Your breathing isn't getting any

better. Will you do me a favour and go for a visit?” I

pleaded. “Just once?"

"I don't know about that,” my dad said. He was

stubborn, and I’d inherited that. My mom was

aware of this, and she knew there was no way for

this exchange to end peacefully.

"Let's talk about it tomorrow, all right?" she said.

The next morning I went off to work with the

familiar headache resulting from the usual lack of

sleep. It happened so often I wondered why my

body hadn't adjusted to it yet. Approaching my

office building, I saw a big group of people

gathering just outside the gate. Neither workers nor

passersby could resist the urge to stop and check

what was going on. I could hear occasional shouts,

cheers and boos, megaphone static, and several

whistles that I really despised. 

>>
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"How is that possible? They don’t even smoke!"

"It’s quite a common condition here. More than it

should be, unfortunately."

“Here?”

"Look, I'll give you a referral for further testing. The

hospital is about half an hour away. It's best if you take

your parents there right after. We can discuss more

about their conditions after we have the results."

"You said chronic, but is it... curable?"

She bit her lip, "If the lungs are damaged, then there's

no way to undo it."

I fell silent. My vision felt shaky.

"It's not curable but treatable,” the doctor said. I could

feel the kindness in her voice. “Meaning: with proper

management, the symptoms can be controlled, and

other health risks can be avoided."

"And how is that supposed to be done?"

She looked at me for a second, her eyebrows raised

and then continued to write her referral in silence.

The next morning, I trod the dirt road again. My head

was still filled with what the doctor had said the other

day. I didn't really want to take myself to a place that

was likely to be responsible for my parents' conditions,

but what choice did I have? There was a protest again

today. The police were there again, so there wasn't

much of a crowd. My feet stopped right in front of

these protesters. The sun was already high. I couldn't

imagine how uncomfortable it was to be covered in

that mud. Then my eyes met another pair. 

         At my desk, with not much to do, I found my

hand reaching out for one of those blue

documents. Page after page was filled with the

danger that the environment faced from open cast

mining, especially when not accompanied by

proper safety measures and rehabilitation efforts.

There were a lot of technical terms that I had never

encountered before nor cared about. I was on the

verge of putting it down when I reached a section

on health hazards. The documents listed the

dangers, not only to the miners but also to the

people living close by. In this case: everybody in

town. Main health concerns included the

consumption of toxic chemicals through

groundwater and respiratory disease. Respiratory

disease? 

The document went on to share extensive data

showing how reports of lung conditions increased

greatly alongside the increase of surface mining in

the town. My thoughts flew to my parents. They had

never had breathing problems before; they didn't

even smoke. Then their health started to decline,

the shortness of breath happened more often, and

the wheezing and the violent coughs that kept me

up all night had never happened before. I grabbed

my bag and ran home immediately. I called a rental

car. I’m not even sure how I got my parents on

board, but in a couple of hours, we arrived at a

small cement block building with a humble sign

upfront. The doctor's office was small, and there

wasn't any fancy equipment inside. The doctor

worked alone, with no nurses, not even a

receptionist to do the admins.

"It might be COPD, chronic obstructive pulmonary

disease," the doctor said, unfazed.

>>
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        She flashed me a sympathetic smile before

continuing with her chants.

"Move along, ma'am," a police officer tried to usher

me away. My eyes were still locked onto the figure

who stood tall and strong.

"Ma'am, move along." The officer said again when I

instead walked closer to these people. I hurdled

across the tire fence and dropped my bag near my

feet. I grabbed an unused banner and held it in

front of my chest.

Then I heard a familiar voice say: "Welcome."

>>
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THE POWER OF
ACTIVISM 

THROUGH
POETRY
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Art has always been a vessel
for change, but are spoken
word poetry and social
media poetry the way
forward for modern
activism?
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Activism, although assumed to be something that is
always loud and proud, can be a very personal thing.
It often presents itself in different forms and opens
itself up to a wide range of people participating in
their own ways. As a feminist and someone deeply
passionate about fighting for LGBTQ+ rights, I found
my way into activism through the arts, namely writing
and poetry. It’s no surprise that poetry, as with the arts
in general, is used as a tool for social change. For
instance, poets such as Maya Angelou and Audre
Lorde solidified the importance of protest poetry in
society. However, in recent years I’ve noticed how
some artists are more frequently proudly defining
themselves as ‘activist poets’, perhaps leaning further
into the belief that art truly can make a difference.
When doing a quick Google search for ‘activist poetry’,
you’ll be overwhelmed by the sheer number of protest
poems, writing for empowerment, and articles
debating whether or not poetry can truly be deemed a
form of activism. But a question remains: is this helping
to push the boundaries of the form to create long-
lasting societal change?
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        The value of poetry, particularly spoken word,

is certainly not taken for granted, and as a queer

woman, it is something that I have relied on for

both relief and catharsis. It proves time and time

again to be endlessly important for those in

underrepresented communities. Poetry gives people

a voice they may usually lack, particularly when it

comes to uplifting oppressed voices. A powerful

spoken word poet who uses the form effectively for

social change is George the Poet, who performs

pieces about race, class, and culture, amongst

other crucial things. 

>> George the Poet explains that poetry is ‘innate’ and

that ‘as long as you feel, there is poetry inside of you’.

He goes on to express that, ‘when I am nervous, I

remind myself that I’m here to address all the bad

things that I saw growing up. It makes me think: Oh

yeah, that’s why I’m doing this.’(1) Here he sums up the

necessity of poetry so simply: it is a natural tool for

essential expression.

A poem that demonstrates this perfectly and left me

speechless the first time I heard it is Lost Voices by

Darius Simpson and Scout Bostley. In this one poem,

they tackle suffering through racism and the struggles

of being a woman, and they cleverly portray exactly

how it feels to have your voice taken away. Poetry like

this can strike a chord with people you have never

imagined, which is why its importance should never be

underestimated. The weight of the spoken word as a

tool for feminists and all kinds of activists is becoming

more evident than ever.

Pieces like this highlight the importance of activism

through art and activist poetry, but what impact can it

actually have? A saddening but potentially unsurprising

study from Measuring Equality in the Arts Sector

(MEAS) details that men still massively dominate the

world of published poetry. In 2019, the study found that

two-thirds of published poets were male.(2) This

statistic demands long-term change, change that can

come from activist poetry representing repressed

voices. In my opinion, if the publishing industry’s focus is

still centred around men and generally not

representative of the wider population, it will take

much longer to create a more balanced reflection of

society in the poetry we consume. Yet, as with any sort

of social injustice that needs fighting, people are

finding ways around the sometimes inaccessible

barriers of publishing to share their messages. >>



Her success at slam poetry competitions on the

platform led to several published poetry collections

and novels. Savannah leads a yearly online event she

created named Escapril, where anyone from around

the world is challenged to write a poem every day for

the month of April. Watching her grow online as a poet

and a person massively inspired me in my creative

journey.

Although social media can often be painted in a

negative light, the world of spoken word poetry on

YouTube is an escape for hundreds of thousands of

people, with the accessible nature of it inspiring further

change, which will only aid activist poets in their desire

to make a lasting difference. Furthermore, as more

people turn to poetry online, there are now infinite

more ways to relate to someone and feel less alone.

Before coming out, poetry about being LGBTQ+ was a

welcoming, safe space for me, whether online or in a

book, and helped me to feel seen and supported.

Not only that, but social media has also facilitated the

rise in ‘Instagram poetry’, a form that is often

surrounded by large debates. Most of the negativity

and arguments against ‘Instagram poetry’ stems from

people believing it to be rooted in cliches and bizarre

line breaks ‘cut up at random to resemble our

conventional idea of poetry’.(3)
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Spoken word
recommendations

Megan Falley and Olivia Gatwood- ‘Collapse the
Economy’ 
Venessa Marco- ‘Patriarchy’
Natalya O’Flaherty- ‘Not Like Other The Other Girls’
Jaxmyn- ‘White Feminism’
Raych Jackson- ‘Period Rules’
Blythe Baird- ‘Pocket-Sized Feminism’
Dylan Garity- ‘Friend Zone’

        The growth of social media has certainly aided

access to poetry and, therefore, the invaluable

opportunity to speak your truth and contribute to

causes you believe in. In my own experience, I’ve

found that poetry is taught in schools as something

very traditional, only written by men and not women

and certainly not people from minoritised

backgrounds. However, social media opens up a

whole new world of poetry. In the realm of the

spoken word, YouTube is home to thousands of

poets of all ages, genders, races, sexualities, and

backgrounds. Although it seems that the publishing

industry is still stepping behind and is inaccessible

to many, people are bridging this gap via YouTube.

All you have to do is film and upload a video, and

bam, you’re in spoken word land with an audience

of over 2.6 billion YouTube users. 

For example, Savannah Brown is another poet that I

really resonate with due to the content of her work.

An American poet now living in the UK, Brown

began sharing her poetry on YouTube at a young

age and quickly resonated with other young people

around the world, particularly with her

commentaries on growing up and mental health.

>>

>>



The first one I ever saw was ‘the princess saves herself

in this one’, and as a young, insecure feminist, simply

the existence of a book with such a title made me feel

heard and less alone. Then came ‘the witch doesn’t

burn in this one’ and ‘the mermaids voice returns in this

one’, and a whole world of feminist poetry opened to

me and to so many others who maybe had no interest

in poetry before.

But what defines a ‘feminist poet’? Does there really

need to be a definition? There’s been a recent trend of

people embracing the term more and more, with poet

Hollie McNish explaining that the first time someone

asked if she was a feminist poet, she ‘immeditately got

offended and said, ‘no I’m not’’. However, over time,

she says she understood ‘where the dismissal of the

word came from and realised [she] always has been [a

feminist]’.(6) My own definition comes from feeling

represented in the struggles of being a woman and

supporting my choices through feminism, whatever they

may be. It’s the same thing feminists have been trying

to get across for years. You can burn your bra if you

want to, or you can keep your bra on, whatever you

fancy. You can completely throw away all of your

razors and grow out your body hair, or you can

religiously get rid of your body hair, or you can even do

a mix of both, do what’s right for you. The increase in

‘choice feminism’ is something we’ve seen massively on

social media in recent years, which is why some people

are opposed to it. Some people feel that making

feminism ‘marketable’ and ‘mainstream’ takes away its

activist roots. However, making feminism accessible

and promoting women’s choices whilst still

acknowledging its roots is more important than ever,

and this can only help move the movement forward.

For me, feminist and activist poets are people who are

saying what I and so many others desperately want to

scream. When they speak up, they inspire me to do the

same. And I hope you do too.

O U R  W O R D S   ourstreetsnow.org/our-words                45

         However, many people flock to 'Instagram

poetry' and disagree with these criticisms.

YouTuber Ariel Bisset, for example, created a

documentary interviewing several Instagram poets,

including Charly Cox, who, during the video, states,

‘I think that if anyone had had the platform that we

have now, they’d be doing exactly the same

thing.’(4) Despite the ever-changing process of art,

‘Instagram poetry’ appears to be rapidly growing

and solidifying itself as one avenue in the future of

this form and its societal impact.

One of the leaders of this form, Rupi Kaur, rose to

fame by doing what the form suggests; posting

poetry to Instagram and, in turn, gaining a large

following. Whether you enjoy her poetry or not, her

message has clearly resonated with people. She

now has three published collections of poetry and

over 4.5 million followers on Instagram. Through her

short-form, accessible poetry, she spreads

relatable messages concerning mental health,

sexual harassment, and her experience of being a

woman, intersecting with matters of culture and

race. Many of her pieces stem from finding yourself

as an individual and the importance of self-love,

such as ‘you must / want to spend / the rest of your

life / with yourself / first’. To me, this leans into the

idea that feminism isn’t about women having to be

one specific thing; feminism allows choice.

Similarly to Kaur is Amanda Lovelace, another poet

who has found success online with many published

collections. Personally, I tend to gravitate to longer

and more detailed pieces, whereas Lovelace’s

pieces are often short and vaguer: ‘gods, I hope I

terrify you.’(5) However, I distinctly remember the

titles of her collections catching my eye in a

bookshop. 

>>
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SOLIDARITY AS A
REBELLION TOOL

REVIEWREVIEW

Our writer attends the
Vagina Festival, sharing her
perspectives and reflecting
on the festival's power for
empathetic connection.
This celebratory and
welcoming art-based event
touches on themes
universal to women and
femmes, such as femininity,
sex, gender, race, identity,
violence, discomfort, and
grief.

Written by ÉLOïSE JONES
A recent UK study assessing public knowledge of
female external genitalia confirms that we lack
adequate education about what a vagina is. During
the study, participants were given a diagram of a
vulva which they were to label with the correct
terminologies. They found that out of all 191
participants – who overwhelmingly identified as
female(1) – only 9% could correctly label all parts of
the vulva; 46% of diagrams were left entirely blank.(2)
These statistics highlight that we are not accurately
taught about female genitalia in the UK. 

I arrived early, unsure of what to expect. I sat in a
Nandos opposite the Royal Vauxhall Tavern in London,
waiting for the doors to open to the Vagina Festival. It
was the first vagina festival I had ever heard of, let
alone been to. Given that the word ‘vagina’ is socially
steeped in shame and unknowing, it’s not surprising
that I was unsure of what to expect. >>



REVIEW
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      It is a society where ‘vagina’ and its

euphemisms are whispered in hushed tones so that

we internalise that it is a dirty thing before we know

what it actually is. So, to attend a festival where

those with vaginas are celebrated seemed an alien

concept to me. 

The doors of the venue did eventually open, so I

headed over. The Royal Vauxhall Tavern is famous

in the LGBTQ+ community as a safe space for

queer folk to socialise, and the organisers (and

hosts) Emilie and Ellamae had chosen it for exactly

this reason. They intended for the festival to be a

celebratory and welcoming space for everyone. The

atmosphere inside immediately felt bright and

buzzy – with disco balls, pink streamers and Lizzo

playing in the background. The event was centred

around a tiny stage at the front of the room. Before

the acts began, the hosts opened up the festival

with their own poetry. Ellamae is a woman with

Mayer Rokitansky Küster Hauser Syndrome (MRKH),

whereby she was born without a vagina tunnel and

womb; the ‘pieces’ of us that we are told dictate

whether we are a woman or not. 

>> Besides shame, the only thing we learn about our

vaginas in childhood is that it defines our identity first

as a girl, then as a woman. It was important to see at

the face of the Vagina Festival a woman who doesn’t

conform to society’s binary expectation of gender

identity determined by body parts. As the festival hosts

made clear, “not all women have vaginas and not all

those with vaginas are women”.

Most of the show consisted of spoken word poets and

artists. The poetry touched on various themes of

femininity, sex, gender, race, and identity. In response,

hands raised midway through to click fingers in support,

and there were waves of applause once the final

sentence had been spoken. As a first-time open-mic

poetry-goer, I saw how different it was to hear poetry

spoken aloud by the poet themselves. All of the pauses

and emphases were in the right places. To listen to

these stories read aloud – stories which often touched

on themes universal to women and femmes, like

violence, discomfort, and grief – was a powerful

experience. Shared pain “is an especially powerful

form of shared experience that […] promotes bonding,

solidarity, and, ultimately, cooperation”.(3)

book
recommendation
TITLE Females
AUTHOR Andrea Long Chu
PUBLISHER Verso
YEAR 2019
LANGUAGE English
GENRE Gender, Feminism,
Memoir, Commentary

Éloïse is a French-English woman living in
Manchester. Soon, she will return to The
University of Manchester to finish her
Undergraduate degree in Disaster
Management. She is passionate about
feminism and literature and believes that
art is a powerful tool to express identity and
share experiences. She is often reading
multiple books at a time that discuss topics
of feminism, the gender binary and queer
identity, as well as writing poetry.

meet the writer

>>



REVIEW
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As an able-bodied, white, queer cis-gender woman, my

experience of the Vagina Festival may have been

different to someone else’s. But I saw that, for a short

while, the festival literally gave voice to many

marginalised groups, who, like the word vagina itself,

have been silenced. The organisers reclaimed the word

'vagina', using it more symbolically: at the end of the

event, they encouraged the room to shout the word at

the tops of our voices. Though at first, I felt a prickly

feeling of embarrassment, soon the room filled with

different voices shouting “vagina” very loudly. To the

point it seemed almost comical since we weren’t meant

to say this word. Though three hours prior I had sat

opposite the tavern's doors at a loss for what exactly to

expect, throughout the night it felt that the Vagina

Festival was a safe space of celebration and

togetherness, regardless of how you identify. When we

have been indoctrinated into believing that shame and

division are more natural than understanding and unity,

we might argue that those few hours of unquestioned

solidarity were a small act of rebellion.

       Interspersed between the poetry, a lot of which

dealt with heavy themes, there was a Drag King,

Shardeazy Afrodesiak, and a feminist comedy

band, Flat And The Curves. Both claimed an

uplifting and joyous space amongst the more

serious stories. But to suggest they were present to

merely bring light relief would be to undermine

them. Much like how shared pain can lead to a

sense of unity, laughter too “play[s] a significant

role in facilitating social bonding among groups of

individuals".(4) For me, this showed that we don’t

just have shared pain; we have joy and humour too.

This growing sense of connection in the room felt

important in a world where women are taught to

tear each other down. More and more, we are

seeing the ramifications of a society that pits

women against one another. For example, the

refusal of Trans Exclusive Radical Feminists (TERFs)

to accept trans identity wages a war between cis

and trans, as though we are two separate camps

who aren’t fighting for the same ultimate freedom:

from the patriarchy and gender binary. It is

necessary to acknowledge here that cis and trans

people differently experience the oppressions

imposed through this system. 

>> There are oppressive and discriminatory

practices/discourses that, as a cis woman, I would

never face nor understand. The systemic violence

towards trans individuals is only worsened and upheld

by TERFs who fabricate and enforce a divide between

‘us’ and ‘them’. This only leads to the upholding of a cis

heteropatriarchy that does not seek to liberate anyone.
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